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Introduction
S. Philip Hsu and Chang-Ling Huang

In December 2004, the Department of Political Science of National
Taiwan University organized the International Conference on Political
Challenges and Democratic Institutions, with the support of the Taiwan
Foundation for Democracy (TFD) and the NSFG Foundation. At the
conference, we invited scholars and social activists from South Africa,
South Korea, and the United States to exchange ideas and share their
views on challenging issues facing democracies. The intellectual dialogue
was quite inspiring and thus some of the papers presented in that
conference have been compiled in this edited volume.
When we were planning the conference in the spring of 2004, Taiwan
had just experienced one of the most turbulent moments in its recent
political history. The day before the presidential election in 2004, the
ruling party candidate, the incumbent president who was then
campaigning for a second term, was shot. Though the shooting itself did
not bring about fatal injury to the incumbent president physically, the
political trust in Taiwan, already fragile, was further damaged. When the
election results showed that the ruling party had won by a tiny margin,
the opposition candidate not only refused to concede but also decided to
file a suit to annul the election. For weeks following the election,
supporters of the opposition parties demonstrated in front of the
presidential palace and demanded the truth regarding the shooting.
Supporters of the ruling party, on the other hand, were outraged by the
demonstration and by the suggestion that the shooting might have been
self-staged.
Many at that time were wondering whether the institutional strength
of Taiwan’s nascent democracy would be able to withstand such political
confrontation and division. Political scientists in Taiwan also felt it
compelling to ask how and why political trust in Taiwan was eroding
and whether other countries, such as our fellow young democracies, had
faced similar challenges. In this volume Chin-En Wu and Sunhyuk Kim
answer these questions. Wu demonstrates that ethnic division reduces
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the voters’ trust in politicians of other camps and increased the voters’
trust in politicians of their own camps. Voters not only have different
levels of trust toward different political parties, but also toward different
branches of the government. Moreover, Wu suggests that changes in
institutions, particularly electoral rules, would reduce the identity divide
and result in more political trust. Sunhyuk Kim illustrates with the South
Korean experience that when societies are politically polarized, people’s
trust in public institutions tends to erode. While being optimistic about
Korea’s democratic future, Kim nonetheless recognizes that there are still
institutional challenges for Korean democracy. He shares Wu’s view that
institutional reform is needed in order to enhance political trust.
Taiwan’s ethnic division and South Korea’s ideological polarization
are both rooted in historical experience. Easing the division and
polarization is actually related to the issue of transitional justice. How to
handle the past wrongdoings of the authoritarian state, especially the
abuse of human rights, is a thorny issue for any young democracy. It is
politically difficult and intellectually challenging. Due to the fact that the
Taiwanese political science community seems to be relatively unfamiliar
with and unenthusiastic about transitional justice, this volume seeks to
introduce this topic to our colleagues and students by learning from
other countries. Perhaps no country could shed more light on this topic
than South Africa. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission has been a
well-known institution dealing with transitional justice. Carnita Ernest
and Nicky Rousseau examine South African experiences from different
perspectives. Ernest leads us to look at the Commission from the victim’s
standpoint and Rousseau presents the debates regarding the
Commission’s mandate. While their discussion centers on the politics of
finding about the truth, this theme proves consequential in Taiwan’s own
experience as well. Nai-Teh Wu’s work is very likely the first academic
piece to probe the issue of transitional justice in Taiwan. For him, it is
important to ask: given that there were more than 3000 recorded victims
of the state’s authoritarian rule, why was there no admitted perpetrator?
Although the state was willing to give monetary compensation for the
victims, the issue regarding truth still remains. As the South African lady
quoted in Tutu’s book and cited by Wu indicated, without knowing
exactly what happened, the victims and their surviving families have no
idea what to forgive even when they are willing to forgive.
The third part of this book is about the social movement in Korea.
For years Korea’s social movement experience has served as an important
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reference point for Taiwan. Activists in Taiwan often envy their Korean
counterparts and lament about the lack of organizational strength and
mobilizational ability of Taiwan’s social movement organizations.
Kwang-Yeong Shin’s article, however, reminds us that social movement
per se is not always progressive. The recent politicization and
mobilization of the conservative civic organizations has been a very
important phenomenon in democratic Korea. While Shin worries about
the impact of the mobilization of conservative forces on Korea’s
democracy, Nicola Jones presents a somewhat different picture. In a quite
comprehensive manner, Jones demonstrates the institutional change
regarding gender equality in Korea. It seems that despite ideological
polarization and political confrontation between Korea’s progressive and
conservative camps, gender equality has been a commonly accepted
reform issue on which the feminist movement has been able to make
steadfast advances. In the late 1980s, when the former socialist countries
in Eastern Europe began their democratization, many women proclaimed
that “democracy without women is no democracy.” The development of
Korea’s feminist movement suggests that this proclamation has been
widely shared.
Multicultural citizenship poses an important political challenge to
almost all countries in the world today. Taiwan is no exception. The four
chapters in this part deal with this issue from different perspectives and
apply different approaches. Michael Shapiro illustrates how writers
create “counter-memories” and how they write in the major language but
become a minority through writing. Through the discussion of works by
philosophers as well as creative writers, Shapiro shows us how tyrannical
the thinking can be when we intend to stabilize minorities and majorities.
Sandra Joireman’s work on the politics of naming sheds a similar light,
albeit from a different perspective. Multiculturalism, as Joireman argues,
constantly involves the naming of groups and categorization of
individuals. Both could be highly political and contested. The key issue is
the degree of political consultation, or whether the consultation exists at
all. Naming is an identity institution and, like all other political
institutions, if the state seeks to make it function well, then proper
political consultation and negotiation must come before the institution
comes into existence. Neither Shapiro’s nor Joireman’s chapter directly
addresses Taiwan, but anyone familiar with Taiwan’s identity politics
would see the relevance in their analyses. Shapiro’s statement that
writers such as Cliff, Alexie, and Morrison are products of historical
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encounters and acts of coercion brings to our mind the names of many
Taiwanese writers, modern or contemporary. Likewise, Joierman’s
chapter naturally leads us to reflect on the naming and re-naming
experienced by Taiwanese aboriginals.
Chih-yu Shih’s chapter investigates not only the institution of
identity, but also the relationship between identity and the institution of
property. In his study, the granting of autonomous status enhances
ethnic consciousness for some minority ethnic groups in China.
Moreover, the state’s sensitivity toward ethnic identity is beneficial to the
property rights reform. Hsiao-Chuan Hsia’s work also makes the linkage
between identity and political economy. Hsia has been well known
among Taiwan’s social activists for organizing immigrant women. In her
chapter, she shares with us her experience as an organizer and her
observation as a scholar of the immigrant rights movement in Taiwan.
She emphasizes the importance of locating the immigrant rights
movement within the context of globalization and argues that economic
struggle is intersected with identity politics. Hsia’s conclusion that
multiculturalism should be seen as a strategic rhetoric rather than an
ideal goal is both provocative and insightful. How to refrain from
essentializing the timeless cultural difference remains a challenge not
only for the immigrant rights movement, but also for Taiwanese society
as a whole.
While young democracies across the world are facing all kinds of
institutional challenges, we hope the juxtaposition of the experience of
Taiwan and other countries can enrich our understanding of the exciting
and challenging times that, we believe, will be remembered in years to
come as the age of democracy.

PART I

Political Trust

1
Political Trust, Institutional Reform,
and Democratic Deepening in Korea
Sunhyuk Kim

I.

Introduction: Korean Democracy in Crisis

2004 proved to be an extraordinary year for Korea. In March, for the first
time in Korea’s constitutional history, the National Assembly, led by a
coalition of opposition parties, moved to impeach President Roh Moo
Hyun. The presidency was suspended for more than two months as a
result, although in May the Korean Constitutional Court ruled that the
president had indeed violated the election laws but did not deserve an
impeachment. On October 21, 2004, the Korean Constitutional Court gave
another historic ruling. This time, the Court judged that the Roh
government’s plan to relocate the administrative capital from Seoul to an
area in Ch’ungch’ong Province, which had been passed in the National
Assembly in December 2003 but was now ardently opposed by the
opposition Grand National Party, was unconstitutional. This ruling
forced the government to stop immediately all the plans and committees
associated with the relocation project. The Constitutional Court, which
has never been a serious actor in Korean politics, is emerging rapidly as
an excessively powerful institution.
What has precipitated the rather dramatic empowerment of the
Constitutional Court in Korea is the “gridlock” between the executive
and the legislature. The conflict between the two main branches of the
government, as a matter of fact, has been a persistent, if not chronic,
feature of Korean politics since Korea’s democratic transition in 1987.
Successive democratic governments under Roh Tae Woo (1988-93), Kim
Young Sam (1993-98), Kim Dae Jung (1998-2003), and Roh Moo Hyun
(2003-) have had to confront and cope with formidable resistance by the
opposition party (or parties) in the National Assembly. Governments
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have used different tactics to resolve the gridlock, ranging from a
transformistic party merger to incorporate opposition parties1 (Choi 1995)
to individual “recruitment” of opposition party legislators (S. Kim 2002).
At the heart of the “gridlock” problem consists the issue of “dual
legitimacy.” The Korean president is elected through direct popular
elections. So are the members of the National Assembly. As a result, both
the president and the National Assembly are entitled to claim a popular
mandate as legitimate representative institutions. With antagonism and
confrontation between the executive and the legislature branches all but
habituated and routinized, the judiciary, specifically the Constitutional
Court (which is by the way an unelected institution) has unexpectedly
assumed the role of a putatively impartial and neutral “umpire,”
enjoying a kind of “casting vote” between the two governmental
branches at deadly feud with each other and dealing out justice to
concerned political stakeholders.
The resultant “judicialization” of politics has prompted some
prominent scholars in Korea to warn of the rise of an “imperial judiciary”
(Choi 2004; Y. Kim 2004).” Controversies are brewing on whether the
Constitutional Court, and the judiciary in general, is justified in
appropriating the role of a nonpartisan arbiter.3 Judicialization of Korean
politics and the comparative empowerment of unelected bodies (e.g., the
Constitutional Court) vis-à-vis elected institutions (e.g., the president or
the National Assembly) summarily enunciates the essential nature of the
current crisis of Korean democracy, highlighting how one of the cardinal
principles of modern democracy—embodiment of popular sovereignty
through elected, representative institutions—is in grave jeopardy.
One of the most crucial tasks in Korean politics today, therefore,
boils down to institutional reform, i.e., how to re-design and reconfigure
various governmental institutions so as to make Korean democracy more
representative, accountable, responsive, and effective. Institutional
reform, in fact, has consistently and continually been on the agenda of the
politics of democratic consolidation and deepening in Korea since 1987.2
The principal purpose of this chapter is to analyze the politics of
institutional reform in Korea, against the backdrop of low political trust
and focusing on the current Roh Moo Hyun administration.
Specifically this chapter proceeds as follows. In the second section, I
review the existing (general) literature on political trust and then contrast,
depending on the level of democratic development (i.e., established
democracies or fledgling democracies), the two different consequences of
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and responses to low political trust. In Section 3, I discuss the level of
political trust in Korea. Three features figure prominently: 1) political
trust in Korea has been in precipitous decline since the democratic
transition; 2) political trust in Korea is considerably lower in comparison
with other old and new democracies; and 3) trust in civil society
organizations is unusually high, as compared with other domestic
institutions and other countries. In Section 4, I turn to the politics of
institutional reform, showcasing how different ideological and
generational camps in Korea perceive and understand the causes and
consequences of low political trust and institutional reform. In the last
section, I summarize my thematic argument and present a few
prescriptions for the further deepening of democracy in Korea.

II.

Political Trust: A Theoretical Overview

In the extant literature, “political trust,” often used interchangeably with
“political support,” is defined as trust citizens put in political institutions
(e.g., three branches of the government) and individual political actors
(e.g., party politicians, public servants, legislators, et al.). Thus defined,
political trust is distinguishable from general interpersonal trust or social
trust, i.e., trust in social institutions (e.g., NGOs) or economic institutions
(e.g., business enterprises). Not only are political and social trust
conceptually differentiable, scholars have also found that they are in
large measure causally unrelated. Political trust is not much affected or
caused by social or economic factors (Newton 1999).
Political trust is a multidimensional concept, comprising at least five
different realms: political community, regime principles, regime
performance, regime institutions, and political actors (Norris 1999b).
According to an authoritative volume on political trust that presents a
comprehensive and comparative study of developed and developing
democracies, the level of political trust in democracies around the globe
is universally in decline. Yet, there are some notable differences within
the five dimensions of political trust. Specifically, trust in political
community and regime principles have increased; trust in regime
performance and political actors are inconstant, varying from country to
country; and trust in regime institutions, i.e., institutional trust, has
consistently and considerably dwindled. This means that the
preponderant portion in the recent downfall of political trust is
imputable to the decline in institutional trust (Norris 1999b).
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Why should we care and worry about low political or institutional
trust? Political trust is critical to the stability and persistence of
democracy. Adherence to democratic ideals and principles is a crucial
necessary condition for long term democratic stability. Low political trust,
especially low trust in regime institutions, will ultimately erode the
support for regime principles and thereby in the long haul negatively
affect the stability of democracy. In established democracies where there
already exists a rich “reservoir of goodwill towards democratic
institutions (McAllister 1999, 203)” and where citizens tend to cognitively
differentiate between democratic institutions and governments in power,
low institutional trust is unlikely to pose a serious threat to democracy.
By contrast, in fledgling democracies where there exist no dependable
historical and cultural roots of democracy and where citizens frequently
have exorbitantly high expectations about their governments and an
instrumentalist conception of democracy (i.e., democracy is useful
because it promotes economic growth or promises good government
performance), political and institutional distrust can easily develop into
an overwhelming menace to democratic stability and persistence.
More specifically, low political trust (or high political distrust) can
discourage conventional participation (e.g., elections, civic engagement,
political activism) and instead encourage unconventional activism (e.g.,
protest politics, extremism, terrorism).
It can also increase
noncompliance with the law, thereby hampering the ability of
governments to pass and implement legislation and raise revenues
(Norris 1999c). All of these can substantially discredit, delegitimize, and
destabilize democracy. More seriously, if the public explore and support
alternatives to existing institutions, low political trust or high political
distrust can quickly turn into a forceful threat to the survival of
democracy (Listhaug & Wiberg 1998).
Scholars have offered plural explanations for the decline in political
trust in democracies around the world. Most common culprits include
cultural idiosyncrasies (e.g., cynicism, apathy, fatalism, etc.), poor
government performance (particularly in the economic area),
inordinately high public expectations (Miller & Listhaug 1999), and
political controversy and ideological polarization and the resultant
systemic disillusionment (Lipset & Schneider 1983). Yet most scholars
agree that institutional factors are the most important. As Norris (1999b:
219) aptly puts it: “Over time, where constitutional arrangements succeed
in channeling popular demands into government outcomes, then we
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would expect this to be reflected in diffuse support for the political
process.” In other words, whether and how effectively existing
constitutional structures and institutional arrangements articulate and
represent citizens’ opinions and interests in the political and
policymaking processes decisively determines the level of political
trust/distrust.
This is why low political trust or high political distrust nearly
invariably plays a catalytic role in raising the issue of and promoting the
cause of institutional reform. Depending on the “age” or “maturity” of
democracy, two distinct paths of development exist, one optimistic and
the other pessimistic. In established democracies, low political trust
would generate renewed interest in and pressure for public discussion
and popular campaign for designing more representative, effective, and
inclusive institutions. Meanwhile, in nascent democracies, especially
when there are widely-recognized alternatives—imaginary or real—to
extant democratic institutions, low political trust might swiftly turn into a
sentimental nostalgia and reactionary movement for “good old days”
under previous authoritarian regimes, hence perilously threatening the
legitimacy and stability of the new democracy. The concrete unfoldings
of reform politics, whether they take the optimistic path (i.e., movement
for greater democracy) or the pessimistic one (i.e., movement to reinstate
the authoritarian status quo ante) in large measure hinge on the specific
political dynamics in the country, complicated by numerous variables
such as the balance of power among various political and social forces,
the level of civilian control of the military, the clout of the mass media,
the relative power of civil society vis-à-vis the state, records of previous
reform efforts, and so on.

III. Political Trust: The Case of Korea
As compared with other democracies in the world, Korea is no exception
in the overall drop in political trust over the past decades. According to a
study based on Korea Democracy Barometer surveys conducted during
the 1996-2004 period and the 2003 East Asia Barometer survey (Table 1)4,
for every public institution, trust has dramatically decreased over the
given period: the executive (from 62.1 percent in 1996 to 26.1 percent in
2003), the legislature (from 49.1 percent in 1996 to 21.5 percent in 1997 to
15.4 percent in 2003), legal courts (from 70.4 percent in 1996 to 57.5
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percent in 1997 to 50.9 percent in 2003), civil service (from 56.1 percent in
1996 to 44.9 percent in 1997 to 44.8 percent in 2003), the military (from
74.0 percent in 1996 to 66.7 percent in 1997 to 58.9 percent in 2003), the
police (from 57.0 percent in 1996 to 41.7 percent in 1997 to 49.9 percent in
2003), and political parties (from 39.5 percent in 1996 to 19.5 percent in
1997 to 14.9 percent in 2003). In particular, trust in the three main
branches of the government (i.e., the executive, legislature, judiciary)
declined from 38.0 percent in 1996 to 7.0 percent in 2003, recording a 30.1
percentage point drop. Declines in the trust in representative institutions,
such as the legislature and political parties, are also prominent, recording
33.5 percentage point and 24.6 percentage point drops respectively.
In summary, after more than 17 years since the democratic transition,
an absolute majority of the Korean public today is highly cynical about
regime institutions, particularly about the core state institutions. Political
distrust is so general and universal among the Korean public that the
disgruntled do not seem to concentrate in one demographic category or
two. Regardless of demographic and socio-economic backgrounds,
Koreans appear to have little trust in political institutions, especially in
the representative organizations (Park 2004, 14).
Table 1

Trust in Public Institutions: Korea (political institutions only)

Executive
Legislature
Courts
Three branches
Civil service
Military
Police
Political parties

1996

1997

2003

Change (1996-2003)

62.1
49.1
70.4
38.0
56.1
74.0
57.0
39.5

21.5
57.5
44.9
66.7
41.7
19.5

26.1
15.4
50.9
7.0
44.8
58.9
49.9
14.9

-36.0
-33.5
-19.9
-30.1
-11.3
-15.1
-7.1
-24.6

Entries are percentages saying “a great deal” or “quite a lot of” trust.”
Source: Park 2004.

Another study on trust in Korea, which includes more time points
(e.g., authoritarian periods) and nonpolitical institutions (e.g., social and
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economic institutions), shows similar patterns. As Table 2 indicates, trust
in political institutions such as the three branches of the government, the
military, the police, and political parties has steadily declined, with the
legislature (13.3 percent in 2002) and political parties (12.0 percent in 2002)
recording the lowest levels. As is shown in Table 1, representative
institutions enjoy very little public trust in Korea. Meanwhile, what is
extremely noticeable in Table 2 is that some nonstate institutions such as
civil society groups enjoy a very high level of public trust. Trust in civil
society groups increased from 69.7 percent in 1996 to 77.1 percent in 2002.
As of 2002, the difference between the trust in civil society groups and
trust in the conventional representative institutions such as the
legislature and political parties stands at about remarkable 64.4
percentage point. Against the backdrop of dismally low trust levels in
most public institutions, trust in nongovernmental civil society groups
stands out as a conspicuous exception.
Table 2

Trust in Public Institutions: Korea (including nonpolitical
institutions)

Executive
Legislature
Courts
Military
Police
Political Parties
Press
Business firms
Labor unions
Civil society groups

1981

1990

1996

2002

68.2
80.8
86.7
73.3
69.2
54.3
60.1
-

34.1
67.6
79.7
53.0
66.3
35.3
66.6
-

43.9
31.1
58.6
70.7
47.5
25.0
64.7
34.7
55.7
69.7

34.6
13.3
52.8
59.1
34.6
12.0
54.0
42.4
35.7
77.1

Source: Chu 2003

Now, placed in international comparative perspective, Korean
citizens show almost the lowest level of trust in governmental
institutions. Table 3 is based on a comparative survey conducted in JulySeptember of 2002, polling 36,000 people in countries over six continents.
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In terms of the trust in the executive (25 percent), Korea records the
second from the bottom, between the Middle East (14 percent) and Latin
America (25 percent). Only a quarter of Koreans trust their executive
branch, whereas on average a half of citizens in other countries trust
theirs. Koreans’ trust in the National Assembly, the legislature, is the
lowest (11 percent) among the countries, even lower than that of the
Middle East (16 percent). Trust in the judiciary is also very low,
somewhere between Eastern Europe (23 percent) and the Middle
East/Africa (46 percent).
Overall, therefore, political trust in Korea turns out to be
extraordinarily low compared with other countries. The only exception,
again, is Koreans’ trust in nongovernmental groups, recording the
highest (77 percent) among the surveyed countries, easily eclipsing
established democracies in North America (69 percent) or Europe (66
percent). The very high trust the Korean public place in civil society
organizations is as anomalous as the very low trust they put in state
institutions and political parties.
Table 3

Trust in Public Institutions: A Crossregional Comparison
Executive Legislature Judiciary

Civil society Big business Labor
organizations
firms
unions

Press

All (45countries)

50

38

48

59

42

48

EU (12)

51

46

53

66

45

49

50
42

Eastern/Central

40

27

23

47

26

34

51

Middle East (2)

14

16

46

46

39

30

26

North America (2)

74

47

61

69

44

54

52

South America (9)

27

23

31

53

43

36

51

Asia (7)

45

23

31

53

43

36

51

Africa (3)

43

43

46

60

55

61

60

Korea

25

11

31

77

35

57

-

Europe (3)

Source: Chu 2003

To sum up, in Korea, political trust in general and public trust in
representative institutions in particular have declined quite precipitously
over the past decade. Korean citizens have lost their confidence in core
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state institutions such as the executive, the legislature, and the judiciary.
Noticeably dramatic has been the erosion of public trust in the
representative institutions. Put in comparative perspective, two things
stand out in the Korean case: a very low level of trust in the main
representative institutions and a very high level of trust in
nongovernmental civil society organizations.

IV. The Politics of Institutional Reform
Causes of low political trust, as discussed in Section 2 above, are multiple.
What appears pertinent in illuminating the exceptional low political trust
in Korea is the case of the U.S. in the 1960s. From 1964 to 1970, the U.S.
witnessed “a virtual explosion of anti-government feeling,” with mistrust
in government, measured according to the Michigan Index,5 increased by
an average of 17 percent. Mistrust in government increased by 8 percent
between 1964 and 1968 and by 9 percent between 1968 and 1970. To
explain such persistent decline of public trust in American governmental
institutions, Lipset and Schneider (1983) focus on the political
controversies and the resulting ideological polarization that transpired in
American society during the 1960s.
What has been taking place in Korea during recent years is similar
ideological polarization of the population between progressives and
conservatives. During the Roh Tae Woo government (1988-93) and the
Kim Young Sam government (1993-98), progressives, who had
spearheaded the pro-democracy anti-government struggles in the 1970s
and 1980s, largely stayed outside the political establishment. The election
of Kim Dae Jung in 1997 marked the first horizontal transfer of power
since the democratic transition. During the Kim Dae Jung presidency
(1998-2003), ideological polarization deepened on Kim Dae Jung’s North
Korea policy (aka the “Sunshine Policy”). Progressives, having attained
strategic key positions in various state institutions and political society,
supported active engagement of North Korea. In contrast, conservatives
intensely opposed “appeasement” with North Korea and virtually
reflexively endorsed hardline policies of American neo-conservatives.
Throughout the Kim Dae Jung administration, the president and his
progressive allies in and outside of the government were constantly
attacked by conservatives for their allegedly pro-North Korean—and
hence pro-communist, enemy-benefiting—policies.
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With the 2002 election of Roh Moo Hyun, a young human rights
lawyer and a maverick politician who symbolized the rise of the postwar
generation, to the Korean presidency, progressives have now entered the
political establishment en masse. The successful entry of the Korea
Democratic Labor Party into the National Assembly in the April 2004
general elections marked the culmination of the recent ascendance of
progressives in Korea. Now, progressives are in charge of designing and
implementing various crucial democratic reforms. What has taken place
during the past Kim Dae Jung administration and the current Roh Moo
Hyun government is the gradual but unmistakable shift of power from
older/conservative to younger/progressive political actors. Government
institutions, civil society groups, business firms, and many major social
institutions are increasingly occupied and operated by younger/
progressive actors. In response, conservatives, rapidly marginalized, talk
alarmingly of an imminent, if not already ongoing, “powershift” in Korea
(i.e., from conservatives to progressives) and strategize how to prevent or
arrest it.
Young progressives, typified by the “386” generation (those who are
in their 30s, went to universities in the 80s, and were born in the 60s), try
to reform the state institutions to reflect the ideals of democracy they
entertained in the 1980s during their pro-democracy struggles. In
reaction, old conservatives attempt to deter and prevent dramatic
transformation of state institutions and policies and to preserve the status
quo, pointing to sundry negative consequences of “radical” reforms, such
as economic troubles, diminishing global competitiveness, security threat
from North Korea, social chaos, and so forth.
What underlies the exceptionally low political trust in Korea today is
the continuing polarization and confrontation between progressives and
conservatives. The division between progressives and conservatives is
primarily ideological, but it is also in large measure generational. There
are more progressives among younger people, while there are more
conservatives among older people. Ideological and generational
cleavages in Korea seem to be overlapping and mutually reinforcing,
rather than crosscutting.
The ultimate reason why the Korean public as a whole are seriously
dissatisfied with various political institutions is that progressives and
conservatives hold similarly high but substantively different expectations
about regime institutions and governmental performance. With their
expectations commonly unmet, both progressives and conservatives feel
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alienated and unhappy about governmental institutions and
performance—but for fundamentally different reasons. Progressives
want the existing institutions to embody and actualize greater and deeper
reforms. They want to make the existing institutions more representative,
responsible, accountable, and effective by implementing more reforms.
They think the existing reforms are too timid and mild. Quite the reverse,
conservatives regard the reforms pursued by the ruling bloc to be too
radical, impetuous, and hasty, upsetting the status quo and entrenching
the deplorable, if not utterly unacceptable, powershift that has been
occurring since the 2002 presidential elections. For starkly different
reasons, the two ideological camps in Korea are profoundly troubled by
and disappointed at the existing institutions and their performance.
Most of all, progressives think that the main political institutions do
not still adequately reflect the changes Korean society has undergone in
the past few decades. Progressives, for example, take the two rulings by
the Constitutional Court in 2004 (i.e., presidential impeachment and the
ruling against the relocation of the administrative capital project) as
frustrating setbacks. Before the dangerous “judicialization” further
distorts and reverses the tide of democratization, progressives think,
Koreans must push ahead with more extensive institutional reforms.
Conservatives, on the other hand, think that the main political
institutions, except some quarters of the judiciary, have already been
taken over by progressives. They feel that their interests are not
sufficiently represented and their voices are not properly heard by the
government institutions. Deep sense of marginalization, isolation,
alienation, and relative depravation makes Korean old conservatives,
who are proud of their past contributions to the “economic miracle” on
the Han River, feel threatened and encircled by multi-front progressive
agenda and reforms.
In sum, what explains the low level of trust in political institutions in
Korea is the great perceptual gap between conflicting segments of Korean
population in assessing the nature and efficacy of their regime
institutions. Both progressives and conservatives feel underrepresented
and judge that something must be done to increase their representation
and to make Korean democracy better. Progressives think that the
existing institutions are still largely the leftovers inherited from the
authoritarian period and thus do not really reflect their interests.
Conservatives think that the state institutions are already “captured” by
progressives, and therefore their interests are entirely ignored by them.
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This double dissatisfaction by both progressives and conservatives
explains the exceptionally low and ever-diminishing level of political
trust in Korea. After all, therefore, what is at the heart of the low political
trust in Korea is the ongoing power struggle between progressives and
conservatives.
Now, with respect to the two different paths of response to low
political trust mentioned in Section 2, in Korea, we see indications of both
scenarios, but predominantly of the more optimistic one. To repeat, one
possible consequence of low political trust is the genesis of increased
popular demands for more institutional reform. The literature points
out that this is usually what happens in established democracies. The
other possible consequence, which is more frequently observable in
unconsolidated and fledgling democracies, is the rise of authoritarian
nostalgia and movement for authoritarian retrogression. It seems
unsurprising that Korea, a democracy that is neither completely
deepened nor entirely new, is characterized by both paths of
consequences.
In Korea today, there are still some intellectuals,
journalists, and ordinary citizens who eulogize the leadership,
governance style, and policy performance of past authoritarian
presidents such as Park Chung Hee (1961-79) or Syngman Rhee (1948-60).
However, no serious person in Korea today seeks alternatives to the
current democratic form of governance. As a result, no hazardous erosion
of democratic ideals and principles is observed. Instead, as in many
established democracies, popular pressure for institutional reform is
mounting up. The major task in Korean politics, therefore, boils down to
how to reform and improve the existing democratic system.
The reform efforts under the current Roh Moo Hyun government
have taken several different forms. In terms of the governmental and
public sector reform, the government established a number of
committees and commissions composed of reform-minded bureaucrats,
politicians, and civilian experts, to design and carry out reform programs.
In addition to the committees that had been in existence and in operation
during the previous governments (e.g., the Korea Tripartite Commission
(of Labor, Business, and Government), the Commission on Sustainable
Development, the Committee on Educational Innovation, the
Commission on Agriculture, Fishery, and Rural Policies, the Committee
on Social Inclusion, etc.), the Roh government created or re-activated
many other presidential agencies. Under the Presidential Commission on
Policy Planning, these include the Committee on Northeast Asian
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Cooperation Initiative, the Commission on Governmental Innovation and
Decentralization, the Committee on Balanced National Development, and
the Committee on Ageing and Future Society. In particular, the
Presidential
Commission
on
Governmental
Innovation
and
Decentralization has required installment of “innovation teams” and
“innovation officers” in all governmental ministries and has vigorously
propelled voluntary and internally driven reforms in governmental
ministries. One of the main projects and plans the Roh government has
pursued under the Presidential Committee on Balanced National
Development was the plan to relocate the administrative capital to a
southern area. This plan was obstructed by the opposition party, which
originally passed the proposal in the National Assembly but later
reversed its position, and was ruled unconstitutional by the
Constitutional Court in October 2004. In March 2005, however, a revised
proposal for the relocation of the administrative capital was passed in the
legislature.
In terms of political and social reforms, the Roh government has
emphasized and pursued “four reform bills.” The four reform bills most
prominently include the revision or repeal of the National Security Law,
which had been frequently abused by the preceding authoritarian
regimes to muffle and repress opposition parties and pro-democracy
movements. Progressives, many of whom were the actual victims of the
Law in the past, support the complete abrogation or at least fundamental
revision of the Law. Conservatives, many of whom were the drafters and
enforcers of the Law in the past, support the maintenance or
unsubstantial (thus inconsequential) revision of the Law.
Another bill is intended to delve into the nation’s modern history,
excavating and re-constructing the truth about Koreans’ collaboration
with Japanese colonialism.
Progressives, many of whom are
descendants of independence movement leaders who fought against
Japanese colonialism, support the bill. Conservatives, many of whom are
offspring of political or business elites during the colonial period, oppose
the bill, criticizing that “politically motivated” investigations into the past
history are detrimental to national unity and harmony.
The third bill is aimed at setting ceilings on the mass-circulation of
big and influential newspapers. According to the proposed bill, if the
market share of a newspaper company exceeds 30 percent or the
combined market share of any three newspapers is above 60 percent,
then they would be regarded as monopolies. Progressives, who rely more
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on minority “progressive” newspapers and online newspapers, support
the bill. Conservatives, who are sympathetic to the three major
“conservative” print newspapers that have been pouring out acerbic
criticisms about policy failures of the current Roh government, are
against the bill. The last one of the four reform bills is purported to
reform private schools. Progressives argue that the bill is necessary to
make schools more transparent and accountable. Conservatives argue
that the bill is an unnecessary and unjustifiable violation of private
ownership and other market principles.
In summary, progressives and conservatives are at loggerheads over
all four reform bills. Progressives judge that the Roh government should
exert more power to push ahead with them, taking advantage of the
favorable legislative configuration in the National Assembly after the
April 2004 elections (the ruling party won 152 out of 299 seats).
Conservatives present a long list of problems associated with the
proposed bills, ranging from their ideologically motivated nature,
potential damage to the economy, distortions of market principles, havoc
on social unity and cohesion, etc. As a result, whether and how to pursue
reforms have become a politically charged question, fundamentally
reflecting the ideological and generational polarization in Korean society.

V.

Conclusion: Towards Democratic Deepening

There has been a steady decline in political trust in Korea since the
democratic transition in 1987. The low level of political trust is primarily
due to the ideological polarization between progressives and
conservatives during the past three administrations. Progressives,
ascendant and dissatisfied with the perceived underrepresentation of
their interests in the existing political institutions, demand more reforms
in governmental, political, economic, and social institutions.
Conservatives, feeling insecure and alarmed by the gradual “infiltration”
of progressives into diverse sectors of society, question the hidden
motivation, procedural justice, speed, and ideological bias of the
government’s reform efforts. The overall level of political trust, as a result,
remains low.
Low level of political trust can potentially erode democratic
legitimacy of the government, thus ultimately hampering democratic
deepening. Trying to prevent such corrosive potential of low political
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trust from being materialized, progressives push for more reforms in
government, political society, market, and civil society. By contrast,
conservatives, in order to keep a sinister powershift from happening,
constantly try to slow down, stunt, weaken, and deform various reform
efforts. This is the current status of Korean democracy, in deep crisis and
torn between the two uncompromising ideological/generational camps
of social forces.
Of the two possible paths caused by low political trust, Korea is
likely to take the optimistic path, with popular pressure for institutional
reform renewed and ever-increasing. The reason why the optimistic path
is more likely to prevail is that both progressives and conservatives in the
Korean society seem to approximate what the literature calls “critical
citizens” or “dissatisfied democrats” (Norris 1999a). “Critical citizens” or
“dissatisfied democrats” are cognitively sophisticated enough to
distinguish between regime principles (e.g., democracy as a desirable
goal and ideal) and regime institutions (which are frequently colored and
affected by fluctuating regime performance). Korean democracy is a
consolidated democracy, in the sense that democracy is the “only game
in town” and there exist no viable alternatives to democracy. Neither of
the two ideological camps in Korea passively anticipates or actively seeks
undemocratic or nondemocratic options. As in any post-authoritarian
polities, there are certain people who anachronistically reminisce about
the “good old days” under the previous authoritarian despots, but they
more or less remain a dwindling minority. Both the progressive and the
conservative camps in Korea steadfastly and unambiguously adhere to
democratic regime principles.
One of the most prominent and crucial future challenges for Korean
democracy, therefore, is to design and develop institutions that are
acceptable to the two ideologically and generationally divided camps—
institutions both camps regard legitimately and adequately
representative. This is the pivotal and paramount task of democratic
deepening in Korea. To achieve this, progressives need to be more
compromising and inclusive in formulating reform agendas and
implementing reform policies, adjusting the pace of the reform as
necessary. In exchange, conservatives need to stop sabotaging the reform
and instead present constructive alternatives to the existing reform plans
as appropriate.
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VI. Conclusion: Towards Democratic Deepening
It is exceptionally intriguing that trust in civil society groups in Korea, as
Table 3 evidently shows, is exceptionally high domestically (i.e., as
compared with political trust) and internationally (i.e., as compared with
that of other countries). Multiple explanations are available for the
relatively untarnished reputation and legitimacy and thus high level of
political trust in and support for civil society groups in Korea. Yet, the
most important reason must be found in the legitimacy and reputation
various social movement groups secured and accumulated during the
tumultuous years of democratization in the 1970s and the 1980s and the
impartial and unpartisan public campaigns the new social movement
groups waged in the post-transitional (or consolidational) politics since
1987 (S. Kim 2000).
Considering that Koreans in general put a much higher level of trust
in civil society groups and their activists, it is crucial for them to lead a
movement to combine and integrate rational and pragmatic progressives
and conservatives to form and nurture a viable coalition for reform. Civil
society groups, with its moral authority and historical record of probity
and integrity, must serve as a centripetal force pulling reasonable
elements in the two ideological/generational camps. Through the
leadership role of civil society groups, the young progressives of Korean
society, in cooperation with reform-minded conservatives, must devise
institutional arrangements that could reflect the changed power balance
and the ascendant new mainstream of Korean society. This is in the end a
question of re-designing and re-configuring Korean democracy—not
only the state sector but also the political society (i.e., political party
system) and economic society (i.e., market).
In the final analysis, institutional reform in Korean democracy must
continue. Institutional reform must be pursued with greater and
renewed vigor and energy, further expanded to include fundamental
issues such as how to re-design the constitutional framework so as to
avoid the repeated clashes between the executive and the legislative
branches and thus to prevent further judicialization of Korean politics.
Judicialization of politics only increases the “democratic deficit” of
Korea’s political system, which must be avoided by all political actors
concerned. In this regard, the democratic crisis in Korea, caused by low
political trust and ideological/generational polarization, should be
understood as a great opportunity to upgrade and deepen Korean
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democracy. The future of Korean democracy hinges on how diverse
political actors, under the skillful authority and leadership of civil society
groups, could initiate and wage a movement to re-invent and re-design
the constitutional framework and regime institutions in the country to
make its governance more representative and effective.

Notes
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

In January 1990, Roh Tae Woo, the president at the time,
manufactured the Democratic Liberal Party by incorporating two of
the opposition parties. This was a type of transformism, in which the
opposition, finding itself marginalized from power and state spoils,
agreed and “transformed” itself from the opposition into an integral
part of the governing majority.
During the past decade, there have been a lot of talks in Korea on
“imperial presidency,” which was gravely misleading in the light of
the relatively weak power of the president vis-à-vis the majority
party (or parties) in the legislature.
I conceptually distinguish between democratic consolidation and
democratic deepening. Democratic consolidation is a process in which
democracy becomes so broadly and profoundly legitimate among its
citizens that it is very unlikely to break down. Practical
“irreversibility” is the operative word: democracy is consolidated if
and only if there exists very little—practically no—likelihood of
authoritarian reversion. Democratic deepening, on the other hand, is a
post-consolidational process of continuous improvement in which a
democratic system is made even more representative, accountable,
effective, inclusive, and extensive.
The numbers of respondents in these surveys are as follows: 1996
(KDB): 1,000; 1997 (KDB): 1,117; 1998 (KDB): 1,010; 1999 (KDB): 1,007;
2001 (KDB): 1,007; 2003 (EAB): 1,500; 2004 (KDB): 1,037.
The Michigan Index includes, inter alia, the following four questions:
1) “Do you think that people in the government waste a lot of money
we pay in taxes, waste some of it, or don’t waste very much of it?”; 2)
“Do you think that quite a few of the people running the
government are a little crooked, not very many are, or do you think
hardly any of them are crooked at all?”; 3) “How much of the time
do you think you can trust government in Washington to do what is
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right—just about always, most of the time, or only some of the
time?”; and 4) “Would you say the government is pretty much run
by a few big interests looking out for themselves or that it is run for
the benefit of all the people?”
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2
How Do Ethnic Divisions Affect Political
Trust in Taiwan?
Chin-En Wu

I.

Introduction

Ethnic issues have become one of the dominant issues in Taiwan politics
after the democratic transition in 1987. Ethnic cleavages and the resulting
heterogeneous national identity generated considerable confrontation in
political competition. Besides, electoral politics significantly ferment such
confrontation. The ethnic cleavage refers mainly to the different historical
experiences and unequal socioeconomic resource distribution between
Taiwanese (those who immigrated to Taiwan before Japanese colonial
rule) and Mainlanders (those who fled to Taiwan around 1949 and their
immediate descendants). Taiwanese can be further divided into two
subethnic groups: Minan and Hakka. Minnan tend to support Taiwan
independence; Mainlanders tend to support unification; and Hakka tend
to waffle in between. After Taiwan presidential election of 2000, Taiwan
experienced the first rotation of ruling party after the democratic
transition. Kuomintang (KMT), the longtime ruling party, lost power to
Democratic Progress Party (DPP). This historical conjuncture provides
the best opportunity in which we can observe whether people would
change their political trusting orientation. After 2000 Taiwanese
Presidential election, DPP, which win the election with a slight margin,
and Taiwan Solidarity Union form the informal alliance of Pan-Green. On
the other hand, KMT, People First party, and new party jointly form the
other informal political alliance of Pan-blue. Pan-Blue comprise mainly
the Mainlanders and those Taiwanese who support maintaining status
quo and unification, while Pan-Green comprised mainly pro-unification
Taiwanese.
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Given that ethnic cleavages and political competition gradually
bring about tensions and low mutual trust between voters and politicians
of different parties, what would be people’s evaluation on political actors
and political regime? Would voters of different ethnic groups express
uniform political evaluation? Political scientists in general care about the
magnitude of political trust in democracies but do not pay attention to its
distribution. The existing literature on political trust is, however, largely
silent in the context of ethnically divided societies. The answers to these
questions would be important for understanding the governability and
democratic stability in ethnically divided democracies.
Thus, this chapter aims at discussing how ethnic divisions affect
citizens’ political trust in politicians, parties, and political systems. For
the theoretical perspectives, I distinguish three levels of political trust—
politician and parties, governments, and democracy and democratic
values—in the context of ethnically divided societies. The existing work
has not systematically explored the relation between different levels of
political trust. Empirical tests that follow examine the relations between
intensity of ethnic identity and patterns of political trust.
Following the discussion on political trust, I briefly discuss whether
changes in electoral systems, given specific social structure—geographic
distributions and the relative sizes of ethnic groups in Taiwan, affect
ethnic issue positions of legislators. I indicate that a better-designed
electoral system would moderate ethnic divisions and then contribute to
better politically trusting type.

II.

Three Levels of Political Trust Differences

Trust in general is important for participants to overcome collective
action problems and to produce good policies and governments (Putnam
2000). Political trust is how people believe that governments will fulfill its
objectives by way of the power that citizens delegate to them. Sufficient
political trust allows authorities to govern without seeking prior
approval in each instance. Thus, political trust, among other things, is
regarded as essential for governments to pursue beneficial but painful
policies (Gramson 1968, Easton 1975). Low trust, in contrast, contribute to
lower approval rates and then undermines governments’ ability to solve
problems (Hetherington 1998). Thus, low levels of trust in governments
would significantly undermine regime legitimacy (Miller 1974). In new
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democracies, low levels of trust in governments among people are likely
to increase the chance of democratic breakdowns (Chu et al. 2001).
However, high levels of trust in governments may not always be
beneficial to democracy. As some scholars have argued, high trust in
governments led people to give up monitoring and to endorse
governments’ policies unconditionally (Hardin 1998, 1999; Batto 2004).
Thus, such governments would not need to perform well to stay in office
than it otherwise would need. Thus, the existing literatures suggest that
levels of political trust should not be too low or too high for a healthy
democracy.
When we talk of political trust, we first need to distinguish which
branches of governments and which objectives do we refer to? Easton
(1965) nicely distinguished between diffuse and specific support. Specific
support refers to the evaluation of the performance of a specific
government, while diffuse support refers to the evaluation of regime as a
whole.1 Based on this, we can further divide political regime into two
levels: government and democracy/authoritarian. Thus, political trust
essentially is embodied in three different levels: trust in individual
political actors (politicians and parties); trust in governments (executive
branch and parliament); trust in political regimes (democracy, democratic
values, and authoritarian regimes).
Although the meaning of political trust in each level are essentially
different, trust in one level is likely to be associated with the trust in the
other levels. Generally speaking, people tend to trust political leaders and
the parties they feel close to and express low trust in political leaders and
policies of their disfavored parties. In democracies governments are
formed by parties winning general elections, so people who support the
opposition parties are less inclined to trust the incumbent governments
(Chen 2002). Moreover, it is straightforward to infer that people’s
evaluation of governments is correlated with their trust in democracy in
new democracies. Under mature democracy people might be skeptical of
or be less satisfied with politicians and governments but firmly endorse
democratic values in general and the rule of the game in particular.
Under new democracies, by contrast, as the trust in democracy is not
firmly rooted, trust in governments and trust in democracy are likely to
be endogenous to who govern.
In the context of ethnically divided societies, such trust
heterogeneity and the correlations among different levels of political trust
are more salient. In such societies people tend to have low interpersonal
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trust in people of other ethnic groups. Citizens are likely to hold
suspicious views toward the other ethnic groups and have low trust in
other ethnic groups.2 In this light, we can easily infer that as ethnic
divisions increase, people tend to distrust people and politicians
representing other ethnic groups. As a result, political figures and parties
representing ethnic groups are much less likely to be trusted by other
ethnic groups. On the other hand, people tend to overly trust in the
politicians and parties representing their own ethnic groups. Thus, there
generates a great trust imbalance between ethnic groups toward
politicians of different ethnic groups. The trust imbalance tends to be
greater in ethnically heterogeneous societies than in homogeneous
societies. The reason for this is most likely contributed to the fact that
ethnic cleavage is a primordial cleavage and is, thus, less likely to
compromise and, besides, parties basically form along ethnic cleavages.
This situation hinders the function of a healthy democracy because low
trust amplifies the tension between parties and, hence, increases political
instability. High trust, on the other hand, by approving of all parties and
politicians of the one’s ethnic groups simply, spoilt them. Hence, parties
in such societies may simply resort to ethnic issues to win votes rather
than carefully devise and implement effective policies to tackle
socioeconomic problems.
Because of low trust in adversarial parties and politicians, people
tend to distrust the government formed by adversarial parties. Thus,
high ethnic division tends to contribute to the decrease in the trust in
governments among those people who feel closer to opposition parties
but increase the trust in governments among voters of ruling parties.
When a divided government—executive and legislature are hold by
different parties—is present, a contrasting pattern of trust arises: voters
tend to have high trust in the government branches that are controlled by
the parties they vote for. More specifically, voters of ruling parties are
less likely to appreciate opposition parties’ effort to check or monitor
governments, while voters of opposition parties are inclined to think
legislature as a legitimate component under democracy to check the
encroachment of government power.
Trust heterogeneous in the levels of political participants and
governments may cause trust differences in democracy further. Low trust
in government may reduce the effectiveness of democracy and lower the
support for democracy among voters of opposition parties. On the other
hand, high trust in government and democracy among other groups of
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people might actually be pseudo, since such trust may disappear quickly
once their preferred parties lost power. Besides, the latter groups might
have lukewarm commitment to check and balance and to democratic
values because such things awfully constrain their beloved government.
In sum, three different levels of political trust differences exist in
ethnically divided societies, especially in new democracies. Such trust
differences embody leading political figures and parties, different
branches of government, and democratic values and democracy
respectively. In ethnically homogeneous societies, on the other hand,
political trust differences in all three levels may still exist, but would be
less salient than in heterogeneous societies. Trough such linkages, we see
that specific and diffuse political support cannot be separated in an
ethnically divided new democracy.
The Hypotheses that will be tested are as follows, all focus on the
situations under ethnically divided societies.
y Compared to moderate supporters in Taiwan, hard-line supporters
of either unification or independence tend to have greater political
trust differences between politicians of their own camps and of the
other camp.
y When a divided government is present, citizens tend to have
political trust differences between executive and legislative branches.
y High ethnic division also contributes to mixed trust levels in
democracy and democratic values as well.

III. Empirical Tests of Political Trust
Political Trust in Leading Political Figures
To test the preceding hypotheses, I use data from both 1999 postlegislature election surveys sponsored by Taiwan’s National Science
Council (NSC) and conducted by principal investigators at the National
Taiwan University, and 2003 Taiwan Election and Democratization Study
(TEDS henceforth). The first dependent variable is a derived variable that
approximate people’s political trust differences between their favored
and disfavored leading political figures. TEDS employed a set of
questions asking respondents to evaluate leading political figures from
the perspective of socioeconomic development on a scale from zero to ten.
The leading political figures included in this variable include the 2004
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Taiwan presidential candidates of Pan-blue (Lien Chan and Soong Chuyu) and Pan-green (Chen Shui-bian and Lu Hsiu-lien). The variable is
calculated by subtracting people’s trust scores in Lien Chan and Soong
Chu-yu from their trust scores in Chen Shui-bian and Lu Hsiu-lien. Then
we use the absolute value of this derived value. In related literature there
are a set of questions measuring different aspects of political trust, such
as ability to enact and enforce effective policies, do politicians do what is
right, and the integrity of politicians etc. However, not all of such items
have been asked in the Taiwanese survey studies in 1999 and 2003, so
here I focus directly on the questions asking people’s political trust.
EXTREME, one of the theoretically central variables, derives from
people’s independence-unification choices. Lower score of EXTREME
represent moderate positions. Those respondents insistent on Taiwan
independence or insistent on unification with Mainland China are coded
as the hard-line respondents. Those people choosing to maintain status
quo are coded as the modest respondents, while those respondents
support unification or Taiwan independence but do not insist on are
categorized as moderate respondents. Control variables include a set of
demographic variables which include education levels, age, gender, party
ID, and sub-ethnic groups (HOLO and Mainlander). Please refer to Data
Appendix for the summary of descriptive statistics of variables used in
the regressions.
Table 1 shows the regression result of respondents’ attitude intensity
about unification/independence on their trust differences in leading
political figures. As can be seen from Regression (1), independent voters
and respondents with higher educational levels tend to have narrower
political trust differences, while elder respondents and Mainlanders, as
compared to Haka, tend to have greater political trust differences. For the
theoretically central variable, as expected, the hard-line respondents
proved to have greater political trust differences than the modest
respondents. In other words, respondents with strong ethnic identity are
inclined to seriously distrust political figures of opposite political ideas,
while overly trust political figures with similar political ideas. The same
pattern of symmetric divergence applies when we replace the political
trust differences in leading political figures with parties, as shown in
Regression (2) in Table 1.
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Intensity of Unification/Independence and Political Trust
differences (Politicians, Parties, and the executive and
legislature)

Variable
Dependent Variable
(Trust differences in)
EXTREME
BLUE
INDEPENDENT
EDUCATION
GENDER
AGE
HOLO
MAINLANDER
R2
Number of
Observations

(1)
Presidential
candidates
(2003)
1.135***
(.209)
-.310
(.321)
-2.559***
(.299)
.194***
(.062)
-.058
(.233)
.023**
(.010)
.210
(.341)
1.266***
(.463)
0.139
1329

(2)
Parties
(2003)
.606***
(.092)
.287*
(.148)
-1.593***
(.127)
-.011
(.025)
-.129
(.101)
.013***
(.004)
-.285**
(.142)
1.02***
(.198)
0.245
1298

(3)
Executive and
Parliament
(2003)
.11***
(.033)
-.38***
(.052)
-.323***
(.052)
.011
(.01)
.108***
(.04)
.005***
(.002)
.081
(.052)
.046
(.068)
0.101
1281

OLS with Robust standard errors in parentheses.
* p<0.1; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01

Citizens’ Trust in Governments
The discussion of people’s trust in political systems can be divided into
two parts: government levels and democracy.3 The empirical works have
already shown that Taiwanese voters of opposition parties tend to have
low trust in the incumbent government (Chen 2002). What will happen
when executive and Legislature are controlled by different parties? Will
political trust difference also apply to people’s attitudes toward different
branches of government? Starting from 2000 to present, DPP holds
presidency and controls the Executive Yuan while Pan-blue dominate the
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Legislative Yuan (Parliament). Voters of Pan-green tend to express high
trust in government but have low trust in the Legislative Yuan. They
think the check exerted by the legislature on the executive as a ruinous
impediment to effective governance. On the other hand, voters of
opposition parties tend to regard the Legislative Yuan as a legitimate
component in democracy to check the government. To test the relation
between intensity of attitudes toward unification/independence and
government political trust differences, I construct a variable to capture
the trust differences in government and legislative branch. The variable is
calculated by subtracting people’s trust scores in legislative Yuan from
their trust scores in government. Then I also use the absolute value of this
derived value as the dependent variable.
The empirical result, as shown in Regression (3) Table 1, supports
our hypothesis that, when a divided government is present, hard-line
respondents tend to have greater political trust differences in executive
and legislature than the modest respondents. In other words,
respondents with strong ethnic identity are inclined to distrust
government or Legislature that are controlled by parties with opposite
political ideas, while have trust in government branches controlled by
parties of similar political ideas.

Citizen’s Trust in Democracy
The other level of political trust concerns the belief in democracy and
democratic values. Political trust differences also exist in this level. I
employ the question asking respondents “how satisfied or dissatisfied
are you with the way democracy works in our country” to estimate
people’s evaluation of the performance of democracy. The empirical
result shown in Table 2 demonstrates that the voters of opposition parties
(Pan-blue) appear less satisfied with the way democracy works in recent
years. In the answer to a related question, voters of Pan-blue even think
that democracy is less suitable for Taiwan, as seen in the same table.
Moreover, in the answer to another question, such voters are less willing
to accept the idea that democracy is always preferable to any other kind
of governments. The result of the latter two questions demonstrating
asymmetric divergence is similar to the above two questions, so I do not
report the result here.
Another way to detect different groups’ support for democracy is to
see whether peoples’ attitudes toward democracy adjust as the ruling

How Do Ethnic Divisions Affect Political Trust in Taiwan?

31

party change. The longitudinal study is essentially a more direct way to
find out how citizens in ethnically divided society strategically evaluate
democracy. Thus, I employ the 1999 post-legislature election surveys
again to see whether voters’ trusting type would change along the
rotation of political power. This is essentially a more direct way to detect
whether change in the ruling party affect voters’ trust in democracy and
their attitudes toward democratic values. Since the 1999 survey study do
not ask the questions concerning the first two levels, so the comparison
will focus on the level of democracy. The result shown in Table 2
demonstrates a contrasting pattern that the supporters of KMT,
essentially the same groups of voters, are more satisfied with the way
democracy works than the voters of opposition parties before the
turnover of ruling party in year 2000.
Table 2

Citizens Support for Democracy

Variable

(1)

(2)

(3)
Democracy

Dependent
Variable
BLUE
KMT
INDEPENDENT
EDUCATION
GENDER
AGE
UNION
HOLO
MAINLANDER
R2
Number of
Observations

Satisfied with democracy
(2003)
.202***
(.045)
.144***
(.042)
.016**
(.008)
.001
(.033)
.005***
(.001)
.044*
(.025)
-.052
(.048)
-.014
(.065)
0.04
1423

(1999)
.369***
(.126)
-.264**
(.133)
-.022
(.025)
-.124
(.122)
-.001
(.005)
.015
(.038)
-.079
(.172)
-.25
(.23)
0.022
972

OLS with Robust standard errors in parentheses.
* p<0.1; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01

suitable for
Taiwan

(4)
Democracy is
always preferable

(2003)
-.675***
(.147)

(2003)
-.212***
(.06)

-.64***
(.143)
.02
(.026)
.314***
(.109)
-.004
(.004)
-.339***
(.087)
.109
(.167)
.329
(.215)
0.058
1378

.16***
(.055)
-.01
(.01)
-.115**
(.045)
-.008***
(.002)
.04
(.029)
-.076
(.061)
-.021
(.09)
0.045
1397
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However, does the low trust in democracy means that voters of the
opposition parties are less inclined to embrace democratic values? Quite
the opposite: they are more willing to endorse democratic values to
protect their political rights. To verify this pattern, I employ three
different questions concerning citizens’ attitudes toward democratic
values and democratic procedures. These questions include
“Government executives are the equivalent of the head of a household;
all national matters large or small should be decided by them”; “Whether
or not an idea should be allowed to flow through society should be
decided by the government”; and “If the government is often checked by
the Legislature, it can’t possibly accomplish great things”; “The
government will take care of the people’s problems and look out for their
welfare on its own; we don’t need to make too many demands.”
The results shown in Table 3 demonstrate that voters of the ruling
party are more likely to agree strongly with those ideas—the supremacy
of the executive power over the civil society and the legislature. On the
other hand, voters of opposition parties tend to disagree with such ideas.
In their views, both a robust civil society and an independent legislature
are able to curb presidential abuse of power. This marked contrast
between trust in democracy and attitudes toward democratic values
constitute another political trust difference. The contrasting pattern could
also be found in the comparison between 1999 and 2003 survey asking
the same set of questions before and after the government turnover. As
shown in Column 1 and 2 in Table 3, we can find that voters do change
their democratic attitudes along the government change in 2000. The
same pattern also happens in Column 3 and 4.
The reason that voters of opposition are somewhat frustrated with
the performance of democracy in Taiwan might well because their
favored parties are not in office. Surprisingly, just because of this, they
are more willing to endorse democratic values that could limit the power
of government. On the other hand, voters of ruling parties appear
satisfied with the way democracy work might well because that their
preferred party is in power. However, just for the same reason, they are
less enthusiastic about the ideas of limited government and check and
balance. This inconsistency in trust in democracy and democratic values
essentially suggests that voters’ supports for favored parties take
precedence over democracy or democratic values.
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These contrasting political trust differences in political actors,
different branches of governments, and in democracy and democratic
values may not be a good thing for a new democracy. The reasons are as
follows. First, great trust difference between executive and legislature
and low trust in democracy among a substantial group of people tend to
reduce the legitimacy of democracy and may even arouse anti-system
sentiments. Second, complete trust by one side allows both parties to
abuse power and avoid reforms. Thus, large trust differences are
inefficient from the standpoint of competition since voters are loyal to the
ethnical parties representing them. In other words, voters become the
hostages of parties of both parties. Thus, shrinking in trust differences
would be good for democracy for two reasons. First, it is straightforward
Table 3

Citizens’ Attitudes toward Democratic Values

Variable

Dependent
Variable

(1)

KMT
INDEPENDENT
EDUCATION
GENDER
AGE
UNION
HOLO
MAINLANDER
R2
Number of
Observations

(3)

(4)

Government executives as

Government checked by

head of household

legislature

(2003)
Pan-BLUE

(2)

.231***
(.047)

(1999)

.124***
(.044)
.054**
(.008)
-.061*
(.034)
-.006***
(.001)
-.018
(.026)
.049
(.051)
.145**
(.068)

.257***
(.096)
.036
(.094)
-.081***
(.018)
-.065
(.09)
.011***
(.004)
.029
(.029)
-.095
(.127)
-.272*
(.161)

0.135
1397

0.07
1024

OLS with Robust standard errors in parentheses.
* p<0.1; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01

(2003)
.264***
(.048)

(1999)

(5)
Citizens need
not make too
many
demands
(2003)
.158
(.041)

.159***
(.044)
.024***
(.008)
.023
(.035)
0
(.001)
.046*
(.026)
.09*
(.051)
.045
(.06)

.39***
(.106)
.146
(.105)
-.074***
(.022)
.13
(.101)
-.002
(.004)
-.049
(.031)
-.02
(.134)
.117
(.186)

.096**
(.04)
.062***
(.007)
.04
(.03)
-.007***
(.001)
.012
(.022)
-.011
(.042)
.068
(.056)

0.52
13277

0.037
957

0.18
1417
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to infer that shrinking in trust differences enables citizens to be less loyal
to either party. A less loyal electorate and the resulting volatile supports
compel both parties to provide better policies and improve their
performance to win votes since voters now may switch party supports as
long as they feel the alternative is superior. Second, shrinking in trust
differences enables citizens to be loyal to democratic values and
democracy itself. Voters of the opposition parties would not feel being
deprived of the right to be represented if they would not distrust the
ruling party so much. On the other hand, the ruling party’s followers will
be less inclined to disrespect democratic value in order to enable the
incumbent government to act decisively.

IV. Ethnic Division and Electoral Systems
Most of the research on political behavior and political attitudes tends to
stop here once they find the pattern. This article goes on a little further to
explore how changes in political institutions might shrink or exaggerate
the political trust differences. Since those citizens supporting maintaining
status-quo tend to have smaller trust differences, it would be preferred to
weight their voice more from the standpoint of moderating political
systems. In other words, electoral systems that weight the voice of
moderate citizens more, i.e., allocating more seats to the moderate wings
of both parties than their vote share would be preferred. Hence, the
electoral system biases seat allocation in a constructive way. If particular
institutional arrangements encourage parties of adversarial issue
positions move closer to each other, the ensuing ease in political
confrontations may in turn induce citizens to decrease their distrust in
opposing parties and reduce the full-scale trust in favored party. Thus, a
more volatile support that based mainly on performance between
competing parties may arise.
Since political culture evolves slowly because social structure
changes only gradually, we are less likely to change that part. The only
part that we can work with is political institutions. Hence, the latter part
of this chapter discusses how political institutions, mainly electoral
systems, may moderate ethnic tension in an ethnic divided society and
then ameliorate the trust imbalance. The basic idea is that political
systems with smaller ethnic issue difference between parties are
associated with smaller political trust difference. Specifically, we can
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compare different electoral systems’ effects, given distinct ethnic
structure (geographic concentration of ethnic distributions and the
relatively equal size of ethnic groups), on parties’ positions on ethnicrelated issues and then on political trust.
Arend Lijphart (2002) once indicated the cause of the setback of
many new democracies in the Third Wave Democratization is that there
exists serious ethnic conflicts and that constitutional designs fail to
mediate the tensions. How to ease tension by devising a better electoral
and government institutions becomes a main challenge to new
democracies. However, which configurations of political institutions are
better able to address ethnic tensions are still inconclusive among
political scientists. There are two main types of electoral systems with
different effects on ethnic moderation. They are the consociational
approach by Arend Lijphart and the incentives approach by Donald L.
Horowitz. Consociational approach adopts electoral systems with high
proportionality of seats to votes. By encouraging power-sharing, this
model promotes cooperation and reduces conflicts.4 In contrary, the
incentive approach thinks that consociational democracy aim to
consolidate the sphere of existing ethnic groups but do not provide
institutional incentives that could encourage parties to move toward
median position (Horowitz, 2002). This line of research emphasis the
need to make the winning chance of candidates hinge on different ethnic
groups, so candidates has to encompass interests of different ethnic
groups. Such electoral rules may include Alternative Vote (AV), which is
a refinement of the First Past the Post (FPTP), Single Transferable Vote
(STV). The goal pursued by Incentive model might not always be
reachable. For example, the directional theory of issue voting by
Rabinowitz and Macdonald (1989) indicated the difficulties of moving
toward median positions. More importantly, when one ethnic group
dominates a particular geographical region, they do not need to be
moderate to win votes.
The last point suggests that both consociational and incentive
models of electoral systems focus exclusively on political institutions but
fail to take into account the composition of ethnic groups: size, number,
and geographical distribution of ethnic groups. Different composition of
ethnic groups tends to change the payoff of different electoral systems.
Generally speaking, where geographical distribution of ethnic groups is
concentrated, PR or SNTV might be better than AV or FPTP to avoid the
further concentration of seat allocation of ethnic groups in specific
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geographic areas. Conversely where the distribution of ethnic groups is
such that no single group dominates in a particular geographical area,
then AV or FPTP might be a better institutional choice (Reilly 2002). The
reason for this is that such system coulc induce candidates to encompass
divergent interest by moving closer to median voter to attract votes.
To understand how changes in electoral systems influence ethnicidentify difference and political trust I estimate how shifts form SNTV to
FPTP affect the number of seats in different geographic areas. Until now,
Taiwan do not experience changes in electoral systems, we have to
employ simulation to estimate the political effects of changing in electoral
systems. For data sources, we use votes from the 5th Legislative Yuan
election and 2004 presidential election results. For district redrawing data,
we use a proposal from National Policy Foundation published in 2002.
Their methods of redrawing consider both the geographic closeness and
the relatively equal size of population. Total number of seats in NPF
proposal is 105, with 45 seats allocated using proportional
representation.5
Table 4 display the actual votes and seats by Pan-blue and Pan-green
in 2001 under SNTV, after adding up the votes of People First, KMT, and
New Party into Pan-blue and DPP and Taiwan Solidarity Union into pan
green.6 It shows that Pan-blue enjoy certain advantage in Northern
Taiwan (37:30), Central Taiwan (20:14), and East Taiwan and off-shore
islands (6:3), while have upper hand in South Taiwan (20: 30). The
difference is, however, not substantial.7
Table 4

Seat allocation—2001 the 5th legislative Yuan Election, SNTV,
Two Camps

Geographical

North

Middle

South

area Parties

Taiwan

Taiwan

Taiwan

Pan-Blue
Pan-Green
Independent
Total

East Taiwan
and Offshore

Total Seats

Vote share

Islands

37

20

20

6

83

(54%)

(56%)

(38%)

(67%)

(50%)

30

14

30

3

77

(43%)

(39%)

(57%)

(33%)

(46%)

2

2

3

0

7

(03%)

(06%)

(6%)

(0%)

(4%)

69

36

53

9

167

(100%)

(100%)

(100%)

(100%)

(100%)

(49.8%)
(41.2%)
(9%)
(100%)
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Independent includes independent candidates and other small parties
without clear unification/independence orientation.
Table 5

Simulated Seat allocation—2001 the 5th Legislative Yuan
Election, FPTP*, Two Camps

Geographical

North

Middle

South

area Parties

Taiwan

Taiwan

Taiwan

Pan-Blue
Pan-Green
Independent
Total

East Taiwan
and Offshore

Total Seats

Vote share

Islands

36

21

8

7

72

(84%)

(95%)

(25%)

(88%)

(69%)

7

1

24

1

33

(16%)

(5%)

(75%)

(13%)

(31%)

0

0

0

0

0

(0%)

(0%)

(0%)

(0%)

(0%)

43

22

32

8

105

(100%)

(100%)

(100%)

(100%)

(100%)

(49.8%)
(41.2%)
(9%)
(100%)

* Using NPF redistricting proposal.
Now we change the electoral formula to FPTP and see how seat
allocation adjusts. Suppose first that under the new system the existing
parties still nominate their own candidates without coordination across
parties. The result that I do not report here shows a high
disproportionality between seats and votes. For example, DPP win 33%
of total votes but get 63% of total seats. People First party win 19% of
general votes but get 8% of seats. Therefore, to assume that each party
will campaign independently without coordination within each camp
seems quite unreasonable. Suppose instead that major parties in two
camps either merge or coordinate to nominate only one candidate in each
district. Moreover, we assume that voters of Pan-blue and Pan-green will
vote for candidates within the same camp after the change in electoral
system from SNTV to FPTP. There might be some voters that switch to
another camp. The amount of such votes seems not to be substantial to
affect our simulated result. Table 5 present the seats allocation under
FPTP using the 5th legislative Yuan election result. Table 5 clearly shows
that the geographic concentration of seats significantly increase after
changes in electoral system from SNTV to FPTP.
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Thus, given the particular party-system structure in Taiwan—parties
are formed and mobilized basically along ethnic cleavages, two party
blocs with roughly equal size, geographic concentration of ethnic
groups—Taiwan faces a dilemma in choosing electoral systems between
large and small magnitudes. As seen from the Table 4 and 5, in a divided
society where ethnic are concentrated geographically, electoral formula
with small magnitude—FPTP—tend to further increase geographic
concentration of parties. Since representatives from areas of mixed ethnic
groups are more likely to be moderate in ethnic-related issue positions,
the concentration of seats in different geographical areas is likely to
enlarge the ethnic identity difference between ethnic groups. Thus,
shifting from SNTV to FPTP does not necessarily moderate the political
spectrum, as expected by some advocates. Thus, political trust differences
will not shrink as electoral systems shift from SNTV to FPTP. Thus, a
better designed electoral rule will be needed to encourage moderate issue
positions of parties and legislators.

V.

Conclusion

This chapter argues that ethnic divisions reduce people’s trust in political
actors of different ethnic groups and increase their trust in political actors
of one’s own camps. This prototype generates three different levels of
political trust differences: favored and disfavored politicians/parties,
different branches of government, and support for democracy and
democratic values. Stronger ethnic cleavages, which is operationalized as
firmly endorsing unification or independence, proved to have greater
political trust differences in all three levels than those citizens with
milder positions on unification/independence issues. Thus, the levels of
support in democracy are determined not only by the quality of
democratic functioning but also by the intensity of ethnic identity.
Political trust is thus not only a matter of how much but a question
of distribution. The seemly equal extent of political trust may actually
include two distinct types: one with small political trust differences
among political actors of different ethnic groups, while the other with
large political trust differences. The latter type is surely not beneficial for
an effective government and, moreover, not healthy for a stable
democracy. In short, this suggests that not only the mean of political trust
distribution affect the stability of a democracy, as is usually, as is the
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main argument in democratization literature, the standard deviation of
its distribution also matter for a healthy democracy.
Based on this finding, we are interested in understanding whether
changes in institutions, electoral rule in particular, may moderate ethnic
identity difference. If so, then such institutional changes may lead to the
shrink in political trust differences. Such changes are likely to contribute
to cooperation and coordination among parties and, more importantly, a
stable democracy. Hence, searching a better-crafted electoral system that
could address the potential conflict between centrifugal tendency of
large-magnitude electoral rules (PR and SNTV) and the geographic
concentration problem caused by FPTP would be desired. The Mixed PRFPTP with second votes using regional lists, adopted in Germany after
WWII and New Zealand recently, are likely to have the merits of both
electoral systems, while avoiding some of the flaws they entail. Mixed
PR-FPTP system basically employs two votes combining a single member
plurality system with a list system of proportional representation.8 With
regional district, such as south Taiwan or middle Taiwan, each party has
a list for that region. This list by areas may substantially reduce the party
seats imbalance due to geographic concentration of ethnic groups. Thus,
Linked MPF with second votes using regional lists can preserve the
merits of single member district while reduce the regional imbalance of
party seats distribution. Moreover, the proportionality of such system is
likely to do better than FPTP and even SNTV. Such system would be
suitable for a divide society like Taiwan to address the abnormal and
unhealthy differences in various levels of political trust. Future work to
deal with the detailed discussion and empirical tests of electoral system
and ethnic conflict moderation is warranted.

Notes
1.

2.

It is difficult to differentiate between approval and political trust.
High approval rate of a political actor is likely to contribute to the
higher political trust of this actor and office. Conversely, higher
political trust, as Hetherington suggested (1998), allow political
actors to commit supports and get thing done. Thus, high political
trust may contribute to growth in approval rates.
This situation would be more salient if ethnic groups are distributed
geographically homogenous in different regions. Because of low
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3.

4.
5.

6.
7.

8.
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chance of contact and conversations, ethnic groups would be
unaware of the perspectives of other ethnic groups.
Some scholars called political systems as political regime. Either way,
the two terms both refer to the two levels of government and
democracy.
This, this model may also include grand coalition and institutional
arrangements surrounding federalism.
Another source is third National Assembly districts. After balancing
for population, the proposal has 90 seats. The two district-redrawing
proposals, reducing total seats to 67% and 40% of current seats
respectively, however, do not generate significant difference in terms
of geographic compositions of elected MPs, so I report only the
result using NPF.
Two votes in the two camps also include some other small parties
which exhibit clear unification/independence attitudes.
Northern Taiwan: north of Taipei to Hsinchu, Central Taiwan:
Miaoli to Changhua, and East Taiwan and off-shore islands: Ilan to
Taitung, Penghu, Kinmen, Lienchiang, South Taiwan: Yunlin to
Pingtung.
One precondition for such result is that there exist a two party
system. Thus, introducing Independent Mixed PR-FPTP at first stage
to encourage parties merging is preferable. Such system specifies
that the allocating of votes into seats is calculated independently for
each vote, so it encourage parties to merge. This system, which is
adopted in Japan, can be called “Independent Mixed PR-FPTP”.
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Appendix A
Summary of Variables (2003)
Variable

Obs

Mean

Std. Dev.

Min

Max

Trust differences in
presidential candidates
Trust differences in
parties
Trust differences in
executive and legislature
Satisfied with democracy
Democracy suitable for
Taiwan
Democracy is always
preferable
Government executives
as head of household
Government checked by
legislature
Citizens need not make
too many demands
Extreme
Education
Gender
Age
Holo
Mainlander
Pan-Blue
Independent

1442

5.375

4.604

0

20

1399

2.364

2.089

0

10

1396

.721

.719

0

3

1586
1504

2.331
6.789

.617
2.016

1
1

4
10

1549

1.772

.821

1

3

1550

2.839

.674

1

4

1446

2.297

.64

1

4

1583

2.901

.630

1

4

1504
1669
1674
1674
1658
1658
1001
1629

2.590
7.079
.524
45.014
.731
.121
.537
.386

.672
2.891
.500
15.664
.444
.326
.499
.487

1
1
0
21
0
0
0
0

3
13
1
91
1
1
1
1
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Summary of Variables (1999)
Variable

Obs

Mean

Std. Dev.

Min

Max

Satisfied with democracy
Government executives
as head of household
Government checked by
legislature
Education
Gender
Age
Holo
Mainlander
Pan-Blue
Independent

1151
1263

5.914
2.509

1.855
1.473

1
1

10
6

1137

3.6

1.538

1

6

2.867
.500
15.157
.456
.336
.496
.477

1
1
21
0
0
0
0

12
2
87
1
1
1
1

1352
1357
1357
1357
1357
1276
1208

5.576
1.505
43.108
.7045
.1297
.566
.351
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Appendix B
Survey Questions Wording
Trust in political actors and governments
1. I’m going to ask you to evaluate several political figures from the
perspective of social development on a scale from zero to ten.
2. Now we’d like to understand your opinions about each of the political
parties. On this card, there are eleven positions from strong like to
strong dislike. After I read out a party’s name, please tell me your
position.
3. I’m going to name a number of institutions (the central government
and the Legislative Yuan). For each one, please tell me how much trust
you have in them. Is it a great deal of trust, quite a lot of trust, not very
much trust, or none at all?
Support for democracy
4. On the whole, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the way
democracy works in our country? (very satisfied, satisfied, dissatisfied,
very dissatisfied)
5. 1 means completely unsuitable and 10 means completely suitable. The
lower the number is, the less suitable. The higher the number is, the
more suitable. How suitable do you think democracy is for Taiwan?
6. Which of the following statements comes closest to your own opinion?
A. Democracy is always preferable to any other kind of government.
B. Under some circumstances, an authoritarian government can be
preferable to a democratic one.
C. For people like me, it does not matter whether we have a
democratic or a nondemocratic regime.
Democratic values
7. Government executives are the equivalent of the head of a household;
all national matters large or small should be decided by them. (strong
agree, agree, disagree, strong disagree)
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8. If the government is often checked by the legislature, it can’t possibly
accomplish great things. (strong agree, agree, disagree, strong
disagree)
9. The government will take care of the people’s problems and look out
for their welfare on its own; we don’t need to make too many
demands. (strong agree, agree, disagree, strong disagree)
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PART II

Transitional Justice

3
Judging the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of South Africa:
Survivor Perspectives of a
Transitional Political Institution
Carnita Ernest *

I.

Introduction

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa (TRC) was
borne out of the political comprises which were reached in the early
1990s between the former regime and the liberation movements.
Although not the first attempt to utilize a truth commission to explore
and address past violations of human rights, it was arguably the one
transitional justice mechanism which received the widest coverage and
engagement internationally.1 Numerous books and articles covering a
range of academic disciplines have been published and continue to be
published on the TRC.2 Much of these have not been based on empirical
research, however, but rather reflect various analytical approaches or
anecdotal accounts of the process.
Two major points are being argued in this chapter. First, the chapter
will reflect on some of the empirical findings around the TRC, with a key
focus on the perspectives of survivors3 who participated in the processes;
the perspectives of those who participated in the processes are a crucial
avenue with which to evaluate the TRC. Although Commissions are
increasingly set up to achieve broad national goals, a huge focus of their
work entails documenting and collating the numerous stories of those

*I

would like to thank Jua-Hwa Chen of Soochow University for valuable
comments on an earlier draft of this chapter.
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who were victimized during the repressive regimes. The views of these
participants are therefore important in any endeavor to explore the
impact of a truth commission; yet these are the views which are often
themselves sidelined in many analyses, as through the political transition
itself.
Second, as a political institution established during a time of
transition, a truth commission (or other transitional justice mechanism)
can play an important role in establishing (or re-establishing) a
relationship between citizens and institutions. One of the effects of
repressive regimes is the lack of trust which citizens have towards the
institutions of the state. A Truth Commission is often one of the first
institutions to take shape in the “new” society, and thus should attempt
to reflect the movement towards new human rights values and a
different engagement with citizens. In addition, the manner in which the
state engages with the outcomes of the processes of a truth commission
and how it takes on its responsibilities are important, and provide
another avenue through which the relationship between the state and
citizens can be enhanced. I will argue these points through a reflection on
the workings and outcome of the TRC in South Africa.

II.

Transitional Justice

The field of “transitional justice” is relatively new, and one that I argue is
in flux.4 The concept as a description of a field of study only came into
operation in the late 1980s early 1990s. Transitional justice has come to be
referred to as the processes which are undertaken by a society in its
attempt to address past human rights abuses. The term refers to those
processes established during a society’s transition—i.e. path from one of
conflict and repression/authoritarianism to one that is based on
democracy, the rule of law, and the promotion of human rights.
Although societies have been in various forms of transitions through
the span of time, it is since the late 1940s, with the establishment of
principles and statutes of international law and the embodiment of
human rights principles in charters and declarations, that this notion of
addressing past violations found impetus. We see, for example, see the
reference to the Nuremberg trials as one of the first attempts to address
atrocities and violations of human rights and international law (Kritz,
1995).
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In the past decade the meaning of transitional justice has been
solidifying. This is by no means a fait accompi, with clear identification of
what is and what is not “transitional justice.” For example, the debates
around the possible establishment of a Truth, Justice, and Reconciliation
Commission in Kenya bares testimony to this (Taskforce on the
Establishment of a Truth, Justice and Reconciliation Commission 2003).5
Below, however, I will give a broad overview of what is typically
regarded as being transitional justice, or at a minimum what needs to be
addressed in dealing with past violations of human rights.6 While an
attempt is being made to provide a framework for transitional justice, it
needs to be stated up front that each of the issues discussed below are
themselves contested. They are contested within the societies undergoing
transition as well as within academic discourses.

Truth Seeking
A key area in trying to deal with abuses is to understand and reveal what
actually occurred. The truth seeking component attempts to reveal the
nature and causes of abuses, and in most cases is guided by making known
that which may not be widely known in the society and dispelling the
possible lies which may exist about the nature of the conflict and the way
in which the society functioned (Hayner, 2001). This is not an easy task,
and often there are competing notions of what the “truth” actually is.

Accountability
A second issue which societies grapple with is how to hold accountable
those who have been guilty of committing human rights violations.
Transitional societies are faced with the challenge of how to transcend the
legacy of impunity that is often a characteristic of repressive regimes,
while also trying to re-establish the rule of law. The processes to achieve
accountability include prosecution of all those who were guilty of
committing human rights violation, prosecution of those most
responsible (or who gave orders), lustration or vetting, and the offering
of amnesties (Kritz, 1995). The issue of amnesty is open to great debate,
with some arguing that amnesties are never acceptable (e.g. Wilson, 2001)
and others holding that an accountable amnesty, such as that used in
South Africa, could be acceptable under international law and
particularly in fragile societies (Slye, 2000; Gibson, 2004). The South
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African experience was one of the unique experiences of incorporating an
amnesty process with a truth recovery process—making amnesty
conditional upon full disclosure.7
There have been an increasing number of attempts to address the
question of accountability by incorporating local practices of dispute
resolution into transitional justice processes. One example is the
establishment of Gacaca courts in Rwanda and the East Timor
Commission for Reception, Truth, and Reconciliation incorporating
community accountability mechanisms.

Reparations
A third aspect which is often raised in the area of justice in transition is
the issue of reparations for victims—i.e., how to provide restitution,
compensation, and rehabilitation for the loss experienced. The form
which this restitution takes can range from financial reparations to
symbolic reparations in the form of memory projects, and can also
include access to services for rehabilitation.

Institutional Transformation
Sometimes tied to reparation, in the sense of “guaranteeing nonrepetition”(Kritz, 1999), institutional transformation (or reform) attempts
to address the issues of making state institutions (and also, in some
circumstances, private institutions) more in line with democratic
principles and accountability. This is possibly where the field of
“transitional justice” intersects greatly with other endeavors of the
transition. Broadly speaking, institutional transformation can be seen as
trying to address changes in institutions across four different areas:
policies, staffing, culture, and perpetrators (Valji and Harris, 2005).
There is some debate as to how much a transitional justice process can
engage with issues of institutional transformation. This issue is, however,
being incorporated into the mandate of truth commissions in particular,
especially as it relates to understanding the context within which
violations could occur. In this regard, truth commissions could play a
strategic role in not only identifying how political institutions are
established to sustain repressive regimes but also providing
recommendations for institutional change based on the promotion of
human rights and transparency.

Judging the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa

53

Reconciliation
Increasingly, the notion of reconciliation has crept into the field of
transitional justice. The first time the word was used in a title of a truth
commission was Chile’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (1990–
1991), and then subsequently used in the South African Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (1995–2001). This notion of reconciliation,
however, provides for one of the greatest contestations. Some hold that
reconciliation should be part of the focus of a truth commission; others
prefer a transitional justice mechanism, as some believe that focus on
reconciliation could conflict with attempts at truth recovery and justice
(Jeffreys, 1999; Chapman, forthcoming). Reconciliation is also plagued
with conceptual unclarity, which makes evaluating the impact of
transitional justice processes more difficult (Gibson, 2004; Baxter 2003).

Victim Acknowledgement
Victim acknowledgement is contained in many of the discourses of
transitional justice. The objectives of the TRC identified “restoring the
human and civil dignity of victims by granting them an opportunity to
relate their own accounts of the violations” (TRC Act, 1994). In
interpreting this objective, the TRC initiated public hearings at which
victims could talk about their experiences and expectations.8 This aspect
of public acknowledgement of victims is increasingly being incorporated
into the operations of truth commissions, yet very little has actually been
done to evaluate the impact of this process empirically. The following are
reflections on research that has tried to look at this issue specifically; the
main argument is that public hearings per se should not be separated
from all the other components of acknowledgement—including truth
recovery, reparation, and appropriate support and communication.

Forms of Transitional Justice Institutions
The kinds of institutions which have been established in order to address
human rights violations during a time of transition have been varied in
such terms as the focus of the institutions (truth recovery and
prosecutions), their scope (those most responsible, all perpetrators), etc.
The institutions have included special commissions of inquiry, truth
commissions, international tribunals, special courts (hybrid), domestic
prosecutions, truth and reconciliation commissions, and alternative,
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community-based justice delivery systems such as those in Rwanda and
East Timor. A new entry into this area is the International Criminal Court
which was established in 2002. These mechanisms sometimes differ in
terms of the transitional justice issues described above that they focus
most on. The choice of which kind of mechanism to implement in a
specific context is also dependent on the nature of the political transition
(and the balance of power between factions of the conflict); the capacity
and credibility of institutions of the state, cultural, social, and religious
beliefs within the society; and the funding and resources available.
The next section explores the South African TRC, and reflects on
some of the research on victims who engaged in the process. Often the
voices of victims are heard during the process in relation to telling their
stories and sometimes being given space about what they want. There is
often very little reporting of the way in which victims then evaluate or
judge the process once it is has been completed. Similarly, as argued in
various papers in an edited volume on the TRC, often the way in which
victims actually express themselves is not really engaged with in reports
of Truth Commissions, either because of lack of time to systematically
reflect on the stories gathered or because of certain political/
philosophical slants (van der Merwe & Chapman forthcoming).9

III. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission in Context
The history of conflict in South Africa spans centuries, with key
structural disparities put in place throughout the colonial period. The
apartheid state (established in 1948) institutionalized much of what was
already in practice socially, and established a state which governed all
aspects of life according to what racial classification was accorded to an
individual. Thus one’s racial classification determined where you could
be born, where you could live, whom you could marry, what work you
could do, and what work you could be trained to do, as well as
determining what type of access you had to education, health, and
economic opportunities. The impact of the centuries of human rights
violations, under the guise of legality, has resulted in a South Africa that
is characterized by great disparity which continues along racial lines. The
country has one of the most unequal distributions of income in the world,
as measured by the Gini coefficient (0.5 in 2000). By the 1990s,
approximately seventy percent of the land was owned by 50,000 whites,
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with the forced removal of more than 3 million black people having
occurred. Almost 40% of South Africans were living below the poverty
line, and unemployment in 1996 was at 19.3% (Landsberg and Mackay,
2004). It was in this context that the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission was borne, as one of the institutions of the transition.10
The objectives of the TRC was to promote national unity and
reconciliation by:
a) establishing the nature, causes, and extent of gross human rights
violations committed within or outside South Africa in the period
March 1, 1960 to May 10, 1994—with the Act governing the
Commission limited its investigation to “gross violations” which
were defined to be “killing, abduction, torture, or severe illtreatment”11
b) facilitating the granting of amnesty to those individuals who made
“full disclosure of relevant facts relating to acts associated with a
political objective”
c) establishing the fate and whereabouts of victims, to restore the
human and civil dignity of victims of gross human rights through
testimony, and to recommend reparation measures for victims to the
president
d) compiling a comprehensive report which includes recommendations
to the president on measures to prevent the violations of human
rights in the future (TRC Act, 1994)
The TRC came into operation in December 2005, and published its
first five volumes of its report in 1998 when most of its work was
finalized. The Amnesty Committee continued functioning until 2002, and
the final two Volumes (6 and 7) of the TRC report were published in
April 2003.

IV. Forming the TRC: An Opportunity for IVIC
Participation
Although the establishment of the TRC in South Africa was largely
grounded in political negotiations,12 a key space for civic engagement
was opened in the development of the final legislation which framed the
way in which the TRC was to operate. The TRC legislation was one of the
first pieces of legislation to pass through a new democratically elected
parliament. The process of the development of the legislation involved
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the participation of civil society from the very beginning. Arguably, very
few “victims” participated in these processes, which was dominated
largely by human rights organizations, some religious organizations, and
legal organizations. This engagement came with the knowledge that
amnesty was not the most “just” alternative, but was an attempt to make
the TRC a more open and victim-focused institution (van der Merwe et
al., 1999). This led to arguably one of the greatest achievements of civil
society engagement on issues of the TRC—i.e., getting the amnesty
process to be a public process, not one that was held “behind closed
doors” that was the way in which the original drafts of the legislation
had been written. In addition, there was a great involvement by civil
society in the process of the selection of commissioners (van der Merwe
et al., 1999). The involvement of all political parties in the development of
the legislation and the selection committee as well as the creation of space
for civil society organizations to engage, I would argue, was already
framing a new notion of the relationship between state and citizen—one
of inclusion and participation.

V.

The Views of Survivors

Most of the research summarized here focuses on victims who
participated in the TRC processes. It is my argument that while this is a
small proportion of the full population of victims/survivors, they do
present an important constituency as a direct beneficiary of the
processes.13 In addition, very little empirical research has been
undertaken to explore the views and experiences of this group, a cohort
who can reflect more directly on the impact of the TRC. Key research in
this regard is the transcript analysis study of CSVR (discussed below), as
well as the studies by Sonis et al (2002), Fiona Ross(2003), and the PhD
dissertation of David Backer(2004). Some research was also undertaken
as broad population-based opinion surveys, and these are reflected on in
where relevant. Key amongst these are the Institute for Justice and
Reconciliations study (Gibson and MacDonald, 2001; Gibson, 2004).

Transitional Justice Concepts
Between 1997 and 2000, CSVR undertook an ambitious research project
which included an analysis of the ways in which transitional justice
issues were discussed in the public hearings of the TRC.14 The analysis
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showed that the primary concerns for victims at the time of their public
statements were for reparations and truth recovery, followed by
perpetrator dialogue (i.e., wanting to engage directly with the person
responsible for the violation), justice (which included discussion of issues
of revenge, punishment, and accountability), and forgiveness. It should
be noted that in follow-up research undertaken with victims who had
participated in the public hearings, the same findings were echoed:
victims indicated that their main motivation for going to the TRC was in
order to find out the truth and to receive reparations (Picker, 2005;
Phakathi and van der Merwe, forthcoming).

Table 1. Transitional Justice and Reconciliaiton Concepts:
Table 1 Transitional Justice and Reconciliaiton Concepts:
Deponents vs Commissioners
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In relation to the concepts spoken about, the only difference between
victims and commissioners was that commissioners focused on truth,
reparations, reconciliation, and justice, more often that any of the other
concepts. The analysis also challenges some of the public discourse
around the TRC in that concepts relating to forgiveness were discussed in
less than 15% of the cases by victims and in 10% of the cases by
Commissioners. This stands in sharp contrast to the way in which the
TRC is reflected both in the TRC’s final report as well public and
academic media.

Truth and Truth Seeking
One of the central objectives of the TRC, as well as one of the key
expectations of victims, was in relation to uncovering the truth. Almost
50% of victims mentioned wanting to know the truth, often expressing
that they thought this will be more easily achieved through investigation
rather than confession (see Kgalema and van der Merwe, forthcoming for
more detailed analysis). The nature of the truth being addressed,
however, often differed between victims and commissioners. The concern
of the majority of victims was for the truth in relation to their specific
incident (i.e., the who, what, and why), while for the TRC it was about
the broad level of the nature of abuses (i.e., the contextual issues). This
was especially true within the HRV hearings, although greater emphasis
was placed on individual cases during the amnesty process (Cherry,
Daniel and Fullard, 2002).
Thus, we see when victims evaluate the TRC, most indicated a
dissatisfaction with the level of investigation of truth recovery in relation
to their case or community (Backer, 2004; Kgalema and van der Merwe,
forthcoming). This is in interesting juxtaposition to their evaluation of
broader truth recovery, with victims (both those who participated in the
TRC and the broad category of “black” South Africans) indicating that
the TRC did a good job in uncovering the past atrocities (Theissen,
forthcoming). This raises the question of the importance of being clear
about the limited ability of the TRC to actually deliver the “truth” to most
victims. Being realistic about what form of investigations can be
undertaken, and where this may be limited due to resource and time
constraints.
One of the greatest critiques of the TRC is also that there was little
engagement in terms of how it made findings of victim status – victims
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received a letter indicating that they were either found to be victims or
not, with no explanation of why this decision was made. Many victims
felt that this type of communication was disparaging and did not provide
them with the acknowledgement felt in other interactions with the TRC
(Picker, 2005; Phakathi and van der Merwe, forthcoming).

Justice
Justice was a concept brought up to a lesser extent by victims and
Commissioners. The research showed that victims have complex,
multifaceted notions of justice (see van der Merwe, forthcoming for an indepth discussion). They incorporate components of retribution,
restorative justice, procedural justice, reparations, as well as broader
societal issues of equity and repairing morals (van der Merwe,
forthcoming). Contrary to public perception, however, victims do reflect
issues of retribution, anger and revenge, but never reflect the need to
carry though with this (van der Merwe, forthcoming; Phakathi and van
der Merwe, forthcoming).
The issue of justice is closely linked to that of amnesty and
reparations, the two most contested areas in the work of the TRC. The
views on amnesty are much more nuanced than simply for or against.
During the process of the TRC, opinion polls indicated that amnesty was
acceptable on the condition that it would provide additional information
(Theissen, forthcoming). Especially for those who participated in the
amnesty process, they indicated, however, their dissatisfaction at the
limited information gained from applicants as well as not being totally
convinced by the information provided (Phakathi and van der Merwe,
forthcoming). Tied to this is also a reflection that the applicants did not
indicate remorse. In evaluating the amnesty process, victims often
explored the issues of truth uncovering, reparations, and remorse (Colvin,
2004; Phakathi and van der Merwe, forthcoming), thus indicating the
inter-relationship between these issues. This is similar to Gibson’s (2004)
reflections from a population-based study. In addition, when evaluating
the amnesty process most victims felt that the process was not conducive
to appropriate dialogue with perpetrators (which, as can be seen in the
first table, was one of the key expectations victims had in going to the
TRC); they expressed the feeling of being alienated by the legal nature of
these hearings (Phakhati and van der Merwe, forthcoming).
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One of the greatest factors affecting views of the amnesty process
(and the TRC as a whole I would argue) was the issue of reparations. The
delay in finalization of the reparations policy by the government,15 as
well as the view that the final amount was insufficient to address their
needs, left many victims feeling that the process was perpetrator friendly
(Colvin, 2004; Picker, 2005). A key critique from victims has been that the
process in developing the final policy on reparations was not inclusive,
with victims being kept out of the loop of discussions in the government
and continuously being isolated (Colvin, 2003). Here again, apart from
dissatisfaction regarding the amount, a critique is voiced about the way
in which reparations have been made. In a review of reparations policies
Buford and van der Merwe(2003) indicate that the meaning and
symbolism of the reparations, and how this is communicated to
beneficiaries, is as important as the amount or form of the reparation. For
victims in South Africa the debate had been diminished, partly by
government reactions to a fight about money, when originally (and still)
the issue of reparations is understood as a holistic “package” of financial
reparations, community reparations/development, and access to services.
These continue to remain contentious in South Africa, as are the issues of
who is responsible for reparations and trying to hold “beneficiaries”
accountable (Colvin 2003).
One of the challenges that most societies face in this regard is on the
issues of who provides the resources for reparations and who is eligible
for reparations. The debates around reparations, especially in a country
in which widespread atrocities have been committed, are often tied in
with arguments around the broader developmental goals of the society
versus the needs of a specific target group who may be eligible for more
focused reparations. The state’s non-fulfillment of its obligations to
provide reparations is, however, seen as a critical point for victims who
participate in the transitional justice process: the reaction of the state
affects the way in which victims evaluate the transitional justice
institution and impacts the views about a new relationship between
citizens and the state.

Reconciliation, Forgiveness, and Healing
Victims reflected that to focus on reconciliation and forgiveness at this
stage is premature, as these issues are tied to a range of other
“conditions,” such as acknowledgement, remorse, and accountability
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(Colvin, forthcoming). Victims are not monolithic and they hold a whole
range of views on forgiveness, with most being within a framework of
conditional forgiveness. It is interesting to note that victims also indicated
that the pressure to forgive—either from the TRC or as understood
within the context of the society—actually impedes willingness to engage
with the issue. That is, when feeling pressurized to forgive, they are less
likely to forgive (Phakathi & van der Merwe, Forthcoming; Gibson 2004).
In looking at reconciliation, victims and commissioners might to
some degree have been “talking past” each other. Victims were much
more concerned about interpersonal and community level reconciliation,
while Commissioners were concerned with the national level (Ernest
2000b). The victims also speak to notions of reconciliation that extend
beyond the lifespan of the TRC (focusing on equity, interpersonal
dialogue, etc.) thus raising the question of who would address these
needs. Civil society in South Africa has started playing a key role in the
provision of community memory processes, victim-perpetrator dialogue,
and broader attempts at bringing different factions of communities
together. The question still remains, however, as to how one would view
the impact of a truth commission where these concerns are not
addressed.

Victim Acknowledgement and Storytelling
Most victims welcomed the processes of the TRC that allowed them to
have a space to tell their stories and gain a sense of acknowledgement by
the society, particularly within the hearings on human rights violation.
Victims were also quite critical, however, of the lack of follow-up support
services, as it was found that the process of telling their stories was often
quite traumatic and the effects of this had not been foreseen (Picker 2005;
Phakathi and van der Merwe, forthcoming; Ross 2003).
One of the disjunctures between victims and commissioners (as well
as a focus of the broader literature around restorative justice and the
South African TRC) is seen in relation to this issue of storytelling. Often
storytelling is equated with restorative justice and restoring the dignity of
victims. For victims, however, story-telling is linked to follow up and
having the needs expressed during the story-telling addressed. It is
through this prism that victims evaluate the TRC, sometimes even
inappropriately so (for example, where it is the government’s
responsibility to undertake follow-through). This raises the importance of
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the
implementation
of
recommendations,
particularly
the
recommendations which would have direct impact on those who
participate in the process.
The importance of victim acknowledgement and follow-through is
seen in recommendations given by victims in the focus group research
project undertaken by the Centre for the Study of Violence and
Reconciliation. The participants made a variety of suggestions for
countries considering forming truth commissions:
- sensitivity and integrity in dealing with victims
- ethical treatment of victims, especially in terms of access to
counseling
- clear and strong information policy (before, during, and after
hearings)
- strong investigative forces
- mediated victim-perpetrator encounters
- promotion of victim support groups (Picker 2005)

VI. Conclusion
The argument of this chapter has been that it is important for transitional
justice mechanisms, as well as governments thinking about these
mechanisms, to focus on the processes of engagement of victims in the
design and implementation of these processes. Often victims are
excluded from the policy debates, but they can play a crucial role in
determining the nature and form of such processes—even after a political
direction has been chosen (such as in South Africa). The critiques of the
South African process have centered on both what it has delivered as
well as how this has been delivered. I argue that the latter, in terms of
victims, should also be considered in terms of procedural justice. Often
procedural justice is focused in terms of the legal fairness of procedures
for perpetrators; what I argue here is for this issue to also be framed in
terms of what would be fair for victims who are central to the process.
This may indeed require more focus and planning about how to
undertake the processes of transitional justice so that the process is
indeed victim focused and victim-centered.
This also needs to be looked at from the framework of seeing these
processes as part of the focus of a transitional society in trying to reestablish relationships between citizens and the state. By its nature the
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transitional justice mechanism is temporary, and is often one of the key
institutions set up during the transition. There are crucial opportunities
during the establishment, operation, and follow-through of the
recommendations of the transitional justice mechanism for it and the
state to project a new relationship between the state and its citizens, as
well as to project the new values of the society. Governments are often
undermining these opportunities, however, especially where a
transitional justice processes is seen as just another item on the menu of
the transition that simply needs to be completed and checked off.

Notes
1.

2.

3.
4.

The South African TRC was the twenty-first truth commission, and
only the second to be named a “Truth and Reconciliation
Commission,” the first being the Chilean National Commission on
Truth and Reconciliation (1990).
For a comprehensive list, see Theissen 2000. A more updated
bibliography is available at the TRC Research Website of the
University of Ghent (http://cas1.elis.rug.ac.be/avrug/trc/bibtrc.
htm, accessed 30 November 2005). Gaining access to the dissertation
and other research which have not appeared in published books or
published as part of conference proceedings remains a key challenge.
Much of the focus of this chapter reflects the research work
undertaken by the Centre for the Study of Violence and
Reconciliation. For a more thorough analysis of the empirical
research, please see a forthcoming 2006 CSVR publication by
Christopher Colvin.
In this chapter I use the term “survivor” and “victim”
interchangeably.
Some would probably argue that it is not a field of its own. Yet the
growing literature around this issue, especially across academic
disciplines, does call for a more concerted effort to address the
meaning of “transitional justice.” See, Baxter 2003, for a summary of
the discussion of some the conceptual difficulties facing researchers
in this area, as well as van der Merwe, Hugo, Audrey Chapman, and
Victoria Baxter (Eds) Forthcoming.

64

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.
10.

11.
12.

13.

14.
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The task force recommended that the problem of corruption should
be incorporated into the mandate of any future transitional justice
process.
Rather than providing a comprehensive definition, I have adapted
this description to focus on some of the key areas of transitional
justice. The Transitional Justice Program of the Centre for the Study
of Violence and Reconciliation has identified the following issue
areas as guiding their work in this field: truth seeking,
demilitarization, reintegration and reparations, accountability,
institutional transformation, and memory and memorialization.
Wilson 2001 provides a critique of this approach of the TRC,
especially regarding the way in which the commission used a human
rights discourse for what he regards as a process which
fundamentally undermines human rights principles because the
TRC did not allow for, or side-stepped, retributive processes against
those who committed gross violations of human rights.
This was the first attempt by a commission to allow victims a public
space for testimony. This was one of the most ambitious tasks taken
on by the TRC, with the hearings being covered by the media both
domestically and internationally.
For a more thorough analysis of the research with victims, see also a
forthcoming CSVR publication authored by Chris Colvin.
Key amongst these was the development of a new constitution,
which includes a bill of rights, the establishment of a constitutional
court, various constitutionally protected bodies including the South
African Human Rights, and the implementation of a land reform
program.
This limited focus the TRC placed on gross human rights violations
has been critiqued by many, notably Mamdani(2000) and Ross(2003).
During the negotiation process, the compromise around amnesty
was the last point to be agreed upon, and was done so through the
inclusion of a clause in the interim Constitution.
Just over 22,000 victims gave statements to the TRC and participated
in amnesty hearings. The TRC made “victim findings” in relation to
22,274 individuals, who also qualified for reparations (Andrews and
Ernest, 2005).
“The Transcript Analysis Study” (http://www.csvr.org.za/projects/
truthcom.htm) involved using qualitative and quantitative
methodologies to explore the public hearings of the TRC. See also
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Verdoolaege 2004. This section only provides and overview of the
issues from the CSVR research, and is based on the overview of the
findings contained in a memo by the author, who was one of the
researchers on the project (Ernest, 2000a). For greater discussion on
the issues of truth, justice, forgiveness, and reconciliation, please see
the forthcoming edited volume by Hugo van der Merwe and Audrey
Chapman.
15. The South African government finally agreed on its reparations
policy in April 2003, almost five years after the TRC had submitted
its recommendations.
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4
Truth Commissions and Interpretations
of Violence: Debating the South African
Truth Commission’s Mandate
Nicky Rousseau

Truth commissions have become increasingly popular mechanisms
of transition for many countries emerging from authoritarian pasts.
While South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission—or TRC, as
it is more commonly known—was by no means the first such commission,
the enormous publicity it generated spawned numerous other
commissions.
The literature on transitional justice relates mechanisms such as truth
commissions to the politics of negotiations. Such mechanisms are
considered necessary to effect a smooth transition in circumstances
where the institutions of the old order remain to a greater or lesser
degree in place, yet are perceived as being unable or unwilling to
facilitate the transition to a more democratic culture. In South Africa, as
in many other emerging democracies, a crisis of legitimacy afflicted
institutions such as the judiciary and security forces; they were thus seen
as being constrained in their capacity to usher in a new order founded on
democratic values—especially for issues of accountability and
prosecutions. Yet the need for these “special” transitional mechanisms
implies a weakness or vulnerability in the new democracy’s ability to
effectively impact the institutions of the old government and ensure
political stability and peace. Thus in South Africa, for example, the
amnesty provisions that formed one of the key planks of the TRC
resulted from an effective refusal by the former apartheid government’s
security forces to guarantee peaceful elections without a reciprocal
agreement by the premier liberation movement, the African National
Congress (ANC), to provide some form of amnesty.
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Born out of political negotiations, truth commissions are shaped, and
in some cases, constrained by the struggles among and within the
negotiating parties. These struggles do not always end with the
settlement. Truth commissions are far from being merely a technical
bridge between old and new; rather, they reflect the lines of ongoing
contestation among and within opposing camps. The parliamentary
debate that shaped the South African truth commission, for example, was
extremely lengthy and heated, with the forces of the old order trying to
limit the power and scope of the commission. These political skirmishes
did not end once the legislation was passed but continued throughout the
process, with numerous challenges from politicians and their
spokespeople. Lawyers representing the former ruling party and its
security forces consistently, and somewhat effectively, “picked up the
cudgels from erstwhile politicians and fought a relentless war of attrition
and protection at every seeming whiff of potential bias” (Fullard and
Rousseau 2004, 27). Transitional is thus not necessarily a step of
progression to the next, and better, stage but marks a site of ongoing
struggle and challenge as old leaders attempt to shore up their earlier
power and blunt future possibilities through a struggle over the
representation of the past. Similarly, debates within the democratic forces
often reflect different approaches to the past as well as the imagined
future. As much as truth commissions are shaped by the contests and
compromises of negotiations, they too determine the trajectories of power
and nature of the transition.1

I.

The South African Truth Commission: Genesis and
Mandate

The genesis of the TRC in the early 1990s has been well-documented
(Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa Vol 1 1998, 49-53;
De Lange 2000, 14-22; Boraine 2001, 11-75). Born in the crucible of debates
regarding South Africa’s transition to democratic rule, the commission
represented the coming together of several different initiatives:
y In 1993, following allegations that torture and abuse had occurred in
ANC training camps in Angola, the ANC reiterated an earlier call to
establish a truth commission to investigate and report on human
rights abuses committed by all parties during the apartheid era.2
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Via two NGO-organized conferences in 1992 and 1993, the Latin
American truth commissions were brought into the local context and
debate was generated around the question of how to deal with the
contested and conflicted past that continued to drive the
perspectives and actions of key protagonists.
Perhaps the main factor leading to the establishment of the TRC was
a concession brought by the former apartheid government in the
closing days of negotiations. The concession was that some form of
amnesty would be established for politically motivated offences.
This allowance, largely made to satisfy the security and right-wing
forces, was then linked by the ANC to its earlier call for a truth
commission. As Graeme Simpson (2002, 223) points out, not only
was the linking of amnesty to the broader concerns of truth recovery
and reparation unique in the history of truth commissions, but “(by)
foregrounding the interests of victims, the TRC would attempt to
restore the moral balance to an amnesty agreement born of political
compromise.”

These processes were not necessarily compatible and the TRC that
eventually emerged from the unification of these separate but related
impulses was thus a hybrid creature: it was in part marred by the
compromises which had attended its birth, in part a drive for greater
accountability and an end to impunity, in part a way of “visioning” a
new society committed to fundamental human rights, in part an attempt
to acknowledge victims whose experience had been denied, and in part a
project to forge a new and reconciled nation.
The TRC legislation was adopted in 1995 and at the time was the longest
debated legislation ever to pass through parliament. Key functions of the TRC
included:
y To compile “as complete a picture as possible” of gross violations of
human rights between 1960 and 1994, including whether such
abuses were part of a systematic pattern, and to identify the victims
as well as the persons or institutions responsible. Gross Violations
were defined as politically motivated killing, torture, abduction, and
severe ill-treatment.
y To facilitate the granting of amnesty for politically motivated
offences committed during the same period. This was a controversial
and unique aspect of South Africa’s TRC and was not associated
with prior truth commissions. It is important to stress that this was
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not a blanket amnesty on offer: each individual perpetrator had to
apply and give full disclosure of the incident for which amnesty was
being sought. Amnesty would only be granted if it could be shown
that such disclosure had been given, that the act was politicallymotivated, and that it was proportional to the political objective.
To make recommendations regarding reparation for victims of gross
human rights abuse and to make recommendations to ensure an end
to the abuse of human rights.

Tensions were evident in the legislation: was the TRC to be a largely
symbolic process of nation-building or was it an endeavor to investigate gross
human rights abuses and determine accountability? Whose interests were
paramount—those of the perpetrators who could receive amnesty or those of the
victims who were being offered an opportunity to “tell their own stories” and
possibly (at a later stage) receive reparations? Was the task of the TRC to
provide a new and official history for the new nation, or simply to detail the
history of gross violations of human rights?
There are three issues of note that further influenced the trajectory of the
TRC. First, the four year period of negotiations was accompanied by
unprecedented levels of political violence in which some 14,000 South Africans
lost their lives. (In contrast, 10,000 people died between 1960 and 1990, the 30
years that constituted most of the TRC’s mandate period). This violence
continued past the democratic elections in 1994; political violence continued to
simmer in KwaZulu Natal, South Africa’s most densely populated province.
This only served to underscore a degree of caution on the part of the legislators
and the TRC itself. It is thus unsurprising that issues of national unity and
reconciliation loomed large in the framing of the legislation and that a particular
sensitivity surrounded the legislation’s injunction to act even-handed toward all
parties to the political conflict. This concern with ensuring “even-handedness”
was reflected within the very institution of the TRC: two of the appointed
commissioners (an erstwhile National Party parliamentarian and a member of the
right-wing Conservative Party) represented voices of the old order, while the
Amnesty Committee was to be run independently from the rest of the
Commission by seemingly more impartial judges.
Second, as with negotiations, the TRC emerged largely from the top,
although key NGOs and professional bodies such as Lawyers for Human
Rights played an important role in ensuring a more public process. This
is in contrast to Latin America where truth commissions were formed in
response to the demands of the citizen-based Right to Truth movement.
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Indeed, the TRC did not enjoy widespread support among anti-apartheid
activists. In particular, the amnesty process was regarded as doubly
repugnant: not only would security force perpetrators escape punitive
justice, but liberation movement combatants would have to apply for
amnesty in a process that drew no distinction between their actions and
those of the hated apartheid security forces. For similar reasons, an
important strand of the NGO sector that held historic links to antiapartheid forces also responded with ambivalence, both for the reasons
listed above and because of concerns regarding impunity. Critics pointed
to the fact that those convicted of petty poverty-related crime fell outside
of the TRC’s provisions and thus would continue to be incarcerated,
while those guilty of the most heinous and brutal killings and tortures
would be granted amnesty, escaping both criminal and civil justice
(Simpson 2002b).
On the other hand, while activists and progressive NGOs eschewed the idea
of moral equivalence, the National Party, and indeed the broad white community,
continued to resist the idea of a truth commission, fearing that the evenhandedness spoken of in its framing legislation was a mere veneer and that it
would be little more than a witch-hunt. What this translated into was a situation
in which representatives of the old order, as suggested above, constantly and
actively tried to restrict the scope of the TRC, while organized activists played a
limited role in framing the legislation.
Third, the issues leading to the establishment of the TRC, most
especially the allegations of abuse in ANC camps and the demand for
amnesty by apartheid’s security forces, were focused on a relatively
narrow range of human rights abuse—torture, abductions, killings, and
associated violations. In terms of conceptualizing the scope of the TRC,
this limited the TRC to political violence and political actors, rather than
opening it to the wider panorama of apartheid and apartheid
functionaries.
There were several aspects to the TRC’s work:
y A Human Rights Violation Committee coordinated collecting
statements from over 20,000 victims in both urban and rural settings.
Some 10 percent of these victims testified in one of the scores of
public hearings held in cities and small towns across South Africa.
This committee also called in political parties to explain publicly
their policies and possible involvement in human rights abuses. The
leadership of the apartheid government’s security and armed forces
as well as that of the liberation movement’s armies were also called
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in to testify. The impact of powerful people, including two deputy
presidents, a range of former and current cabinet ministers, and
generals, being required to account for their policies and being
subjected to lengthy cross-examination revealed a new spirit of
accountability.3 This was accompanied by an array of activities that
pertained to the different aspects of the Committee’s mandate,
including identifying and perusing surviving state documentation;
investigating and corroborating each individual statement; and
conducting numerous special investigations. All of these activities
culminated in the five volume report released in October 1998.
An Amnesty Committee received and processed several thousand
applications for amnesty and prepared those that were required to
be held in public. A number of the cases solved by the TRC were on
the basis of amnesty applications. As noted elsewhere, the amnesty
hearings associated with these applications “acted as symbolic
reference points for the definitive confirmation of violent concealed
practices. Often highly dramatic, involving shockingly gruesome
and callous details—such as the description of perpetrators drinking
and barbecuing while the victims were incinerated on a
neighbouring fire—these perpetrator accounts extinguished the
possibility of ongoing denials” (Fullard and Rousseau, 2003b, 82).
Although initially intended to be completed within 18 months, the
work of the Amnesty Committee required ongoing extensions and
ended in 2001, several years after its target date.
The third TRC committee, the Reparation and Rehabilitation
Committee, was charged with defining a policy on reparations for
the government. This was possibly the least successful component of
the TRC’s work, in part owing to the fact that while the Amnesty
Committee had the power to grant or refuse amnesty, the committee
on reparations only had the power to make recommendations. This
imbalance, together with government’s refusal to decide on
reparations until the Amnesty Committee completed its work, did
much to undo the notion of the TRC as a victim-centered organ.
Indeed it was only until after the submission of the TRC’s final two
volumes in April 2003 that the government finally released its
reparation policy. Reparation payments to those declared to be
victims was considerably less than that proposed by the TRC.
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Importantly, the TRC examined gross human rights abuses committed by
all sides in the political conflict. The legislation also made space for a public
process; the requirement that victims be allowed to tell their own stories opened
the way for public victim hearings and—thanks to NGO intervention—all
amnesty application that involved a gross violation of human rights had to take
place in public.4 This was perhaps the most powerful of the South African TRC’s
innovations. While the work of prior truth commissions had largely taken place
out of the public eye, the South African TRC opened its hearings to all and via
the media beamed its proceedings on radio and television to a wider South
African and international audience. Initially hearings were broadcast and
televised live and while a weekly compilation of TRC testimony was watched by
1.2 million viewers (cited in Hamber et al 1997). Newspapers also provided
prominent coverage of TRC proceedings.5 The impact was profound: “The
expressions of human pain in the faces, voices, and images of victim testimony,
the bleak accounts from perpetrators of torture and killings, the images of
exhumed skeletons bearing bullet holes, marked a distinct rupture of the highly
segregated forms of historical knowledge that characterized South African
citizens. An important component of this rupture was the decimation of the
moral underpinning of the NP and white right wing, the associated delegitimization of the entire apartheid project and the destruction of the façade of
legalism to which the apartheid state clung. ” (Fullard and Rousseau 2003b, 82).
This was no small achievement.

II.

Debating the Mandate

If the TRC effectively managed to discredit the former apartheid
government, the extent to which it was able to translate this success into a
resultant agenda was less than effectual. Critiques of the TRC are wideranging and the focus here is on those critics concerned with the TRC’s
nation-building agenda (Mamdani 1998; Bundy 2000, 19-20; Wilson 2001,
1-30; Posel 2002, 152-153; Ross 2003, 8-26). A strong line of criticism cast
the TRC as creator of the “founding myth of the new South Africa”
(Mamdani, cited in Hayner 2001, 74). The function of the TRC, in this
view, was to legitimize the new ANC government, a government seen to
be following a primarily nationalist agenda. According to this critique,
via the testimonies of victims and perpetrators the TRC was meant to
“construct a revised national history” based on reconciliation (Wilson
2001, 14). In this regard, the TRC was seen as enacting the break
between the apartheid past and new democratic South Africa, allowing
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the “imagining” of a new nation (Andersen 1991), a “rainbow nation”
based on reconciliation. Yet in so doing, the TRC masked what critics
argued is the defining feature of the “new South Africa,” the grinding
poverty of the masses.
The TRC uncovered damning findings about apartheid, including that
apartheid was a crime against humanity; that the apartheid state sought to
“protect the power and privilege of a white minority”; and that racism was the
“motivating core of the South African political order” and black citizens were
demonized as the “enemy,” thereby creating a climate that enabled gross
violations of human rights (TRC Vol 5 1998, 222). Yet, notwithstanding these
findings, apartheid became the backdrop or context rather than a central focus of
its enquiry (Posel 2002, 153, 162-166). The TRC focused on a narrow band of
political violations (torture, killing, abduction, and a range of violations
subsumed under “severe ill-treatment”6) rather than fixing the spotlight on the
structural violence that was systemic to the apartheid order.
This focus made the TRC’s determination of “victim” too narrow. The
victim was defined as the victim of torture or beating or killing rather than the
victim of one of the myriad abuses associated with the systematic racial and
economic discrimination that underpinned apartheid, such as forced removals or
starvation in South Africa’s homelands (bleak and underdeveloped rural zones
where the majority of black South Africans were trapped according to their
ethnic determination). According to Mamdani (1998, 40), victims and
perpetrators of gross violations of human rights were thus drawn from the
relatively small pool of political activists and security force agents. Not only did
this leave thousands of apartheid functionaries unscathed, more devastatingly,
the critics argue, it allowed the majority of those who benefited from apartheid—
mainly the broad white population—off the hook. Instead of placing the
complicity and culpability of beneficiaries at center stage, white South Africans
by and large were able to claim a false innocence. The effect of this, as Colin
Bundy (2000, 20) suggests, is that
(We) may run the risk of defining a new order as one in which police
may no longer enjoy impunity to torture opponents of the government,
but fail to specify that ordinary citizens should not be poor and
illiterate and powerless, or pushed around by state officials and
employers.
Activists have also pointed out that the failure to include a broader range of
structural violations also had a gendered dimension (Goldblatt and Meintjies
1996; TRC Vol 4 1998, 288; Ross 2003, 16). Studies suggest that women more
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egregiously experienced the effects of apartheid. To give but one example, those
trapped in poverty-stricken rural areas were mainly African women. Further, the
patriarchal nature of South African society meant as well that far more men than
women were directly involved in politics, thus the TRC’s iconic victim of torture,
beating, or killing was also a male victim. This had profound gender implications
for the nation-building project.7
This circumscribing of the mandate, according to this critique, would in turn
impact the reconciliation project of the TRC, effectively reducing it to a
reconciliation between former (male) political enemies, rather than a
reconciliation that addressed and challenged the major cleavages in South
African society—principally the racial and economic divide between what
Mamdani refers to as the victims and beneficiaries of apartheid. In this regard,
the TRC is seen to have accepted and re-enforced the limits of the political
compromise made during the negotiations, and failed to challenge the legacy of
apartheid—poverty and racial control of the economy (Mamdani 1998, 40;
Bundy 2000, 20-21).
How does one assess this critique? Elsewhere it has been noted that while
powerful, the critique effectively “reduces the TRC to a rather narrow
nationalism” (Fullard and Rousseau 2003b, 81) trapped in inevitable failure
owing to its compromised origins in the negotiated settlement, or suggests that it
could have acted outside of power relations as they existed at the time. These
networks of power were part of a more complex set of dynamics that includes the
relative weakness of civil society in the negotiating period itself and beyond, as
well as the failure of those within government to sustain a more profoundly
transformative impetus:
Rather, the TRC must be seen as but one of a range of initiatives of the first
post-apartheid government such as the Reconstruction and Development
Programme and the establishment of the Land, Youth and Gender Commissions.
These institutions of redress and transformation “reflected the exuberant ethos of
social justice and restitution that is as much enshrined in South Africa’s
democratic Constitution as are individual property rights” (Fullard and Rousseau
2003b, 81). While the capacity of such initiatives to effect significant socioeconomic transformation has been disappointing, they nonetheless represented a
more radically transformative impulse within the new state.
Similarly, the effect of this critique is also to ignore the extent to which the
TRC reflected different and sometimes competing agendas. “There were diverse
voices and positions within the TRC, several with an uneasy and more critical
relationship with the consensual and reconciliatory thrust, identifying the TRC,
at least at its outset, within an activist agenda of social change” (Fullard and
Rousseau 2003b, 81).
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Thus if the TRC reflects a narrow mandate bound to the politics of
compromise, then one must note that it reflects as well the failure of civil society
to have an impact on that process. The TRC was the outcome of an extensive
public process that included submissions from extra-parliamentary groups and
individuals, a public nomination process for commissioners, and presentations by
and questioning of nominees in a public forum. Yet the voices of both the gender,
and what can broadly be termed the left critique, is entirely absent from these
processes despite the fact that it was very clear from the submissions and
deliberations of the parliamentary committee that the TRC was being shaped
along the lines of the Latin American truth commissions and would focus on a
relatively narrow set of political violations.8 Once the TRC had been established,
its relationship with NGOs was somewhat fractious with many feeling that they
were not sufficiently consulted, while both the pace of the TRC and its
preoccupation with being viewed impartial militated against a closer
relationship.
This is not meant to place blame on any single group: NGOs and other civil
society structures were themselves battling to negotiate a position for themselves
in the new terrain. Indeed, it has been suggested that civil society was weakest
during this period (Hamber et al 1997). This fact highlights the ongoing
contestation and uncertainty that accompanies such ventures. Power and
possibility do not just lie in the hands of individual commissioners that are
headed by a charismatic cleric; they are far more diffuse. Thus, in order to
understand the particular trajectory taken by the TRC, a more careful analysis is
required. Such an analysis would need to account for a wide range of factors
relating to transition, including:
y The genesis of the TRC from conception to legislation, and the
manner in which it was both a product and part of the transition in
the first half of the 1990s. This means more than simply asserting the
negotiated settlement as the product of political stalemate between
the former apartheid state and the mass opposition, and leading to
“a reformist solution to the county’s crisis” (Bundy 2000, 10). Rather,
an analysis would need to take into account the shifting alignments
and struggles within key components of the political terrain.
y This subsequent analysis also needs to take into account those
outside of the negotiating chamber, and this, among other things,
requires an understanding of civil society during the transitional
period. Acceptance of the ANC and PAC in February 1990 was
followed by a dismantling of mass-based popular community
organizations because community-based women and youth
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structures disbanded and reconstituted themselves as adjuncts to the
liberation movements. In addition, as Hamber et al (1997) suggest,
key civil society structures aligned to the democratic forces in the
apartheid period battled to find new voices in the post-apartheid
period.
This was difficult as many of them suffered from a
leadership vacuum after the most experienced and able staff
members joined the new government and because traditional
European funders started to channel their money directly to
government-run development initiatives.
The institutional development of the TRC’s process and procedures,
and the impact of these on the TRC’s trajectory, also warrant further
reflection. To give just one example, though the legislation
determined that victims should be given the opportunity to “relate
their own accounts,” (Promotion of National Unity and
Reconciliation Act, 3 [1] c) it was the TRC that translated this into a
framework of individual victim statements (which were
corroborated for the purposes of reparations) and public hearings.
Thus, when individuals and organizations began to lobby for the
TRC to define gross violations of human rights more broadly and to
include the wider violations resulting from the policies of apartheid,
they presented the TRC with an almost unimaginable task. Forced
removals (as a result of enforced racial segregation) alone created a
potential victim pool of more than 3.5 million people, a number that
would render statement-taking impossible.

The TRC itself was not insensitive to critiques of its mandate. It
acknowledged many of the criticisms made by gender activists and
introduced a number of mechanisms to ensure greater attention to the
experience of women. Arguably, however, the failure to adopt a broader
understanding of its mandate made TRC responses somewhat
unsatisfactory. In 1997, shortly after a coalition of NGOs called for greater
attention to the broader socio-economic violations, the TRC organized a
series of institutional or sector hearings that explored the role of key
institutions such as the judiciary, the media, the church, and business
during the apartheid era. Although an innovative step in the history of
truth commissions, the focus of these hearings was somewhat haphazard
and cursory. There was no hearing, for example, on forced removals, an
abuse that affected some 3.5 million victims and which has been likened
to South Africa’s “gulag” (Mamdani 1998, 40). The procedures of the
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sector hearings were also different: organizations and individuals (often
“experts” or “representatives”) made submissions: the human face of
suffering so effectively captured in the victim hearings was lost.
Although in many respects these hearings did highlight the complicity of
a range of institutions in creating a climate where gross human rights
abuses flourished, they failed to draw beneficiaries into the circle of
complicity in any significant way.
The TRC also took great pains in the first five volumes of its Report, issued
in 1998, to stress the wider context of structural violence wreaked by the policy
of apartheid.
It carefully defended its narrow interpretation of the mandate,
pointing to several reasons why it had chosen not to regard the wider landscape.
Aside from logistical issues such as time and resources, the TRC pointed to the
overall direction and intention of the legislation as well as to the government’s
establishment of a variety of other institutions and programs of redress, most
notably the Land Commission and the Reconstruction and Development
Programme. Indeed, defendants of the TRC process suggest that the criticisms of
Mamdani and others should be placed not at the door of the TRC, but of the
Land Commission and other institutions intended to redress the structural legacy
of apartheid. These institutions did little to convey at a public level the extent
and experience of apartheid abuses, and instead tended to operate behind closed
doors with little of the TRC’s transparency (See Duphelia-Mesthrie, 1999, for a
comparative study of the Land Commission and the TRC). Another common
defense of the TRC’s narrow interpretation of its mandate argues that while the
former government never denied apartheid policies such as forced removals or
unequal education, it strenuously denied using torture or killing political
opponents. Thus, the TRC focused not on the overt policies of apartheid but on
what the covert methods of that system.
The TRC also attempted to shift the focus to the wider legacies of apartheid
by recommending ways to prevent future abuse of human rights and by
addressing issues of reconciliation. Its key recommendation regarding the
prevention of gross human rights abuses is skewed toward tackling the problems
of economic injustice, the resolution of which the TRC recommends must
involve the private sector as well as other beneficiaries.
Similarly,
reconciliation was overwhelmingly framed in terms of racial reconciliation rather
than individual reconciliation between individual perpetrators and victims
(Fullard 2004, 23).
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III. Defining Political Violence
Setting aside these criticisms of the mandate for the moment, was the
TRC more successful in interpreting the more restricted terrain of
political violations? Here, too, the TRC has been criticized for its narrow
and sanitized approach.
First, and partly as a consequence of its origins in the process of political
negotiation, the TRC’s legislation was skewed toward the interests of political
parties. In order to qualify for amnesty, a person had to show that she or he was a
supporter or member of a bona fide political party and that the act committed
was part of the broad policy or position of that party. This definition privileged
organizations and attempted to impose a far greater sense of order and clarity on
what was a diffuse and chaotic terrain. The inability of such a definition to
capture the nature of political violence in the mid- to late-1980s and 1990s was
especially marked, resulting in arbitrary decisions of inclusion and exclusion on
the part of the Amnesty Committee. The TRC Report itself noted:
As the political conflict in the country gained intensity, more gross
violations were carried out by members of South African society acting in what
they considered to be the pursuit of a political aim than by members of political
organizations acting on the express orders of their superiors. Both the state
security services and guerrilla organizations such as MK aimed to supply social
actors with the means to achieve their aims—including weapons, information,
trained personnel, and, in the case of the state, funding…. By the 1990s, the great
majority of human rights violations, especially killings, were being carried out
by persons who were not bound to a political authority (TRC Vol 2 1998, 4-5).
Indeed it is perhaps worth noting that critiques of Mamdani and others
largely ignore this dimension. What the critiques tend to obscure is the nature of
political violence and the groups that bore that cost. While Mamdani et al present
the TRC’s concerns with narrow political violence as a focus on a small group of
activists versus state agents, the actual TRC record shows otherwise. Most of the
victims that made statements to the TRC were either youth, not necessarily
organized, who fell victim to state attempts to crack down on dissent in the
1970s and 1980s, and civilians killed during the escalating violence of the 1990s.
These were not MK operatives; they were not even by and large organized
members of the internal mass movement. Indeed, the fact that so few political
activists and combatants made victim statements to the TRC was a source of
some concern.
Second, and following from the previous point, the TRC excluded racism in
its definition of what constituted a political act. Consequently, the TRC did not
regard those who had committed gross violations for purely racist motivations as
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eligible for amnesty, nor did it regard the victims of such abuses as victims of
gross violations. Thus drunken white men who had beaten a black farm-worker
to death in a racist rage for walking on the pavement in a small rural town would
not be eligible for amnesty, and nor would the victim of their attack be declared
the victim of a gross violation of human rights. This was extraordinary in a
country in which racism played such a central role—indeed the TRC itself
argued that racism was the “motivating core” of apartheid.
Third, several critics have further pointed to the TRC’s failure to understand
the intersection between political and criminal violence (Wilson 2000, 81-84;
Simpson 2000 & 2002b). While the Amnesty Committee did decide that some
political motivations appeared on the surface to be simply criminal,9 a large
number of cases were denied amnesty for having no political motive. The vast
majority of these cases were undoubtedly presented by ordinary criminals who,
by cloaking their actions in a political mantle, hoped to be granted amnesty.
However, some critics suggest that the Amnesty Committee approach to these
matters ignored the reality of what has been described as the “criminalization of
politics and the politicization of crime” and created “a sanitized view of politics”
(Simpson 2002b).
The particular circumstances of economic deprivation and political
repression that were engendered by apartheid resulted not only in people
breaking the law for political reasons, but also in a more extensive sub-culture of
crime in South Africa. This sub-culture deeply penetrated the political sphere,
resulting in a considerable and increasingly blurred line between political and
criminal, and, given the illegitimacy of the criminal justice system, making
contravening the law an act of resistance (Simpson 2000 and 2002b). The
difficulty in distinguishing between political and criminal is especially true of the
1990s, yet this was the period where the TRC, by its own admission, made the
least headway in terms of investigation. Although lines of command on all sides
of the conflict had always been more complex than popular mythology suggests,
this became especially difficult to determine and unravel during the 1990s.

IV. Concluding Comments
While the TRC’s achievements were in many respects considerable, its
role in laying the groundwork for a deeper interrogation of the wider
landscape of apartheid violations and violence is more dubious. On
balance, it is doubtful (and many critics acknowledge this) whether the
TRC could have adopted a definition of gross violation that included the
more structural violations. However, the TRC could certainly have done
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more to place these violations more visibly in the overall picture.
Notwithstanding progress made since 1994, South Africa remains a
highly unequal society. Undoubtedly, while white beneficiaries
expressed great horror at the degree to which their former apartheid
government had systematically engaged in gross human rights abuses,
they have by and large continued to complain and resist aspects of
transformation that affect them materially.
Simpson refers to the need for transitional justice mechanisms such as truth
commissions to be focused not just on the past but on the future as well.
Assessing the efficacy of the TRC thus means assessing not just the accuracy or
“truth” of its interpretations of the past, but also how it facilitates the capacity to
understand and transform current political violence. In this regard, while political
violence shrunk after 1994, criminal violence burgeoned. Rather than seeing
these as two unrelated forms of violence perpetrated by entirely separate groups,
Simpson argues for an approach that acknowledges the inter-connection and
continuity between the two types of violence (2000 & 2002b). Examples of this
would include trafficking in arms, the involvement of ex-combatants in armed
heists, and community self-defense units in criminal gangs. This points both to
weaknesses in the way in which the TRC understood the narrow political
violations of torture, killing, and abduction, and the impact this interpretation
had on South Africans’ understanding of the links and continuities between preand post-1994 violence.
A related criticism is that the TRC was successful via the testimony of
victims and perpetrators in portraying the horror and cruelty of torture, but this
has not been translated into a broader culture of respect for human rights. Thus,
while there have been consistent efforts to transform the security forces, these
attempts are often viewed by the public as being an obstacle to combating crime,
rather than being considered an aspect of a “never again” mentality.
More broadly, the failure to situate gross violations in a wider context also
meant that the TRC outlived its usefulness and failed to intersect with the
imperatives of transformation.
(By) circumscribing the borders of its mandate to violence directed at
the body, and by implicitly casting race/racism and politics as two
separate domains, the TRC effectively sidestepped the traumatic issues
and trenchant debates around race, racism, and the legacy of apartheid.
This had an unforeseen price, as in doing so it loosened, perhaps even
lost, a vital connection to the national project of transformation in
South Africa—a project increasingly focused on the legacy of racial
discrimination. (Fullard 2003, 1)
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This was especially the case in the post-1998 era when the reconciliationdriven presidency of Nelson Mandela was replaced by that of Thabo Mbeki
whose inaugural address referred to “two nations in one,” and placed the legacy
of racism at center stage.10
What does this study argue about truth commissions? Clearly, they are not a
panacea, a neutral bridge from a state of conflict to a post-conflict society.
Rather they are highly charged, contested, and complex terrains that are both the
products of and part of wider trajectories of power. While they have the potential
to connect society to a profound and disturbing engagement with its past and
future, the shape and outcome of any one truth commission cannot be determined
at the outset and will depend on the ongoing challenges emanating from both
within and outside of the mechanism. The exact trajectory a truth commission
follows depends on the outcome of the evolving relationship between the
commission, government, and civil society.

Notes
1.
2.

3.

4.

For an account that emphasises truth commissions as ‘a site of
struggle’, see Amy Ross (2003).
Professor Kader Asmal, ANC National Executive Committee
member and legal academic, publicly called for the establishment of
a truth commission in May 1992. See TRC Vol 1 1998, 49.
This was somewhat countermanded by the TRC’s failure to
summons the head of Inkatha/ Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) to
account for the group’s role in violence, for fear of generating
bloodshed in the volatile KwaZulu Natal region. The IFP, an ethnic
and largely regional movement, was viewed as an ally of the former
apartheid government until at least 1992. During the mid-1980s, the
South African Defence Force trained and armed an offensive
paramilitary unit of Inkatha, known as the Caprivi squad. The TRC
later found the IFP to be the second largest violator of human rights
in the mandate period and described its failure to issue this
summons as ‘In retrospect… probably an incorrect decision’ (TRC
Vol 5 1998, 207).
Legislators initially envisaged that the amnesty process would be
behind closed doors. Key NGOs made successful demands for a
public process. The final legislation limited the Amnesty
Committee’s capacity to grant amnesty without a public hearing for
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6.

7.
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those violations not considered to be gross (such as damage to
property or dealing in illegal weapons) or for security considerations.
In practice, this distinction proved difficult and significantly limited
truth disclosure. For example, an application regarding distribution
of weapons or the collection of intelligence could be decided without
a public hearing. Yet these activities frequently resulted in gross
violations and in some instances went to the heart of activities and
decisions regarding political violence. See Fullard and Rousseau
2003c, 202-207.
While the media played an important and critical role, it was not
unreservedly positive. It powerfully shaped public perceptions of
the TRC, often favoring narratives of reconciliation over
accountability (Fullard and Rousseau 2003a, 5). For a more detailed
examination of media responses, see McEachern who suggests there
were two TRCs: the institutional TRC and the “media TRC”
(McEachern 2002, 19-65).
In defining severe ill-treatment, the TRC acknowledged that there
could be a broad definition but chose instead to focus on “violations
committed as specific acts, resulting in severe physical and/or
mental injury” (TRC Vol 1 1998, 64). Severe ill-treatment included
violations such as rape or sexual assault, physical beating, solitary
confinement or prolonged detention without trial, shootings during
demonstrations, and the destruction of a person’s house through
arson or other attacks. The last-mentioned expressly applied to
conflicts directly associated with political struggle and excluded
those whose homes were destroyed during the application of the
apartheid government’s forced removal programme, which was
designed to ensure residential segregation based on race and
ethnicity. See TRC Vol 1 1998, 79-82.
At the same time, the experience of this male victim was more often
than not relayed to the nation by a female family member: it was of
some concern that, while mostly women made statements and gave
testimony to the TRC, they largely spoke about the violations
suffered by their men-folk, even in circumstances where women too
had been victims of abuse (Ross 1997; TRC Vol 4 1998, 283, 285-287;
Ross 2003, 17-20). See also Bozzoli (1999), one of the few who have
commented on the ways in which largely female, and often relatively
apolitical, deponents mediated through their testimony the
experience of township youths in the 1980s and 1990s.
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8.

This is based on a perusal of the submissions to the parliamentary
Justice Portfolio Committee.
9. For example, several members of so-called “repossession units”
attached to the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) applied for amnesty
for acts of theft and armed robbery, claiming that such actions were
politically motivated and aimed to provide the PAC with funds
and/or arms. Where applicants were able to show membership in
the PAC, some chain of command, and prove that the spoils of their
crime were in fact handed over to the party, they were largely
granted amnesty.
10. Other factors were also responsible for the TRC fading from public
view. The handover of the TRC report in 1998 was accompanied by
increasingly strained relations between the TRC and the ANC. This
followed the TRC’s refusal to meet with the ANC to discuss certain
negative findings it made regarding gross violations committed by
the ANC. The ANC in fact launched an unsuccessful court action to
delay the Report. Although the amnesty process continued for
several more years, the rest of the TRC disbanded and its leadership
dispersed. This effectively meant that the TRC was without any clear
leadership aside from the bureaucrats and judges who oversaw the
amnesty process, and that the dispute with the ANC remained
unresolved. This undoubtedly contributed to a souring of opinion
toward the TRC. These factors had far-reaching consequences and
resulted in the TRC fading into near oblivion inside South Africa at
the same time that it continued to be feted internationally.
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5
Transition without Justice, or Justice
without History: Transitional
Justice in Taiwan*
Naiteh Wu
We are in an age of the victory of democracy. Many countries,
having long been plagued by dictatorship and political repression, now
have left their authoritarian pasts far behind them. Yet many new
democracies, including Taiwan, have found it difficult to “close the
books” on their traumatic pasts. How a new democracy should deal with
the vestiges and legacies of the ancien régime—including its history, its
rulers and collaborators in the repression, and their victims—is always
contentious. With the emergence since the 1980s of democratic regimes in
Latin America, Asia, Eastern Europe, and some parts of Africa, the
problem of transitional justice has gained wide attention among both
scholars and political practitioners.1 Scholars from various disciplines—
including political science, sociology, history, and law— have joined
together to analyze the problem from legal, ethical, and political
perspectives. All of the issues involved—the perpetrators, the victims,
and the history—have two dimensions, ethical/moral and practical/
political, each of which has its own problems, often without easy and
definite answers. The thorny problem of transitional justice is further
complicated by the frequent conflict of ethical principles and moral
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values, on the one hand, and political goals, such as democratic
consolidation and ethnic harmony, on the other. The conflict between
moral values and political goals has tempted many new democratic states
to adopt a middle-of-the-road approach of a truth commission, i.e.,
exposing the violations of human rights, yet forsaking prosecution of the
violators so as to help the new democracy consolidate and achieve
political stability. But as some have argued, the justification of the
sacrifice of justice on the grounds of well-intentioned political goals
cannot be accepted prima facie, and needs some qualification (Gutman
and Thompson, 2000). Those are the general problems new democratic
states encounter in dealing with their authoritarian and violent pasts.
Instead of engaging in an analysis of those general problems, this
essay discusses how Taiwan has dealt with transitional justice and was
conditioned by the particular history of the country, including its history
of authoritarian rule, its mode of democratic transition, and its situation
of ethnic relations. It explains why transitional justice in Taiwan was
pursued only by providing reparations to the victims but without
tackling the greater issues of retributive justice against the perpetrators
and of historical rectification. This approach to transitional justice makes
Taiwan a case with ten thousand victims but not a single perpetrator. It
also partly explains why the historical past is still greatly contentious
among different ethnic groups and different political camps. In addition,
this essay calls for the endeavor, which has been largely ignored, of
making better use of each nation’s own history of its authoritarian rule as
material for democratic education of ordinary citizens.
Among the problems of transitional justice, the most onerous issue,
but also the one most laden with moral value, may be that of how to deal
with the perpetrators of the former authoritarian regime. The
perpetrators include the core ruling elite and those personnel, mostly in
the military and security forces, who acted on the former’s direct and
implicit orders, but sometimes on their own initiative. In some cases,
such as that of South Africa, the perpetrators may also be in the
opposition camp, conducting atrocities not only against the personnel
and their families in the security forces but also on their own comrades,
whom they believed had sold them out. Giving orders and receiving
orders may have different degrees of moral accountability and legal
liability. For those receiving orders, are they morally accountable, or even
legally liable, for executing orders that violate human rights? What
should one do when given by one’s superior an order that one deems
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illegal or immoral? No easy answer can be found to this difficult ethical
problem, a problem not seriously attended in the current literature.2 This
problem, which may have a bearing even in the democratic state, should
be one of the foci of civic education for democratic citizens. However, the
ethical issue regarding those giving orders to violate human rights seems
less controversial. Those having committed atrocities, even crimes
against humanity, are morally responsible and legally liable for what
they have done.
Although holding accountable the high-ranking officials who gave
orders is a relatively uncontroversial issue, its implementation often
causes difficult political problems. While some new democratic states did
prosecute their former rulers for violations of human rights, more found
it too risky to undertake. Fearing the prosecution of former rulers and
their collaborators might provoke military threats and hence destabilize
the new democracy, many post-authoritarian regimes adopted different
approaches. In some cases where the former authoritarian regimes had
remained long enough in power to build up and retain strong political
support among some segments of society, prosecution could deepen the
social divisions and, hence, endanger the survival of the new democracy.
How new democratic states deal with perpetrators often varies with
the individual nation’s particular political situation before, during, and
after the democratic transition. The most extreme category of strategies is
to punish the heads of state directly responsible for the crimes against
humanity. Among those in this category are Romania’s Nicolae
Ceausescu and his wife, who were executed by a firing squad; Bulgaria’s
Todor Zhivkov and his subordinates, who were imprisoned; East
Germany’s Erich Honecker, who was prosecuted, however, on charges
related to the murder of policemen rather than on grounds of political
repression and who escaped imprisonment because of ill health; Bolivia’s
Luis García Meza Tejada; South Korea’s Chun Doo-Hwan and Roh Tae
Woo, who were belatedly prosecuted and pardoned two years later; and
Chile’s Augustus Pinochet, who is still in the process of a judicial tug-ofwar. These high-profile cases of prosecuting the former heads of state,
however, have been less common among the new democracies.
Most cases of dealing with perpetrators fall under the category of
prosecution through the judicial court of high-ranking officials directly
responsible for the atrocities and repression, as was the case in Argentina
and Bolivia. In some cases, the targets of purges go beyond former highranking officials to include government officials, agents of secret services,
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and cadres of the ruling parties of the former regimes; and the means of
purges are not limited to court trials. In East Germany, half of the former
judges and prosecutors of the former German Democratic Republic lost
their jobs; another 42,000 officials were dismissed (Elster, 2004: 68). In
1991, Czechoslovakia adopted the controversial Lustration Law (from the
Latin lustratio, meaning “purification by sacrifice”), which barred those
who had been members of the security apparatus, agents and informants
of the secret police, members of the former Communist Party above a
certain rank, and the like, from serving above certain levels in the
governmental, academic, and state-enterprise sectors for five years. The
lustration law and the earlier commission set up to name names have
been accused of being part of a witch hunt, with “political power
struggles… being presented as a moral crusade” (Rigby, 2001:103).3
But purges, whether limited to heads of state and their high-ranking
officials or extended to the large body of collaborators, may not always
be politically feasible. Some leaders of former regimes—such as in Chile,
Poland, and Brazil—negotiated amnesty for themselves before they
stepped down, with the emerging democratic regimes accepting the
terms in order to ensure a smooth transition of power. But some new
democratic regimes, such as Spain, Rhodesia, and Uruguay, deliberately
adopted the approach of abstention from transitional justice, or, as the
case of Spain is called, the approach of “disremembering” (Elster, 2004:
62).
Lying between these two extremes of prosecution of the perpetrators
of the ancien régime and the deliberate engagement in collective amnesia
is a third-way approach to deal with the past, the truth commission.
Following the model of and learning from the experience from Chile and
Argentina, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of South
Africa has gained much attention and captured the imagination of the
world, and has been imitated by some twenty countries. As Alex Boraine,
the deputy chairman of the commission, stated, the truth commission
was a necessary compromise. There were only two other options: a
general amnesty for the leaders of the former apartheid regime, or
Nuremberg-style trials of those directly responsible for gross violations
of human rights. If the former ruling elites had insisted on general
amnesty, negotiations would have broken down. And if the African
National Congress had insisted on prosecuting the perpetrators, there
would have been no peaceful transition to democracy. The approach of

Transition without Justice, or Justice without History

95

the truth commission, therefore, was the only possible “bridge from the
old to the new,” in Judge Richard Goldstone’s words (Boraine, 2000:143).
As far as the case of Taiwan is concerned, no such negotiation or
compromise was needed. The ruling elites of the previous Kuomintang
(hereafter KMT) authoritarian regime continued to rule Taiwan for more
than ten years after the end of decades of martial law. The mass media,
which very much benefited from press monopolization during the
martial law era, continued to lead public opinion as the mainstream
media. Although some measures of reparation for victims were provided,
the issue of retributive justice was never brought into the political arena
or public discourses. In 2000, thirteen years after the lifting of martial law
as the first move toward democratization, the opposition gained power
for the first time in Taiwan’s history. The new government, however,
never raised the issue of retributive justice. As will be discussed below,
the ethnic situation, which has largely deteriorated on the democratic
stage with the rise of a new Taiwanese identity, partly contributed to the
society-wide silence on retributive justice.
The second issue in dealing with the problem of transitional justice
concerns the victims. It goes without saying that victims of the repression
and atrocities should be rendered justice and reparation for their loss and
suffering. But what kind of justice, and how great should reparations be?
Do victims and their offspring deserve truth, even if they do not ask for it,
as has been the case in Taiwan? And when they do ask for the truth, are
we morally justified to ask them to forget, even to impose amnesia on
them, for the benefit of the whole society? As for reparations, should we
also compensate for intangible losses as well, such as opportunities lost in
their professions and also in the higher education of their offspring? And
if we should, how much should we compensate for the lost opportunity
for a better life, and sometimes even a son’s resentment of his parents?4
The third issue of transitional justice intersects with the two
aforementioned problems. It concerns the ethics and the use of historical
justice. Scholars have been divisive in answering whether we should
forget or remember the past. But we may have to ask first what exactly
our goal is in forgetting or remembering. We can set our goal in the
short-term problem of current politics: How are the victims and
perpetrators to live together in the same political community? We can
also have a different goal in mind: How is rendering justice to history
made useful for the education of a democratic citizenry? Different goals
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may require different approaches to historical justice and historical
memory.
This essay concentrates on two of the issues mentioned above—
retributive justice to perpetrators and reparation for victims—with a
special reference to the particular historical experience of Taiwan. The
first part of the essay explains how Taiwan’s particular historical
situation resulted in the phenomenon of “ten thousand victims without a
single perpetrator.” It starts from a discussion of the first regime
transition in Taiwan’s modern history, in which the Japanese colonial
government ceded the island to the Chinese government after World War
II. No justice whatsoever followed that transition, as was also the case
after the second regime transition in the late 1980s. The second part of the
essay discusses the ethics and use of historical justice. The discussion of
transitional justice up to now has focused mostly on the short-term
problem of how to deal with the perpetrators and how to create or
maintain a situation in which victims can live together peacefully with
perpetrators in the same society. Less attention has been paid to the longterm problem of how to make use of historical justice for the education of
a democratic citizenry. The second part of this essay calls for more
attention to this issue. It will also touch upon a problem that has been
especially relevant to the case of Taiwan: the bearing of transitional
justice with ethnic relations. As Chinese mainlanders tend to identify
strongly with the KMT regime and its historical legacy,5 a reassessment
of the latter’s performance on moral grounds is likely to worsen ethnic
tension, which has been deteriorating in recent years. But there may be
some way out.

I.

Transition without Justice

The story of how Taiwan became a democracy is well known. However,
there is little consensus on who should be credited for the democratic
transition and the ending of political repression, and the question of who
was responsible for the political repression and gross violations of
human rights has seldom been posed. Thus, of the two most important
political and moral questions of the age, one is not properly answered,
while the other is never asked. Taiwan is among those few cases in which
the issue of transitional justice was not tackled after the democratic
transition. As Samuel Huntington in his book on “third wave”
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democratization states, what determines if a new democratic government
prosecutes the authoritarian crimes are not moral or legal considerations;
rather, the situation is “shaped almost exclusively by politics, by the
nature of the democratization process, and by the distribution of political
power during and after the transition” (Huntington, 1991:215). More
specifically, when democratic reform is launched from above by, or
negotiated with, an authoritarian ruler, the latter is likely to wield great
political power, even to stay in power, as in the case of Taiwan, after the
transition; in such cases, both the prosecution of crimes and historical
justice are unlikely to occur. In addition to the type of democratization
process that Huntington mentions, some other factors may also have a
great impact on the dealing with transitional justice by new regimes.
Comparing the case of South Korea with that of the Philippines in
dealing with transitional justice, Nai Young Lee proposes a factor that
also has some bearing on the case of Taiwan. Although in the Philippines
the authoritarian regime was overthrown by mass revolution, contrary to
Huntington’s scenario, the new regime did not tackle at all the issue of
retributive justice. Conversely, while the democratization process in
South Korea was to a great extent a peaceful reform process, the new
regime has prosecuted the heads of the former regime. This difference in
dealing with the authoritarian past is an effect of the different power
structures in the post-transition politics (Lee, 2003: 43–73).
In addition to the above two differences in the mode of democratic
transition and the power balance after the transition, some factors
concerning the mode of rule in the former regime may also have large
impacts on the new regime’s approach to transitional justice. Admitting
oversimplification, Tina Rosenberg points out the differences between
Eastern European communist regimes and Latin American military
regimes in the nature of domination and repression that account for the
variance in their dealings with transitional justice. While the Eastern
European regimes ruled through ideology and demanded active
participation from their subjects, the Latin American military regimes
repressed with guns and were satisfied with the silence of their subjects.
The use of violence, and, hence, the numbers of victims and the nature of
victimization, is also different in the two areas. In the former, the violence
was much reduced but repressions were diffused among common
citizens, while in the latter case the violence was deep and cruel—with
killings, torture, and disappearances as common practices—but limited
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to only the regime’s enemies. The Eastern European dictatorships, hence,
were “criminal regimes,” while the Latin American dictatorships were
“regimes of criminals.” Therefore, separate approaches should be
adopted by those governments following these different kinds of regimes.
Furthermore, as “guns never go out of fashion,” the new regime’s ability
to institute transitional justice in Latin American was often constrained
by the sustained power of the military (Rosenberg, 1995:134-52).
All these analyses throw some light on understanding Taiwan’s
singular approach to transitional justice. But as far as the case of Taiwan
is concerned, the most important factors explaining the particular
approach to transitional justice may be the mode of democratic transition,
the performance of the authoritarian regime in economic development,
and the “repression moment.” All those factors will be discussed.
There have been two regime transitions in Taiwan’s modern history.
In the first transition, as a result of the defeat of Japan in World War II,
transitional justice was never tackled at all by the succeeding KMT
regime. As the ruling elites of the KMT regime took over the island from
Japan in 1945, they came face to face with two different groups of native
socio-political elites on Taiwan. One group was the collaborators,
composed of a small number of administrative elites appointed by the
colonial government to mid-level administrative posts and of a larger
number of elective elites in the representative organs at the grass-roots
level with only very limited political power. The other native Taiwanese
group was the activists in various anticolonial movements, who had
suffered political harassment and imprisonment by the colonial regime.
When Taiwan was ceded to Japan in 1895 by the Qing imperial state, the
Republic of China had not yet been established. As the KMT ruling elites
were groomed in the Republic, they had no connection with either native
elite group. The new regime thus followed a policy of laissez faire after
taking over the island, neither purging the collaborators nor granting
special favor to the anticolonial movement leaders in the first few years
of its rule. The native Taiwanese elites whom the new regime chose as
ruling partners were mostly those who had gone to China during the
period of colonial rule and had developed close ties to the KMT elites by
working with the regime in China.
In order to create ruling legitimacy and popular support among its
new subjects in the new territory, the new regime, as soon as it gained
control of the island, implemented elective representative institutions at
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the local level—before it did so in many parts of China. In 1946, in the
first local elections, the new regime did declare its attempt to deprive
collaborators of the political right to be elected. The lustration, however,
was limited to “those who have been in charge of the real works of the
Association of the Royal Subject [an organization composed of native
social and political elites to solicit political support from the native
Taiwanese] and those who were suspected of being traitors and were so
informed to the authorities.” Not only was the definition of “real work”
never made clear, but also no one was ever identified as a traitor or
collaborator. Without suffering any constraints on their political rights,
the rank and file members of that organization joined the multitude of
elective and administrative elites all over the island to compete in local
elections in the first few years under the new KMT regime. They did
impressively well in these elections. About 40 percent among the seven
hundred elected to various levels of the local representative organs in the
first local election were those who had been elective and administrative
elites in the former colonial regime, as well as leaders in civil associations
that were sponsored by the colonial government as subsidiary ruling
apparatus. In the Taiwan Provincial Assembly, the highest local
representative organ, they even constituted 75 percent of the total
membership.6
As an émigré regime to the island, the new KMT regime had few
reasons to purge the collaborators, or to deal with other issues of
transitional justice. The new ruling elites had never had the experience of
engaging in political struggle with the collaborators under colonial rule.
Neither had they been the victims of colonialism. However, as stated
above, since the new regime had chosen those native elites with China
experience as its ruling partners, the anticolonial elites were very much
marginalized by the new regime.7 Having no voice at all in the new
regime, they could not push it to deal with transitional justice. Years later,
they would suffer much harsher political repression than they had
encountered under the colonial regime. Most of them were repressed,
prosecuted, or silenced by the KMT regime during the February 28, 1947
uprising and the reign of “white terror” that followed. (Among those
native Taiwanese who achieved political prominence under the KMT’s
rule in the following decades, not a single one was connected to the
anticolonial movements.) Besides, as an immigrant regime, the KMT
government was desperately in need of the cooperation of native
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islanders. Purging those social and political elites, who were well
respected by many people, would only hinder this urgent political
objective. Furthermore, there was no strong demand in society at that
time for the pursuit of transitional justice. This might be due to the fact
that the colonial rule of the Japanese was only moderately repressive—
other than in the first few years of taking over the island, when the
colonial government had engaged in large-scale repressive military
campaigns against rebellions, especially those by the aborigines. Given
the situation that those collaborators had not caused much popular
hostility, the best strategy was to secure their support rather than to
prosecute them.
Five decades later, when the KMT regime was forced to transform its
mode of rule from dictatorial authoritarianism to democracy, it, too, did
not find any necessity to deal with the issue of transitional justice.
Political liberalization was launched in the late 1980s, the last few years
of rule and life of Chiang Ching-kuo, who had dictated over Taiwan’s
politics for more than two decades, beginning even before he succeeded
his father, Chiang Kai-shek, as the national leader. He not only
personally declared the lifting of the ban on mass media and the end of
martial law, which had been in place for four decades, but also tolerated
in 1986 the founding of an opposition party, the Democratic Progressive
Party, which would gain the ruling power in the 2000 presidential
election. Many American and local scholars thus credited Chiang Chingkuo as the initiator of Taiwan’s democracy, forgetting the political
repression and gross violations of human rights during his rule; some of
these scholarly works even fail to mention that no less than ten years
before, in 1979, nearly all leaders, along with many activists, in the
opposition were arrested and sentenced by martial court to
imprisonment of fourteen years, and to a life sentence in one case.8 The
opposition, however, was not silenced by this purge but grew even
stronger to press for democratic reform. Also under pressure from the
U.S. government, Chiang Ching-kuo launched political liberalization in
the late 1980s that later was expanded into full democratization by his
successor, Lee Teng-hui. Chiang deserves credit for the pragmatism he
showed in yielding without too much resistance to pressure for political
reform. With this so-called political reform from above and the following
succession of the presidency to a native Taiwanese, the ruling KMT
gained strong legitimacy and popular support.
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It continued to rule for more than a decade after the democratic
transition. Not only was the former dictator portrayed as the initiator of
democracy, but also his followers, or, as some would put it, the
collaborators with the repressive regime, stayed in power for that long
period of time. The composition of the national ruling group did not
change at all during this period after the transition. Chiang’s handpicked
successor, Lee Teng-hui, was elected to the presidency in 1996 through a
fair and open election with a landslide of popular votes. (Lee later would
be proclaimed “the father of Taiwan’s democracy” by the Taiwan
Solidarity Union (TSU), a political party Lee helped to found after his
split with the KMT.) Under this historical situation, it is unimaginable
that the ruling party would engage in any kind of self-denial by morally
condemning its own past. The key person in this obstruction of historical
justice is, of course, the dictator’s successor, former president Lee Tenghui. This obstruction of historical justice, however, is not without a strong
social base. The particular authoritarian situation in Taiwan also played a
significant part.
Lee Teng-hui, after having served for several decades in the KMT’s
government, was picked by Chiang Ching-kuo as his vice president in
1984. Lee succeeded to the presidency of the Republic of China and the
chairmanship of the KMT when Chiang died in 1987. During his twelveyear tenure as president, Lee, by manipulating and utilizing the
pressures from both the opposition and mass demonstrations, launched a
series of democratic reforms and changed the political regime into a fullfledged democracy. After the KMT lost the presidential election to the
Democratic Progressive Party in 2000, Lee left the party and formed a
close political alliance with the new elites in power and continued to
wield political influence. The Taiwan Solidarity Union, for which Lee
continues to serve as its “spiritual leader,” is now the political party that
most staunchly advocates Taiwan’s independence. Lee is an intriguing
figure, and not just for the radical turnaround in his political partisanship
and ideological position. How he defines his relationship with Chiang
and his long political career in the KMT’s repressive authoritarian regime
continues to engross observers.
In a book published in 1999, Lee expressed his gratitude to Chiang
Ching-kuo for the political coaching he received during his six years as
minister without portfolio under Chiang’s premiership. “It went without
saying that to be present in the meetings chaired by Chiang Ching-kuo
made one nervous. But it was also like studying in a ‘political school,’

102

Political Challenges and Democratic Institutions

which gave me a lot of opportunities to learn. If today I am not only a
‘theorist’ but also a ‘statesman,’ these six years in ‘Chiang Ching-kuo
School’ should be the key factor” (Lee, 1999: 268).
In 2004, Lee further published his working diary, a detailed record of
his work during three years of his service as vice president to Chiang
Ching-kuo. Although Lee claimed in the book that he succeeded Chiang
as the national leader only by “historical accident,” meaning Chiang
might not have decided to pick Lee as successor when he died,9 he also
stated that Chiang “had a very special feeling to him,” and that Chiang
“had deliberately and carefully, with a natural way, involved him in the
important military and foreign affairs of the days” (Lee, 2004:8-11). The
whole book is rightly a witness to this claim of close supervision and
affectionate coaching by Chiang. Many analysts believe Lee published
the book during the 2004 presidential campaign in order to preempt the
utilization of Chiang Chiang-kuo’s legacy by the Pan-Blue camp (the
electoral coalition of the KMT and the People First Party) by claiming he
was the true heir to Chiang Ching-kuo.
It is a rather strange phenomenon that Lee, widely claimed as “Mr.
Democracy,” has branded himself as a good student of the School of
Chiang Ching-kuo and true heir to a dictator. As Chiang’s protégé, Lee
seems to still be wrestling with himself on how to settle accounts of the
past—Taiwan’s as well as his own. Lee’s ambivalent relationship with
Chiang, together with his long career in the repressive regime, has set the
tone for the dealings of transitional justice. In the press conference of his
inauguration as president in 1988, implicitly referring to the White Terror
and particularly the slaughter associated with the February 28 Incident of
1947, he appealed to his fellow citizens to forget the past and to “look
forward [xiàngqián kàn].” The memory of the February 28 massacre,
although politically taboo during the KMT’s authoritarian rule, lay at the
core of ethnic tension between native Taiwanese and Chinese
mainlanders during the previous decades. It was also a trauma in history
tormenting many native Taiwanese. Two years later, President Lee
openly admitted that his appeal to forget the past had aroused many
complaints from his friends. He then said he now found “a new way”
other than forgetting the past to deal with the issue of the February 28
Incident, in which many believed more than twenty thousand native
Taiwanese were massacred by the army.10 But Lee also added that,
nevertheless, he still thought the same way: “There’s no need to dig into
the past, creating disharmony and unpleasantness”(United Daily, May 23,
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1990). The new way he found was, first, to commission a research team to
look into the event and to propose some suggestions on how the
government should deal with it. The team, composed of historians and
headed by retired KMT-affiliated politicians, did produce a very detailed
and unbiased report on the political situation that had set off island-wide
uprisings by native Taiwanese and the killings of native elites by the
military. The report also raises the question of whether Chiang Kai-shek,
who ordered the army to move to the island to carry out the repression,
was accountable for the massacre. The report, however, avoids giving a
clear answer by saying that Chiang was too busy in the civil war with the
Chinese communists at that time to closely look into the problem. He was
also too trusting of his subordinates, so that he accepted their request to
dispatch more troops to the island. The report, however, also pointed out
that, after the event, Chiang never punished his subordinates who
enacted the slaughter and repression (Research Team on the February 28
Incident of the Executive Yuan, 1994: 411-412).
The publication of the report was followed by a series of actions
from the government and President Lee. On February 28, 1991, all
Cabinet members and legislators rose in silent tribute to the victims. The
next year, Lee said during a memorial concert that “only by facing the
truth bravely and frankly can the agony be dissolved and history
becomes a lesson for reflection.” Between 1989 and 2002, twenty
monuments were built in different cities of execution sites around the
island. In 1995, the organization in charge of reparations for the victims
of the February 28 Incident was set up. In 1998, another organization in
charge of reparation for victims of political repression during the White
Terror was established. The schemes for reparations were standardized
as follows: NT$6 million (about US$181,000) for each case of execution
and disappearance, and NT$500,000 (US$15,000) for each year of
imprisonment, with a ceiling of NT$5 million. Restitution of property has
a ceiling of NT$2 million. There is also a ceiling of NT$6 million for
reparations for the losses of freedom, life, and property for each
individual. Thus, if a person was imprisoned for ten years and
consequently received NT$5 million in compensation for this, reparations
for property losses could not exceed NT$1 million. But if a person was
executed, disappeared, or imprisoned more than twelve years, the ceiling
of NT$6 million for the case already would have been reached, and there
could be no additional reparations for property losses. Compared with
the situation in Argentina, a country with a per capita GNP of only one-
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third that of Taiwan but which paid US$220,000 for each loss of human
life (Elster, 2004: 63), Taiwan’s reparation for victims is not very generous.
The reparation for the property loss is also unjust. Under marital law,
confiscation of personal property always came with imprisonment for the
crime of subversion. Many political prisoners were either wealthy or
from well-to-do families; their property losses were tremendous. The
restitution of their property, however, was blocked by laws passed when
the KMT was still in power. When martial law was lifted in 1987, the
KMT-dominated legislature replaced it with article 9 of the National
Security Law, which stated that no verdict rendered by the martial courts
during the four decades when martial law was in effect could be
appealed to the civil courts. Three former political prisoners soon applied
to the Supreme Court for an interpretation of the article’s
constitutionality; in 1991, the court ruled that the article was not
unconstitutional. The restitution of property confiscated was thus
blocked by the law.
The numbers of cases approved by each organization for reparations
are as follows:
Table 1

Numbers of Victims under Authoritarian Rule

February 28 Incident (1947–1948)
Executed

681

Disappearance

177

Imprisonment

1,294

White Terror (1949–1986)
Executed
Life imprisonment

406

10–14 years

1,247

5–9 years

1,075

Educational confinement
2,152

53

15–20 years

Less than 5 years

Total

699

579
1,306

Other

657

Total

6,022

The figures in the above table do not represent the real numbers of
victims. As Li Wang-tai, chief executive of the February 28 Incident
Memorial Foundation, explained it, many people who were killed on the
streets or who disappeared were young and unmarried. Close to five
decades later, many of their parents already had died, so no one eligible
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was left to apply for reparations in their cases. Furthermore, some
families of the victims escaped to foreign countries and were unable to
return to apply for reparations.11 The number of cases of execution and
imprisonment during the White Terror period are also much higher than
the above figures. Some victims did not apply for reparations because
they did not want to remind themselves of this traumatic experience.
Many victims during the White Terror had died young and had no
relative alive to apply for them, especially in the cases of those young
mainlanders who had moved to the island with the KMT and were
executed for allegedly working for the Chinese Communist Party. Some
native Taiwanese political prisoners who were affiliated with the Chinese
communists when they were arrested, refused to apply for compensation
because, still maintaining a strong Chinese national identity, they
preferred to settle the matter of their treatment by the KMT in the future
after Taiwan had been liberated by China. Ni Tzu-hsiou, the chief
executive of the Foundation for Compensating Improper Verdicts,
estimated from the copies of written verdicts the foundation holds that as
many as one thousand names that appeared in them as abettors did not
show up to apply for reparations. Given this situation, the total number
of victims during authoritarian rule should far exceed ten thousand.
Another matter that needs to be highlighted is that the figures in the table
do not represent the exact years of imprisonment. After having served
their sentences, many prisoners continued to be imprisoned for
“educational purposes,” sometimes even up to six years, if the authorities
were not satisfied with their behavior in prison. This extra imprisonment,
however, does not qualify for compensation.
Although compensation was made for losses of life and freedom,
albeit stingily, the wrongdoers were never prosecuted or even named.
This phenomenon of “ten thousand victims without a single perpetrator”
is not without a social basis: there has been weak demand for transitional
justice on the part of the people. Based on the experiences of postcommunist countries, Stephen Holmes states that “quiescence and
inaction in this domain [transitional justice] is rational, even
commonsensical, or at least perfectly natural.” The factors he lists
contributing to this silence on historical justice include ambivalence
about moral questions among the people, the urgency of current
problems, popular perception of transitional justice as a power game
between opposing elites, a stronger desire for normalcy than for
retributive justice, and the need for the experience of the elites in the
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former regime (Holmes, 1995:118-119). Some of these factors may also
explain the lack of desire for historical justice in Taiwan. I believe,
however, that some other factors in the particular experience of Taiwan
not mentioned above may also account for the weak desire among the
masses for transitional justice.
The two most important factors among them may be the good
performance of the KMT in Taiwan’s economic development and the
ruling style of the dictator, Chiang Ching-kuo. It was during the years of
White Terror when Taiwan experienced its most rapid economic growth.
Further, the ruling style of Chiang Ching-kuo was unique among his
counterparts in other areas of the world. Dictating over Taiwan’s politics
for several decades, he nonetheless had kept himself and his
subordinates from corruption and extravagancy. Additionally, “black
and gold” (gangster and money power), which have plagued current
democratic politics, were absent from the political scene. Chiang might
have been feared and hated, but he was also very much respected, at
least by a substantial portion of the people. There is no denying that the
official propaganda of the authoritarian regime contributed greatly to the
positive image Chiang had among the people. But after close to two
decades of living with democratic politics, open society, and free mass
media, the continuation of this positive image may not be simply a result
of the legacy of authoritarianism. A nationwide telephone survey
conducted in 2003 found that close to half (46 percent) of the respondents
agreed with the statement, “The politics under martial law and the rule
of Chiang Ching-kuo were better for Taiwan [than current democratic
politics].” Even among college graduates, up to 30 percent agreed with
the statement(Chu et al., 2003). With such a positive evaluation of Chiang
and his rule, people are unlikely to demand a moral reevaluation of that
history.
Aside from Chiang’s personal ruling style and the economic growth
of that time, another factor may also contribute to the positive view of the
dictatorship, namely the effect of the timing of the “repressive moment.”
As one student of transitional justice asserts, if the transition is a process
over an extended period in which the worst forms of political repression
have ceased or subsided, it is easier for popular forgiveness to take place
(Zalaquett, 1995: 19). However, as some other authors point out, “when
the repressors are very much alive in the transition moments, the
‘freshness’ of the repressive experience proves more fraught for
transitional government” (Aguilar and Kite, 2004: 209). Many students of
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politics seem to acknowledge the effect of timing in the restrained
demand for political retribution. “The passage of time may have
blurred the memories of what happened” (Huyse, 1995: 110). Not only is
memory likely to blur as time passes, but also the greater the interval
between the wrongdoings and the democratic transition, the smaller the
emotional intensity brought on by former political repression and
atrocities and the fewer the demands for retribution (Elster, 2004: chapter
8). Preliminary statistics show that 90 percent of the violations of human
rights in Taiwan occurred before 1970, almost two decades before the
transition. Only around one percent happened in the 1980s.12 After the
1970s, as in the cases of communist regimes in Eastern Europe, physical
repression was largely replaced by psychological repression. “The man
instruments of control over society switched from terror and repression
to primarily economic control, control of the media, control of association
and of rights.” (Osiatynski, cited by Luc Huyse, 1995: 110) Thus, the
remote moment of repression combined with the fresh memory of
satisfactory economic performance have largely decreased the demand
for transitional justice.
Table 2

Numbers of Victims during the White Terror, by Decade13

Decade

Number

Percent of total

1949–1950

1,261

20.9%

1951–1960

3,340

55.5%

1961–1970

798

13.3%

1971–1980

546

9.1%

1981–1987

77

1.3%

6,022

100%

Total

Despite all those factors unfavorable to the pursuit of historical
justice, some voices still call for it. One example is the editor of a newly
published pictorial anthology on human right abuses in Taiwan. He
poses the following pointed questions for society to mull over: How
should we treat the innumerable people who have served in the Garrison
Command, Investigation Bureau, Military Law Office, or have been
security policemen, prison guards, security officers—those who were the
instruments of authoritarian rulers and the executioners of state terrorism?
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Should they be targets of blanket prosecutions and punishments, or be
treated with token condemnation? Or should they receive immunity,
even without any condemnation, to save the social cost, pretending that
“men repress men” never happened?
How will one see oneself, if his family, friends, neighbors, or even he
has been a member or accomplice of the repressive ruling group? How
should people treat each other? These are serious questions. If the
members or the accomplices of the ruling group never repent after they
have committed such crimes, or if society never engages in reflection or
discussion, then the history of the crimes will replay again (Li et al., 2002:
168).
The editor’s voice, however, is a weak and lonely one that has not
provoked a response in society. The lack of strong public demand to
investigate the past and to punish the authoritarian abusers partly
explains why even the opposition elites who took over the government in
2000 were loath to pursue the issue of transitional justice. On November
13, 2004, President Chen Shui-bian, while campaigning for members of
his party running for the legislature, spoke about his plan to form a truth
commission to reinvestigate those unsolved cases of political murders if
his party won control of the legislative body. But if the president had the
real intention to investigate those unsolved cases of political crimes, as
president of the nation with command of all state apparatus, he would
not have to wait for his party to have a majority in the legislature.
Neither would he have to proclaim his intent during the election
campaign, an act that only downgraded transitional justice from an
important moral matter to the level of electioneering, as some politicians
in post-communist countries did to reap the electoral profits by playing
the card of historical justice (Holmes, 1995:117). This proclamation, if
unrealized, would only deprive historical justice of moral legitimacy
among the people.

II.

Rendering Justice to History

Although the public demand for transitional justice is weak, it still has to
be provided because confronting the unresolved tensions of the past is
essential for the future of democracy. Many people, scholars and
politicians alike, have proclaimed “never again” as the main thrust of
dealing with transitional justice. Historical justice has an important role
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to play in this regard. One can contend that transitional justice is heuristic
to the political education of democratic citizenry. It can be argued that a
citizenry that is historically conscious and appreciative of democratic
values is important for a robust democracy. When citizens are conscious
of what evil and crimes their own rulers, equipped with political power
and authority, were capable of committing in the past, they are more
likely to watch for the abuse of political power in the future. This
historical consciousness rising from the experiences of their own society
may also help them to reflect on the fundamental problem of obedience
to an immoral political authority. A survey of the literature on
transitional justice shows that opinions concerning whether historical
truth should be pursued are quite divisive (Aguilar and Hite, 2004: 198).14
As far as the function of truth-finding for democracy is concerned, there
are two separate issues to be analyzed: whether truth-seeking helps to
heal wounds and thus is good for the civic life that democracy requires,
and whether truth-seeking is good for the future of democracy.
As some authors point out, only victims have the moral right to
forget. Not only have victims a moral right to know who was responsible
for their sufferings, but also they are the only people with the right to
decide whether to forget, to forgive, or to remember. No one other than
the victims themselves can answer if forgetting or remembering does
them better. As one author commented, “Some have said it is enough of
‘opening the wounds.’ To whose wounds, I have wondered, are they
referring? Surely not their own. And, what makes them think that the
wounds of the victims have healed?” (Minow, 1998: xii) Admitting the
moral right of the victims to historical truth, we can call for rendering
truth and justice to history on another ground, i.e., its effects on society
and democracy.
It is a popular belief that truth-telling can bring forgiveness and
reconciliation to heal the wounds dividing a society and to cure the
trauma that agonizes the victims and the perpetrators as well. No
forgiving without knowing the truth, many would presume. As a South
African woman whose father had been killed by the police said, “We do
want to forgive but we don’t know whom to forgive” (Tutu, 1999: 149).
With a reserved but optimistic mood, the emblem and mentor of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, Archbishop
Desmond Tutu, concluded the mission with the following words:
True reconciliation exposes the awfulness, the abuse, the pain, the
degradation, the truth. It could even sometimes make things worse. It is a
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risky undertaking but in the end it is worthwhile, because in the end
dealing with the real situation helps to bring real healing … if the
wrongdoer has come to the point of realizing his wrong, then one hopes
there will be remorse, or at least some contrition or sorrow…. The victims
we hope would be moved to respond to an apology by forgiving the
culprit (Minow, 1998: 270-271).
Not all observers of truth commissions subscribe to this optimistic
picture. One of them questions the beneficial result of reconciling the
warring tribes within the society, as well as its effect in transforming the
wrongdoers. “There is very little evidence of remorse at these public
confessionals…. Oh yes, given the same circumstances, I would do the
same thing all over again” (Soyinka, 1999: 35). As for the effect of truthtelling on the victims, the result is also dubious. It is widely assumed that
letting the victims tell their stories to the public or to an official
commission has an important effect on helping victims to regain their
dignity and heal their wounds. As a practitioner in treating victim
trauma observes, a belief in the restorative power of truth-telling is the
fundamental premise of the psychotherapeutic work (Herman, 2000: 243).
There are many positive cases suggesting the healing power of truthseeking, especially when it is done in the public domain. A South African
victim, having been tortured at age sixteen, said after testifying at the
TRC, “When I have told my stories of my life before, afterward, I am
crying, crying, crying, and felt it was not finished. This time I know what
they have done to me will be among these people and all over the
country. I still have some sort of crying, but also joy inside” (Ibid). Public
testimony transformed the traumatic story from “a telling about shame
and humiliation to a portrayal of dignity and virtue; by speaking of
trauma, survivors regain lost worlds and lost selves” (Ibid).
But there are also worrisome cases showing that truth-seeking has
the danger of retraumatizing victims, sometimes even bringing new
hatred on the part of the victims. As one South African, whose wife and
daughter were killed by a bomb from the security forces, said, “I never
want to find out who sent or planted the bomb. I would prefer to hate the
system rather than the people, and as far as I was concerned the security
forces of the National Party government were responsible.” But twelve
years later, from the network of the truth commission, he learned who
was involved in that bombing. “Now it is personal. There is a good
chance that perhaps I might actually shoot him” (Hayner, 2001: 142). The
case has a very important implication for the social effect of truth-seeking.
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Revealing the truth and the identity of the perpetrators turned a victim’s
hatred for a repressive system, which is good for democracy, into one
toward individuals. This hatred for individuals certainly does not help
overcome the social divisiveness which is needed for the consolidation of
a new democracy. And the above case seems not to be a singular one. A
national poll survey in South Africa found that two-thirds of the public
believed that the truth commission process had made South Africans
angrier and had led to the deterioration of racial relations ( Hayner, 2001:
156). Margalit may be right in warning us not to hold too optimistic a
view about truth-telling: “Memory breathes revenge as often as it
breathes reconciliation, and the hope of reaching catharsis through
liberated memories might turn out to be an illusion” (Margalit, 2002: 5).
Admitting the positive effects of truth-telling on individual victims, we
still have to answer if it has the same positive effects on the society as a
whole. Up to now, empirical evidence for the answer is still lacking.15
Scholars are also divided as to the second issue of the effect of truthseeking on the viability of democracy. Some argue that digging into the
past will only endanger the fragile new democracy. Some authors agree
with Nietzsche that “The past has to be forgotten if it is not to become the
gravedigger of the present,” and argue that the suppression of the Nazi
past through amnesty and amnesia permitted West Germany to build a
stable democracy in the 1950s (Olick and Robbin, 1998: 118). Samuel
Huntington used similar logic as guidelines for democratizers: Prosecute
the leaders of the authoritarian regime only when they have been
successfully replaced by the new regime. But even in this case, do it
promptly, preferably within one year of coming to power. But if the
democratic transition is though a process of transformation or
transplacement of ruling elites, “do not attempt to prosecute
authoritarian officials for human rights violations. The political costs of
such an effort will outweigh any moral gains” (Huntington, 1991: 231).
To facilitate the democratic transition by providing amnesty to the rulers
and their followers in the former regime was, indeed, one of the main
reasons that many countries adopted the model of a truth commission
rather than that of judicial prosecution.
However, many have argued for the prosecution of the repressors
and perpetrators to keep alive the historical memories of the repressive
past as an important bedrock for building a sustainable democracy. As
Tina Rosenberg rightly points out, “While trials may endanger
democracy’s short-term prospects in Latin America, they are crucial for
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its long-term health” (Rosenberg, 1995: 404). She also asserts forcefully
that a country emerging from dictatorship to democracy has two sets of
obligations. One is to its victims, to those murdered, tortured, unjustly
jailed, and denied the right to work in their professions; the other is the
obligation to the nation’s future: to ensure that dictatorship never returns
(Huntington, 1991: 397). In Taiwan, the first obligation has been attended
to, by way of providing the victims with reparations, but no perpetrators
were ever named, not to mention tried. No one was held responsible for
the crimes in the authoritarian era. By totally ignoring historical justice,
Taiwan has yet to address the second obligation, the one to future
generations.16
Rendering justice to history, of course, is never simple and easy. First
of all, rendering justice to history is a work of reshaping social memory,
and the reshaping of social memories is always contested. As the struggle
for the interpretation of memory is often rooted in the conflict and
interplay among social, political, and cultural interests, it is difficult to
build a shared memory among conflicting groups, whether racial, ethnic,
or of class. Different groups in conflict often attach different emotions
and even different interpretations to the same historical event, sometimes
rendering a shared commemoration impossible (Osiel, 1997: 20). Even for
the case of national identity, which is often less divided by ideological
positions, different ethnic groups in America use different historical
memories to articulate their versions of American identity (Bodnar, 1992).
Thus, collective memory is often an area of conflict in a new democracy,
where “memory entrepreneurs fiercely oppose one another with
competing (and often irreconcilable) reconstructions of the past to further
their contingent political objectives” (Cesarini, 2004: 168). With quite
different historical experiences, different ethnic groups in Taiwan have
different moral evaluations of and different feelings toward the KMT
regime. Due to their experiences in World War II, the Chinese civil war,
and then immigration to the island, many Chinese mainlanders have a
strong emotional attachment to the KMT regime and its national leaders,
while most native Taiwanese had the experience and memory of living
under the rule of terror by the KMT’s leaders. It is hard to arrive at a
consensual historical memory, as illustrated by the controversy over how
to assess the role of Chiang Ching-kuo in Taiwan’s democratization.
The “conventional wisdom” about the role of Chiang Ching-kuo is
that he was an enlightened authoritarian ruler who escorted Taiwan
through miraculous economic development in the prime of his life and
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permitted political liberalization in his twilight years. But his role in
Taiwan’s democratization could also be reassessed in a more complicated,
nuanced, and complete manner. His contribution to Taiwan’s
modernization aside, Chiang, as the de facto dictator of Taiwan’s politics
for more than two decades, should be held responsible for the White
Terror, gross violations of human rights, abuses against human life, and
repression of the opposition. But such a reassessment by scholars could
easily invite and has, indeed, triggered criticism, even personal assaults
from leaders of conservative parties and mainstream newspapers.17
Social memory of the February 28 Incident is also quite divisive. For
many native Taiwanese, the massacre is seen as a historical lesson that
shows the inevitable disaster and inhumanity that rule by an alien power
brings. Thus, in the recent rise of Taiwanese identity, the February 28
Incident has become the core element of the agony of native Taiwanese
and also a source of legitimization for self-rule. But for many Chinese
mainlanders and those with Chinese identity, the event was very much
an extension of the civil war between the KMT and the Chinese
communists. There is no denying that many native Taiwanese had been
recruited by the Chinese Communist Party and actively participated in
the Incident. It is also a fact that many political prisoners during the
White Terror reign were communists receiving orders from the CCP.18
According to Chen Ying-chen, a native Taiwanese and former political
prisoner who is well known as a writer and as a Chinese nationalist, the
conception of the massacre as a result of domination over Taiwanese by
Chinese is “a dogma of ‘orthodox-ism’ of Taiwan’s anti-[Chinese]
nationalist politics and historical discourses, and has become the basis of
ideologies of ‘Taiwanese nationalism’ and ‘the KMT colonialism’…. The
angers [among native Taiwanese] caused by the February 28 Incident
were the angers at the exploitation and repression between brothers,
while still recognizing the love of compatriots shared by brothers
between two sides of the Strait” (Chen, 2004: 5-9). Thus, different
nationalisms led to quite different interpretations and divisive memories
of the past. Taiwan, of course, is not the only country in which historical
memory is divided along political lines. In Chile, which also had
impressive economic development under dictatorship, there is even no
consensus about the basic facts of right and wrong about the nation’s past
(Hayer, 2001: 159). And more than five decades after World War II,
Japan’s society still has not achieved a consensus in recounting the
country’s responsibility for war crimes.19
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But this divisiveness in historical memory does not have to continue.
To form a consensual historical memory, which both ethnic groups can
share, to provide a shared lesson for the democratic education for the
present and future generations is not impossible. After all, members of
both ethnic groups have engaged in the heroic acts of fighting against the
KMT dictatorship.20 The members of both groups have also suffered from
the abuses of human rights under authoritarian rule. Of all the victims
during the White Terror, Chinese mainlanders constituted around 40
percent, which was much higher than their proportion of less than 15
percent in the total population. The divisiveness in historical memory
may partly result from our failure to render justice and truth to history.
To render justice to history and from there to create a common historical
memory both groups can share is certainly a delicate matter. It calls for
our empathy and sincerity. But it is not impossible to achieve. For
example, in tackling the issue of responsibility, we do not have to
establish the discrediting of the former rulers as our main goal. We can
also learn from the Guatemalan Report of the Commission for Historical
Clarification, Memoria del Silencio (www.shr.aaas.org/guatemala/ceh/
report/english/toc.html, December 2004, last accessed May 30, 2005),
which presents the historical and structural situations in which the
atrocities occurred, such as the Cold War, the interventions of Cuba and
the United States, and the use of violence and military actions by the
opposition. We may also want to focus our endeavor on reflecting on the
dangers of political power, on how not to be a bystander when others are
fighting for human dignity—theirs and ours—and on what to do when
given an immoral order. These issues are very much alive, even in a
democratic regime. We may not succeed in this effort. Yet, it is our
obligation to the future.
But why bother to use the experiences of one’s own country for
democratic education? That is, why not forge the whole of humanity into
a common moral community? Why not make use of relevant examples
from other societies for that purpose and hence avoid further division
within our own society? As the twentieth century is the most violent and
atrocious one in human history, we certainly do not lack related material.
Margalit has discussed, albeit in a different context, the practical
problems of turning the whole of humanity into a moral community.
First, it is difficult to form effective institutions to store those memories
shared by the whole of humanity and diffuse them. Second, memories, in
order to be remembered and to make sense, have to belong to some
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coherent networks instead of being only isolated and unconnected events
and people; families, geological communities, classes, and nations are
those networks. Last, but no less important, there is the danger of “biased
silence”; some memories, which are closer or more related to one’s social
network, are more likely to be selected for remembering (Margalit, 2002:
79-80). But one can also argue more positively that memories and stories
in our own countries, happening to our own people, have stronger
impacts on us. A political community is also a moral community. Visiting
a concentration camp and standing in front of the crematoriums used for
human bodies is certainly a shocking experience for any human being.
But it shocks us more and imposes greater reflective power if the crimes
were committed by our co-nationals, or done to our co-nationals, just as
we are more seduced by our own national heroes and martyrs than by
foreign ones. Why are our countrymen so special? It is not from a rude
and naive particularism. Neither is it blind nationalism. It is because a
national community is also a moral community, in which co-nationals are
related to each other and bound by affectionate and moral sentiments. I
believe, although I cannot prove, that for a historical memory to function
well as material for lessons that foster democracy, it should be a national
memory.
However, simply telling the truth does not help much toward that
end. As a journalist having closely observed the process of the TRC in
South Africa commented, the TRC has succeeded in establishing the truth,
in uncovering what really happened, and, to some extent, in healing the
wounds of the individual victims. But in regard to helping prevent future
atrocities, its effect was not conclusive at all. “If the idea of the TRC
process in South Africa was to prevent violations of human rights from
ever happening again, the commission has failed. There is no debate or
discussion on its recommendations whatsoever” (Krog, 1998:385). Open
trials have been recommended for the purpose of democratic education.
Trials can “serve as a general deterrent, warning would-be murderers
and torturers that such actions carry a price” (Rosenberg, 1995: 404). It is
also argued that an open trial not only presents the truth in a much more
dramatic way, but also upgrades the quality of narration and the quality
of public discourse. “The spectacles of the two former rulers, dressed in
prison uniforms like common criminals and standing powerless before
the three judges, riveted the nation. The trial has been viewed by many
South Koreans… as a pivotal step toward the establishment of the rule of
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law by a country trying to cleanse itself of its brutal and corrupt past.”
(Osiel, 1997: 6).
Still, because the violations in Taiwan were mostly “administrative
atrocities,” conducted by institutions through state authority with clear
rules and records,21 trials may not be needed, except for those unsolved
cases of political murders. After all, those responsible for these repressive
institutions have long been dead. What we need may be the creation of
historical memory through truth-seeking and truth-telling reflection, in
the forms of academic research, historical writings, novels, films, and
drama. After the democratic force took over the government in 2000, it
proclaimed the need to “build the nation with human rights.” A
commission on human rights was soon established by the government
and headed by the vice president. Yet, up to now, nothing has been done
to uncover the truth and render justice to history. It is hoped that an
effort will soon be made in this regard with an aim to lay a cultural
foundation for the future of Taiwan’s democracy. It is also hoped that the
historical memory thus created can be shared by all ethnic groups and
contribute to a better common future.

Notes
1.
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The problem of transitional justice is not limited to the modern era.
For a discussion of transitional justice after the restoration of
Athenian democracy, see Jon Elster (2004, chap. 1).
The only exception is Jon Elster’s intensive discussion in Elster (2004:
136–65). See also Herbert C. Kelman and V. Lee Hamilton (1989),
albeit this is not an ethical study analyzing the moral problems.
For criticism of this approach, also see Adam Michnik and Vaclav
Havel (1993: 20–27). Some authors also speculate that the lustration
process undermines the trustworthiness of a new democratic
government in the eyes of citizens. See Cynthia M. Horne and
Margaret Levi (2004).
Shortly after I left college, close to thirty years ago, I befriended a
former political prisoner and his family. The political prisoner and
his wife both had been famous activists in the movement against
Japanese colonialism. Both were imprisoned by the new KMT
regime, an experience shared by many activists who had opposed
the Japanese colonial regime. Admiring very much the political
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prisoner, who was also a famous writer during the colonial period, I
sometimes told myself how great it would have been if I had had the
luck of growing up in this family. It was only very lately that I
learned of his son’s resentment of him and his wife for their political
involvement and, hence, I had to confront my own naiveté.
Although both parents had college educations during the colonial
period, which gave them tremendous cultural prestige in the society
of the time, the son ended up working as a plumber. With his
father in jail for twelve years and his mother dying at a young age
shortly after being released from jail, the son lost the opportunity for
higher education and also a better and more enlightened life.
Chinese mainlanders are those, or their ancestors, who moved to the
island with the KMT regime around 1946 to 1949. Most of them were
employed in the military or in the governmental organs. They now
comprise about 15 percent of the whole population.
For a more detailed discussion, see Naiteh Wu (1987: 202–5).
The most prominent and respected leader of the anticolonial
movement, Lin Xian-tang, later went into exile in Japan and has
never returned to Taiwan.
For a brief review of those works who credited the dictator Chiang
Ching-kuo as motivator of Taiwan’s democracy, see Wu Naiteh
(2000: 57–103).
It is true that Lee was not accepted as the indisputable successor to
Chiang by the old guard in the regime. It took a fierce power
struggle within the party and a strong student protest movement for
Lee to be able to be elected president of the country two years later
in 1990.
The real figure is not known. But the data in the discussion below
show that the number killed was far smaller than popularly believed.
The unintentional exaggeration of the death toll shows the event’s
significant imprint on people minds.
Interview by author, November 12, 2004.
The author is very grateful to the competent and efficient staff in the
Foundation for Compensating Improper Verdicts for the swift
provision of these statistics.
This is only a rough and tentative calculation, provided by the
Foundation for the Reparation for Improper Trials during the
Martial Law Era.
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14. For a complete list of arguments for and against prosecution, see
Huntington (1991: 213–14).
15. A study not identical but related to our concern here analyzed
empirical data collected from a national survey conducted in 2001
and concluded that truth leads to reconciliation among South
Africans. The indicator for “truth acceptance” in this research was
constructed with statements mostly regarding moral judgment of
apartheid, such as “Apartheid was a crime against humanity; the
struggle to preserve apartheid was just; … the ideas behind
apartheid were basically good ones.” It is not surprising that attitude
toward reconciliation is significantly correlated with “knowledge of
the past,” measured in this way. See Gibson (2004: 201–17). But the
“truth-finding” related to transitional justice is quite different. So the
question of whether truth leads to reconciliation is not yet answered
and needs further study.
16. A book dealing seriously with the moral and political responsibility
of the February 28 massacre will be published later in 2005. It
provides a detailed account of the causes and process of the uprising,
all the governmental authorities and apparatus involved in the
massacre, and the names of those responsible for the massacre. The
writing and publication are sponsored by the Peace Foundation of
the February 28 Incident, an organization established and financed
by the government and placed in charge of reparations for the
victims of that incident. See Chang et al.(2005). I am grateful to one
of the authors, Professor Chen Yi-shen, for permitting me to read the
manuscript.
17. At an academic conference in 2003, I presented a paper reassessing
the role of Chiang Ching-kuo in Taiwan’s democratization under
this line of argument (later published as Wu, 2004). The chairman of
the People First Party, James Soong, who had served under Chiang
in various important political positions since his youth, said the only
motivation of the author in writing that paper was the hope to be
famous. See United Evening News (September 25, 2003). High-ranking
officials in the KMT and KMT spokespersons stated that the
intentions of the author were to aid the Democratic Progressive
Party in the coming presidential election (2004) and to beg for a
position in the government. See China Times (September 25, 2003).
Even the China Times, acclaimed by many as a liberal, mainstream
newspaper, attempted a character assassination by saying in an
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editorial, “It is a shame that scholarship is put at the service of
politics.” See China Times (September 26, 2003). Some other
newspapers that are more inclined toward Taiwanese identity,
however, were more supportive.
For an example of recruitments and activities of the communists in
the early 1950s, see the chapter with the interview with Ms. Chang
Chin-jue, a very active communist and former political prisoner, in
Hu and Lin (2003: 105-62).
For a discussion regarding the issue of comfort women, see Barkan
(2000: chapter 3).
The first democratic movement challenging the KMT’s
authoritarianism was led by mainlander intellectuals in cooperation
with native Taiwanese politicians in the late 1950s. It is the one of the
most precious historical memories the two ethnic groups can share.
Nonetheless, among the abundant writings and research on this
movement, little has been done from this perspective.
Recent release of those files concerning political trials revealed that,
after political prisoners were executed, files with their photos before
and after the executions had to be sent to the president.
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PART III

Social Movement

6
Contentious Politics, Social Movements,
and the Divided Civil Society
in South Korea
Kwang-Yeong Shin

I.

Introduction

On August 3, 2004, a mass demonstration against the Roh Moo Hyun
government, organized by conservative religious and social groups,
occurred in the park outside City Hall in Seoul, where candlelight
demonstrations against the impeachment of President Roh took place in
April 2004. Conservative protestant church leaders vehemently
denounced the current government as a leftist regime while ultra-rightist
leaders castigated Roh for the government’s pro-North Korea unification
policy. The conservative bloc’s outcry was a reaction to the former
opposition party’s continuation in power. Demonstrators displayed
frustration with their candidates’ consecutive losses in the last two
presidential elections and their failure to impeach Roh in April 2004.
Conservative forces began to react with fervor and even instigated a
military coup to topple ‘the leftist government,’ as they labeled the Roh
government. Similar to progressive social groups, including student
organizations, labor unions, and social movement organizations, which
initiated collective action against the military regime in the 1980s and
early 1990s, the conservative social groups also began to mobilize against
the civilian regime in the late 1990s.
The politicization of conservative social groups was facilitated by
contentious politics that resulted from the mode of democratic transition
in South Korea—democratization by transaction. Although the
authoritarian party lost power, it still plays a detrimental role in
democratic consolidation by mobilizing a conservative movement. The
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consolidation of the conservative social forces transforms the process of
democratic consolidation by restoring the moribund authoritarian
politicians and intensifying ideological conflicts in politics. It also
changes the relationship between the state and civil society as well as the
nature of civil society itself.
The rise of the conservative social movement testifies to the
complexity of democratization in South Korea. As Przeworksi (1991: 1014 and 26-34) argues, democracy is a political institution in which all
participants accept the uncertainty of electoral competition and the loser
shows spontaneous compliance to the rules of the game. When losers try
to depart from the current rules of the game and reduce the uncertainty
of electoral outcomes with military coup or revolution, democracy is in
danger. After the former authoritarian party (the Grand National Party)
lost two consecutive presidential elections, it tried to alter the
institutionalized rules of the game with impeachment per the legal
framework, and the conservative social forces agitated a military coup
that transcended the legal framework. Instead of waiting for the next
election, the old authoritarian blocs tried to oust Roh from his position.
First, the opposition parties attempted to utilize their majority status
in the National Assembly to discharge President Roh by impeachment.
However, the attempt failed, permitting the minor ruling party to
become the major ruling party. The next step was the mobilization of
conservatives by the conservative social movement organizations. Most
of these groups were formerly quasi-state organizations sponsored by the
authoritarian regime. Denying the decision of the constitutional court, the
conservative bloc began to build conservative social and political
organizations in civil society. Like political parties, civil society
organizations are also divided. Although the conservative mobilization is
not as popular at this moment, it represents a new development of South
Korean politics, revealing the dilemma of newly democratized societies.
The South Korean case shows that difficult problems can arise during the
process of political reform and affect the stability of new democracies.
For example, conservatives’ agitation for a military coup, including
conservative journalists, professors, and ex-military officers, threatens the
process of democratic consolidation necessary for long-term democratic
stability in South Korea.
The South Korean case provides us with an opportunity to
reconsider civil society as well as democratization. It shows that
democratic consolidation is a path-dependent trajectory in which modes
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of transition strongly affect the nature of democratization. Without
breaking path dependency, consolidation of democracy has been severely
curtailed by the resistance of authoritarian political and social forces.
Moreover, by revealing a divided civil society this chapter expands our
understanding of civil society beyond the prevailing concept of civil
society as a realm of associational activity against the state (de
Tocqueville 1835; Keane 1988; Putnam 1993and 1995; Linz and Stepan
1996: 7-8). Contrary to the ideal concept of civil society as single,
monolithic, and democratic force, it is, in realty, much more politically
divided. If the state is no longer despotic or authoritarian, for example,
reactionary associations’ anti-state political activities might be
detrimental to democratic consolidation (Foley and Edwards 1996;
Berman 1997; Chandhoke 2001). It is thus necessary to consider which
aspects of civil society are conducive, and which are harmful, to
democratic consolidation.

II.

Democratization by Transaction and Limited
Democracy

The mode of democratic transition set the limits of the sequential path of
democratization (Linz 1999; Mainwaring 1992; 317-26; Bounce 2000: 716718). Transition to democracy in South Korea was a mode of transaction
among political elites. Democratization by transaction refers to the
making of the new rules of the game through negotiation between ruling
elites and opposition elites. The ruling elite strategically accommodates
pressure from the opposition (Munck and Leff 1999).
The mass demonstration in June 1987 against the military regime
forced the regime to announce political reforms, such as free presidential
elections and freedom of press. Roh Tae Woo, the supposed successor of
Chun Doo Hwan, met with the militant social movements that demanded
democratic reforms. He eventually accepted that procedural democracy
would prevent the regime’s total collapse. Student organizations and
radical political groups were major players in the anti-authoritarian force,
but during the process of negotiation existing opposition parties took up
negotiations with the ruling party and revealed their own immediate
interests. Most of the social groups engaged in the anti-authoritarian
movement were demanding a more profound transformation of the state
structure and national economic system than the opposition parties. The
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most immediate interest of opposition party leaders was to seize power
through a competitive election. Marginalizing the demands of the
radicals, the opposition and ruling parties crafted a compromised scheme
for democratization. When workers held massive strikes following Roh
Tae Woo’s announcement of political reform, opposition political leaders
criticized the strikes as an obstacle to democratization (Shin 2000 and
2003). Opposition leaders were less concerned about the content of
democratic reforms than the actual transition to democracy itself because
the transition could enhance their chances of becoming president. In
short, because of the social movement against the military regime the
conservative opposition was able to monopolize the new political
situation.
While strenuous and militant struggles against authoritarianism
successfully enforced the democratic transition in 1987, the rivalry
between two anti-authoritarian presidential candidates, Kim Dae Jung
and Kim Young Sam, compromised unity among opposition candidates
(Kim, 1997: 1139). As a result, in the first free election after 19 years of
military dictatorship, in December 1987 the candidate of the ruling
authoritarian party, Roh Tae Woo, was victorious, winning 38.8% of the
votes.1 While the ruling party gained legitimacy through the competitive
election, the anti-authoritarian movement, which had mobilized for more
than 30 years, experienced a serious setback due to internal feuds after
the election and political condemnation among anti-authoritarian
movement leaders and organizations.
Nevertheless, for the first time the ruling party failed to become the
majority party in the following general election in April 1988. Out of 199
seats, the Democratic Justice Party received 125 seats, the Peace
Democratic Party (PDP) of Kim Dae Jung, the largest opposition party,
got 70 seats, and the Unification Democratic Party (UDP) of Kim Young
Sam, the second largest opposition party, earned 59 seats.2 This outcome
severely curtailed President Roh Tae Woo’s power. With the victory of
Roh Tae Woo, however, the authoritarian political force was still able to
control the democratization process, fully utilizing bargaining power
against the opposition parties and selectively responding to the demands
of the pro-democratic social movements. The continuation of the
authoritarian regime significantly affected the ways in which democracy
was institutionalized by constraining the agenda for democratic reform.
Though the political opposition challenged the authoritarian regime, it
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could not change its path because the regime was legitimized by the
competitive election.
Another political event that strongly deterred the process of
democratic consolidation occurred in early January 1990. Roh Tae Woo’s
strategy to consolidate the regime was the first step toward restoring
political hegemony by merging parties. A realignment of the party
system occurred in early 1990 when Roh Tae Woo made a deal with Kim
Young Sam and Kim Jong Phil to merge their two parties into the
Democratic Liberal Party (DLP). It was a joint venture based on the three
political leaders’ strategic calculations, although their political trajectories
and strategic plans were so different from each. President Roh Tae Woo,
who was an ex-military general and key cabinet member during the
Chun Doo Hwan regime, needed to fix his weak position in the National
Assembly. Although he won the presidential election, he experienced a
serious threat to his leadership because he led the minority party. For the
first year of his term, Roh Tae Woo could not but help but accept the
policy decisions made by the opposition parties in power. The de facto
coalition of opposition parties forced the former president, Chun Doo
Hwan, to attend a public hearing for charges of bribery and
responsibility in the 1980 Kwangju massacre. Although Chun Doo Hwan
had designated Roh Tae Woo as his successor, Roh was forced to
prosecute Chu Doo Hwan. This was a very difficult political situation
that Roh Tae Woo needed to amend.
As leader of the second largest opposition party, Kim Young Sam
thought that he had no chance to become president. Although he had the
second largest vote count in the 1987 presidential election, his party, the
UDP, received only 59 seats in the 1992 general election. This was much
smaller than the 70 seats won by Kim Dae Jung’s PDP. Thus, in order to
increase his chance in the next presidential election, Kim Young Sam
made a deal with Roh Tae Woo to change the political parameters. Kim
Jon Phil, an ultra-conservative politician, was also interested in merging
the three parties because he had nothing to lose. His party had the least
influence in national politics because it was the fourth largest party and
held only 35 seats in the National Assembly, but with a party merger Kim
Jong Phil would be able to exercise significant power and affect both
party and national politics. The merge of three parties into the DLP
radically transformed the political matrix and marginalized Kim Dae
Jung’s party. The DLP became the majority party, holding 221 of 299
seats in the National Assembly.
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After the party merger, Roh Tae Woo, Kim Young Sam and Kim
Jong Phil shared political power. While Roh Tae Woo served as president,
Kim Young Sam led the new DLP and Kim Jong Phil joined the DLP’s
executive board. However, two years later, in April 1992, the DLP lost 72
seats, or 30% of their seats in the National Assembly. This proved that the
merger was ultimately unsuccessful for all three parties.
The story was different for Kim Young Sam, a former antiauthoritarian dissident who became a born again leader of the ruling
authoritarian party. He won the 1992 presidential election, defeating Kim
Dae Jung, his former rival. Although Kim Young Sam defeated Kim Dae
Jung, the vote for Kim Young Sam was only 42.0 % of the total votes,
which was equivalent to 34.79% of the voting public.3 Prior to the
presidential election, Kim Young Sam changed the name of he DLP to the
New Korea Party (NKP). In reality, compared with previous elections,
this change indicated a considerable shrinkage of support for the DLP.4
At the start of his term, Kim Young Sam took a reformist stance to
purge old guards within his party, mostly key figures from the
authoritarian party, and succeeded in returning the military to their
barracks. After declaring his government a ‘civilian government,’ Kim
Young Sam launched reform policies for three months to prove that he
was not a defector from the pro-democracy movement. However, he
halted the reform derive following a fierce reaction from the business
sector, which was pulling out of investments (Shin 2003: 149-157).
Worried about causing an economic recession, he postponed his reforms
in order to boost new investment and economic growth, and reverse the
downward trend of major macroeconomic indicators.
Internal cleavages also surfaced when Kim Young Sam tried to
strengthen his position by filling key NKP positions with party
politicians from his former party. There was fierce resistance from old
guards of the former authoritarian party, as well as from Kim Jong Phil,
who was supposed to be a candidate in the next presidential election. The
power struggle within the ruling party intensified and ended with the
breakup of the party in 1995. Kim Jong Phil then established his own
party, the United Liberal Democrats.
Kim Dae Jung and Kim Jong Phil united and formed the New
Millennium Party (NMP) in 1997 to counter Lee Hoi Chang, a
presidential candidate from the Grand National Party (GNP), formerly
the NKP.5 With the alliance of Kim Jong Phil, Kim Dae Jung barely
defeated Lee in the 1997 presidential election. When the NMP, the former
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opposition party, won the 1997 presidential election, the former ruling
party challenged the legitimacy of the new government, mobilizing
regionalist and anti-communist sentiments again. The opposition parties
in the National Assembly challenged every state policy as a leftist policy.
The old authoritarian bloc gained the majority in the National Assembly
and exercised veto power to block any presidential move. Political
stalemate was a common occurrence and politicians battled with
personal insults and public humiliation.
While
democratization
significantly
transformed
political
institutions and the governance system, contentious politics as an
outcome of limited democratization became the dominant mode of
politics in South Korea. Whereas political participants in normal
democracies recognize the role of the opposition, competition, and
compromise in the legitimate political process, political participants in
contentious politics do not recognize their counterparts as legitimate and
consistently pursue tactics and strategies to exclude them. Political
parties pursue strategies of all or nothing in policy debates. The
democratic rules of the game should lead to a positive-sum game in
which each player gets some benefits, though they may be less than
expected. Thus, when participants choose to play zero-sum games or
chicken with each other, they threaten democratic institutions. Because
participants prefer not to compromise, there is a chronic threat of
withdrawal from the democratic rules and a political impasse ensues
which makes people disinterested in politics.
For the last two decades, a pattern of unity and division among
political leaders significantly transformed the matrix of the political game
and altered major political actors. This pattern emerged because of
political leaders’ personal ambitions. Political leaders considered parties
to be their own personal property and exercised their power to nominate
their candidates in electoral districts. This also accounts for the frequent
name changes of political parties.6

III. The Era of Social Movements and Political Involution
Democratization in South Korea was an achievement of the modern
social movement that originated in the 1960s student movement. The
student movement that challenged the authoritarian regime succeeded in
nurturing the prevailing radical culture of the 1980s. Student
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organizations framed the political discourse and protest movement. They
fermented and disseminated radical social thoughts as an alternative
mode of political and economic interpretation in South Korea. The 1980s
generation in South Korea, as identified with the militant radical protest
movement, might be considered a counterpart of the “1968 generation” in
the West. However, the most active social groups in the antiauthoritarian movement were isolated from the political negotiations for
democratic reform that took place at the National Assembly.
The most important development in South Korean society was the
formation and development of civil organizations in the 1990s. In
contrast to the political arena, there was a new development in the social
movement. The rise of civil organizations in the 1990s represented a
fundamental shift away from the student-led anti-authoritarian
movement of the 1980s and toward a broader movement based on social
organizations. As the democratic transition proceeded, the goal of antiauthoritarian organizations evolved away from a singular focus on
democracy. The democratic transition generated a new social-political
environment in which each social movement organization determined its
own goals. Just as political society changed after 1987, civil society also
changed its composition and relationship with the state.
As the political parties monopolized the democratization process,
social movement organizations needed to develop new visions and
organizations for the purpose of consolidating democracy. Responses of
social movement activists and organizations to this realty varied. First,
some organizations returned to their original activities to promote
democracy. Some religious organizations such as the YMCA and The
Young Korea Academy (Heungsadan) began to emphasize their role as
religious organizations or community organizations.7
Second, as the social movement diversified, social organizations with
issue-specific orientations mushroomed. For instance, the Korean
Federation of Environmental Movements (KFEM), the largest
environmental organization, was established in 1993. The founder of
KFEM was a former student activist who was imprisoned for 6 years for
his activity against the military dictatorship. Women’s organizations also
began to emphasize their own mission. In the late 1980s, they started to
focus on empowering women and promoting feminist ideology rather
than simply follow the anti-authoritarian movement’s agenda.8 Prior to
1987, these organizations were all actively engaged in the antiauthoritarian movement alongside student and opposition organizations.
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Third, a new type of social movement emerged during the early
stages of democratic transition. The militant anti-authoritarian movement,
with protests and street demonstrations, had once represented the
dominant style of social agitation. In contrast, the new type of social
organizations were comprehensive social organizations that dealt with a
variety of issues such as political corruption, housing, transportation,
human rights, legal justice, economic justice, and environmental
protection (Choi 2000: 37-39). These organizations differed in their
political ideologies. For example, in 1989 the liberalists organized the
Citizens’ Coalition for Economic Justice (CCEJ), a nationwide
organization to promote economic justice, environmental protection, and
political democracy. At the outset, CCEJ was concerned with issues
associated with housing, rent, transportation, and drinking water, as well
as political democracy. It announced a new type of social movement
based on citizen’s interests and participation. CCEJ represented a
liberalist approach to democratic reform by rejecting radical
transformation of political institutions and the economic system.
Progressives founded People’s Solidarity and People’s Democracy (PSPD)
in 1994. PSPD was a progressive counterpart to the liberal CCEJ. PSPD
declared that radical reform was necessary to spread democracy beyond
negotiation among political elites. PSPD questioned what kind of
democracy South Korea needed. The organization pursued a people’s
democracy rooted in participatory democracy.
These organizations have successfully mobilized ordinary citizens
around issues of concern. Such organizations’ influence has been far
more powerful with public issues than labor unions and political parties
because these organizations addressed pubic issues that concerned all
people, regardless of their class and political preferences. They advocated
public goods for the benefit of all. They were considered an agent for
reform of the corrupt bureaucracy, outdated political parties, and big
chaebols.
Two conditions present in the early 1990s fostered the development
of the citizen movement. One condition was the underdevelopment of
the democratic polity. The institutionalized political parties were
controlled by bosses and lacked the capability to solve major issues;
political leaders were more interested in using the parties to damage their
political opponents. Since political leaders used their power to nominate
candidates for general elections in each region, congressmen and women
worked to impress their bosses. Personal rivalries among political bosses
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also carried over into the institutional sphere. Regular sessions in the
National Assembly were repeatedly marred by the elected
representatives’ shouting matches and skirmishes. This personalization
of party politics discouraged ordinary citizens’ involvement in political
parties and personal ties, rather than political ideology and policy
orientation, came to dominate politics (Huang 1997: 152-155; Kim, 1998:
116-123).
Another condition was the conservative ideology of the existing
political parties. The ruling party and the opposition party could not
politically represent some of the progressive issues associated with labor,
gender, the environment, agriculture, and human rights. The ideological
differences between the ruling party and the opposition party were not
very significant in the sense that both parties had conservative policy
orientations. Thus, citizens’ demands for economic and social reforms
could not be fully represented by the parties in the National Assembly. In
spite of more than a decade of democratization, South Korea ended up
with a conservative democracy (Choi, 2004). Thus, when civil
organizations criticized institutional politics and proposed alternative
policies, people began to believe that these organizations better
represented their interests and demands. Increasing support for these
organizations revealed the popularity of civil organizations in South
Korean society.9
Contrary to the citizen movement, party politics and the political
culture in South Korea suffered from political involution. First, the
political party system suffered from permanent instability because
political party bosses used the parties for their personal gain (Choi 2000:
33). Political parties were viewed as private organizations owned by
bosses. A boss of each party totally controlled the party’s politics, from
the nomination of candidates in the general election to the nature of
policy stances at the National Assembly. As the presidential election
occurred every 5 years after 1987, party bosses changed the names of
political parties every 5 years before the presidential election. New
candidates for each party did not want to inherit the traditions of their
parties. Instead, they tried to get rid of their parties’ images through
name changes. Furthermore, unexpected party realignments occurred
frequently according to agreements among political party bosses.10 When
political leaders wanted to build new political identities and changed the
names of parties in order to build successful coalitions, they contributed
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to underdevelopment of party politics. Retirement of a boss also brought
about an identity crisis for a political party.11
Second, institutional politics have been frequently paralyzed due to
conflicts between the ruling party and the opposition party. Without
policy competition, each party has been more concerned with attacking
leaders of other parties. This tendency became more conspicuous after
the former authoritarian party (the GNP) lost the presidential election in
1997. As the new opposition party, the GNP, which had been the ruling
party for almost 30 years, still dominated the National Assembly, party
politics at the National Assembly became anarchic and were
characterized by insulting remarks, outrageous behavior, and combatant
disagreements. Party politics at the National Assembly discredited
politicians and increased political cynicism among the people. In
addition to the bribery and corruption that already damaged politicians’
reputations, their anarchic bahavior at the National Assembly made
voters suspicious of the parliamentary system’s credibility. The
continuous political involution put the new democracy in danger.
Third, as political parties failed to represent the demands and
interests of the people, civil organizations replaced political parties’ role
in submitting new bills and policy proposals. Citizen organizations
became quasi-legislative organizations since the political parties were
preoccupied with power struggles. These organizations presented reform
bills associated with a variety of issues ranging from the environment to
governance of business organizations.12 Interestingly, political parties at
the National Assembly began to sabotage those bills by delaying
discussion of them within the term. Bills submitted to the National
Assembly are automatically invalidated when the regular term expires.
Almost all of the bills submitted by these organizations were discarded in
this manner.13 In the 1990s, the role of citizen organizations in
representing the citizenry’s demands and interests became more
prominent as institutional politics revealed the incompetence and
irresponsibility of politicians’ activities in the National Assembly.
The most important action against institutional politics occurred in
2000 when citizen organizations began to campaign nationwide during
the period of nomination for candidates and the election campaign for
the general election of January 2000. Almost 1,000 citizen organizations
formed the Citizen Coalition for the 2000 General Election (CCGE) four
months prior to the general election in mid-January 2000 (Kim 2000: 143).
The CCGE was a nationwide coalition for political reform and included
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major citizen organizations, specialized social organizations, and locally
based organizations.14 On January 4, the CCGE unveiled a list of 164
unqualified candidates on its web site. The CCGE also issued the names
of politicians with reputations for corruption and incompetence.15 It was
the first time that such organizations directly engaged in the national
election by campaigning to defeat corrupt candidates. Instead of
supporting candidates, the CCGE launched a rejection campaign and
exposed incompetent and corrupt politicians in order to change both the
National Assembly and party politics.
The rejection campaign shattered corrupt politicians and the resilient
party structure as voters fervently supported the CCGE’s nationwide
campaign activities. As a result, 59 of 86 candidates on the blacklist were
defeated and 94 of 207 incumbent congressmen failed to be reelected. It
was a much more successful civil movement when it is considered that
some politicians on the blacklist had strong regional ties.16 The most
damaging results of the rejection campaign for lawmakers were in Seoul
and other metropolitan areas where voters were relatively free from
regional voting behaviors.17
The success of the citizen movement and the failure of institutional
politics were two sides of the same coin of South Korean democratization
in the 1990s. Despite mass distrust of political parties and politicians,
however, political society did not show any willingness to change itself.
When the confrontation between the citizen movement and political
society occurred during the 2000 general election, party politicians took
no notice of the evolving civil society and changing political interests and
voting behaviors. The rejection campaign, later called the “voter’s
revolution,” succeeded in significantly transforming society.

IV. Contentious Politics and the Divided Civil Society
After the GNP was defeated in the last two presidential elections, it was
difficult for it to accept that the minority ruling party was the victor.
They felt overwhelmed by the young radicals’ inroads. Feelings of
personal impotence and powerlessness among the conservatives became
resources for extreme rightist mobilization. In addition to the opposition
party, those who felt deprived of power and authority during the regime
change ranged from civic organizations sponsored by the dictatorial
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regime up until 1997 to conservative mass media and religious
organizations that collaborated with the military regime.
When the GNP lost the 1997 presidential election, it regarded the
defeat as a consequence of a strategic mistake to allow an ad hoc electoral
coalition between Kim Dae Jung and Kim Jong Phil. Since the two
political leaders were so different in their political ideologies and political
backgrounds, they seemed incapable of uniting. Whereas Kim Dae Jung
experienced political oppression during the Park Jung Hee regime, Kim
Jong Phil was prime minister during Park’s regime. Furthermore, Kim
Jong Phil took an anti-communist hardliner stance toward North Korea,
but Kim Dae Jung was a pragmatic politician in favor of peaceful
dialogue between South Korea and North Korea. They shared nothing in
common; however, Kim Dae Jung and Kim Jong Phil succeeded in
building an electoral coalition, and Kim Dae Jung narrowly defeated Lee
Hoi Chang of the majority opposition party. Kim Dae Jung appointed
Kim Jong Phil prime minister.
When Kim Dae Jung’s government started, the GNP became an
opposition party for the first time since the 1960s and did not know how
to deal with the changed environment. The simple choice was to debase
Kim’s leadership by criticizing and objecting his policies. Kim had a hard
time controlling high officials within the state organization and
sometimes met strong resistance when he pursued reform of
governmental organizations. Kim experienced stubborn resistance from
both inside and outside. He met extremely strong resistance when he
began to restructure the security organizations that had earlier monitored
and oppressed him. The strong resistance made it difficult for Kim Dae
Jung to carry out liberal reforms.
The more damaging defeat of the GNP took place five years later
during the 2002 presidential election. Roh Moo Hyun, the NMP
candidate, beat Lee Hoi Chang, the GNP candidate. Lee represented the
traditional elite groups as well as the conservative party. As a former
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, he was suppose to decisively win the
presidential election because Roh Moo Hyun was a lawyer with a high
school education and did not have power in the ruling party. Roh Moo
Hyun qualified for the presidential election as the newly introduced
primary system allowed for a candidate from the NMP. The NMP
introduced the primary system to overcome the party’s low popularity in
the final year of Kim Dae Jung’s term. Roh could win the primary with
the vote of ordinary members of the party and, although Roh had little
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power in the party itself, he enjoyed popularity among the people.
Ironically, as soon as he became president Roh broke way from the NMP
since the old guards close to Kim Dae Jung did not fully support him in
the election campaign. They were not satisfied with Roh’s candidacy for
the NMP because Roh was not a powerful party man. His candidacy was
an unexpected outcome under the new primary rule for candidate
selection.
When Roh formed the Uri Party in November of 2003 it was the
third largest party, holding 47 out of 299 seats in the National Assembly.
The GNP and the NMP succeeded in building a coalition for Roh’s
impeachment. With the separation of the Uri Party from the NMP,
members were upset with Roh. The GNP’s 144 seats and the NMP’s 62
seats could override the Uri Party in the National Assembly. The
impeachment of Roh was a culmination of the type of contentious politics
where political parties’ bosses played dangerous games to destroy their
political opponents.
The dilemma of the conservatives was that the conservative political
party could not provide a viable alternative to change the political
impasse, but could also no longer wait for the next election and comply
with the frustrating political condition because of the immediate threat to
their interests. The March 2004 impeachment of President Roh was an
outcome of the long-waited action initiated by the GNP-NMP coalition.
Both parties were engulfed in huge corruption scandals during the
presidential election and desperately needed to escape a possible political
disaster in the general election that would be held one month later. The
impeachment was a strategic choice made by both parties’ political
leaders to drastically change the political game before the general
election.
The general election that occurred under the suspension of the Roh
presidency in April 2004 drastically transformed the power balance in the
National Assembly. The Uri Party became a majority party with 152 seats,
gaining 105 seats. The GNP received 121 seats, losing 23 seats, and the
NMP earned 9 seats, a loss of 53 seats. The general election in 2004 ended
with the victory of the Uri Party over the two conservative parties that
initiated Roh’s impeachment. When the constitutional court declared the
impeachment invalid, the impeachment became a total failure for the
conservative forces’ effort to regain political hegemony and topple Roh
before the next presidential election.

Contentious Politics, Social Movements, and the Divided Civil Society in South Korea

139

The new parliament that opened in September 2004 exhibited more
contentious politics than before. Even though political leaders pledged to
cooperate and build politics of a positive sum game, the culture of
contentious politics reemerged with a fierce confrontation between the
ruling Uri party and the opposition GNP, making the regular session of
the National Assembly another battleground. When the Uri Party
attempted to legislate a law to probe past pro-Japanese Koreans, Park
Keun Hey, the leader of the GNP, vehemently opposed the attempt. Park
assumed that the law was intended to undermine her political position
and expose the past of her father, Park Jung Hee.18 Because this would
also damage the legitimacy of the GNP, the party refused to even discuss
the issue. The GNP also boycotted the regular session of the National
Assembly to protest against the Prime Minister’s public accusation of the
GNP in the beginning session of the National Assembly. The Prime
Minister accused the GNP of corruption in the last presidential election
and GNP lawmakers demanded a public apology from the Prime
Minister. As the Prime Minister did not intend to give a public apology,
the GNP boycotted the regular session in the National Assembly for two
weeks. The beginning of the Seventeenth National Assembly started with
a full-fledged confrontation between two parties. Though GNP
lawmakers were replaced by a fresh and young generation, the party’s
behavior did not change. The Uri Party also displayed a leadership
problem. Although it succeeded in becoming the majority ruling party
with a surprising victory in the general election, lawmakers of the Uri
Party were too diverse in terms of political ideology and interests. Lack of
identity among party lawmakers generated dissonance with respect the
diverse issues. The persistence of weak party politics became a serious
obstacle to democratic consolidation since it contributed to a sharp
increase of political cynicism among the people. The resultant decrease in
voter turnout challenges South Korea’s new democracy.
After the GNP’s defeat, conservative social blocs began to rebuild
conservative organizations in order to counter the citizen organizations.
The conservatives reasoned that Roh’s success was based on the support
of the citizen organizations that are generally reform-oriented. The first
creation of the conservatives’ new movement was Citizens United for a
Better Society (CUBS). CUBS advocated for the principles of liberal
democracy and the free market. In fact, CUBS members are conservatives
previously allied with the GNP. One of the representatives of CUBS was
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elected to Congress as a GNP representative in the April 2004 general
election.
The religious conservatives organized by the Christian Council of
Korea (CCK) began to mobilize mass rallies to condemn the
government’s policy toward North Korea and the anti-American trend
among young people. Most church leaders engaged in the CCKsupported the military dictatorship and participated in the Morning Pray
for President Chun Doo Hwan in the 1980s. The CCK raised a huge antigovernment demonstration in downtown Seoul against the attempt to
abolish the notorious National Security Law.19 Furthermore, the CCK
organized a series of rallies against the government’s reform policy. For
example, the CCK protested the ruling party’s attempt to revise the
Private School Law that allows unlimited power to the owner of private
schools. Many church leaders considered the revision as a threat to their
interests since many churches own private schools. Though private
schools’ financial resources are student fees and government subsidies,
religious leaders reject state intervention in management of their
schools.20 The CCK organized a mass gathering of 5,000 preachers to
protest the government’s attempt to revise the Private School Law in
November 2004.
The concerted action of conservative organizations was a new
development in 2004. Conservatives and interest groups became
impatient with their consecutive defeats in presidential elections. Some
militant conservatives began to agitate for a military coup in public.21
When the impeachment of President Roh provoked an anti-impeachment
candlelight demonstration (organized by the citizen organizations in
downtown Seoul) conservative organizations mobilized a proimpeachment rally in front of the National Assembly. Those who
participated in the pro-impeachment rally were mainly the elderly and
veterans. After the Constitutional Court invalidated the impeachment,
conservative groups began to build a coalition for collective action. The
conservative groups represent a variety of sectors, from the former statesponsored organizations in the military dictatorship to newly organized
conservative organizations. The Korean Veterans Organization (KVO)
began to play an important role in mobilizing anti-communist sentiment
among older generations. In November 2004, the KVO organized the
Association for Rescuing Korea with 90 other membership organizations
in order to wage ideological warfare on the Internet controlled by
progressive young generations in November 2004.22 Conservative
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mobilization culminated in the formation of the New Right in November
2004, which declared an anti-Roh Moo Hyun and pro-market democracy
stance. The New Right accused Roh Moo Hyun of being a leftist and proNorth Korean president. The New Right includes conservative scholars,
converts from student movements, and conservative protestant church
leaders. While it is not an influential organization at this point,
conservative newspapers that control the largest newspaper market
support the New Right.
The conservatives recently started targeting the government’s reform
policy. After the surprising victory in the April 2004 general election, Roh
Moo Hyun pursued four major reform bills simultaneously with the
majority ruling party to remove South Korea’s authoritarian legacy.23 Due
to the authoritarian force’s control over the democratization process even
after the original democratic transition, the legal and institutional legacy
of the dictatorship remains unchanged. One the most notorious legacies
is the National Security Law that was used to prosecute antiauthoritarian movement activists and oppress political opponents during
the period of military rule. The GNP, which relied on the draconian
National Security Law to sustain the authoritarian regime, argues that the
National Security Law is still needed because of the threat from North
Korea. While young lawmakers within the opposition party accept the
abolition of the law, old guards insist upon its preservation.
The four major reforms initiated by the ruling party exacerbated the
fear, anxiety, and danger induced by Roh’s success in overturning his
impeachment. They trigger strong reactions from various conservative
groups and politicians. The boycott of the regular session by the GNP, for
example, was an overreaction to the Prime Minister’s remark. Though the
GNP returned to the National Assembly after the Prime Minister
apologized, the boycott itself displayed the conservatives’ deep-rooted
hostility toward the ruling party. Eventually, efforts to revise or abolish
the authoritarian legacy were postponed indefinitely because of the
GNP’s vehement resistance.
Over-development of contentious politics contributed to the
polarization of civil society. Just as political conflicts have been
transmitted to civil society, the revival of civilian organizations formerly
sponsored by the authoritarian regime has facilitated the formation of a
contentious civil society. The conservative citizen movement might be an
impediment to consolidation of democracy in this newly democratized
society. When excessive competition and political confrontation among
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political parties prevail, democracy may create “an ungovernable
situation” (Przeworski et al. 1995: 54). In addition, the fact that civil
society is divided and the level of contention is so high significantly
undermines sustainability in this fragile democracy. When political
parties amplify the level of social conflicts beyond the level of control,
social conflicts might generate a more chaotic situation than before.
Instead of resolving social conflicts politically, for example, authoritarian
political parties foster social conflicts by mobilizing reactionary citizen
organizations. Thus, the conflation of political and social conflicts might
shatter the shaky base of the unstable democracy in South Korea.

V.

Conclusion

The democratic transition or democratic consolidation is a complex and
uncertain process in which different political actors pursue their own
interests, making the final outcome much more uncertain with regard to
elections and politics after the elections. The prolonged regime change in
South Korea totally changed the matrix of political choices and payoffs
among political leaders and parties. Successive political events such as
elections and party realignments continuously reshaped the political
environment.
The mode of transition to democracy is an important factor that
affects political development after the transition, displaying path
dependency in the sequences of democratic consolidation. That might be
the reason why democratization in South Korea differs from others in the
dynamics of building democratic rules of the game and the political
culture.
The mode of transition in South Korea was democratization by
transaction in which the pace and content of democratization became an
outcome of negotiation among political elites. While social organizations
such as student and social movement groups waged anti-dictatorship
struggles, the political leaders monopolized the negotiation of political
reform. With the exclusion of social organizations that engaged in the
anti-authoritarian movement, negotiation among political elites
generated institutional reform strictly limited to the electoral process.
Immediate concerns of opposition party leaders’ were not the
overhauling of authoritarian institutions and rules but an introduction of
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a competitive election system reflecting a minimum level of
liberalization.
Unfortunately, two prominent opposition leaders, Kim Dae Jung and
Kim Young Sam, however, failed to form a united candidacy in the
competitive presidential election in 1987. Due to their split prior to the
presidential election, the authoritarian regime survived for ten more
years. The failure of regime change in the competitive election triggered a
series of realignments of political parties in the 1990s and facilitated
contentious politics lacking a spirit of compromise. Underdevelopment of
party politics destabilized representative institutions. Individualization
of the political parties affected the ways in which party politics operated
and parties related to one another. Personal rivalries among political
leaders became a source of contestation among political parties. The
political involution that developed in the early stage of democratization
affected the path of later political development.
The citizen movements that developed in the 1990s significantly
affected the trajectory of South Korean democracy by redirecting
representative politics (via mobilizing citizens’ concerns and interests)
and by exercising pressure over democratic reform monopolized by the
politicians. The plethora of citizen organizations has given strong
impetus to new democracy in South Korea. Unlike student movements in
the 1980s and the labor movement in the 1990s, the citizen movement
gained strong support from the people and helped consolidate
democracy in South Korea. However, citizen organizations do have limits
to their political influence since they are outside institutional politics. The
politics of pressure (by mobilizing public opinion and organizing protests)
is the only way to exercise power over political parties. Nevertheless, the
citizen movement has propped up South Korea’s fragile democracy.
Contentious party politics culminated with the impeachment of
President Roh and the subsequent general election transformed the
matrix of party politics. The minority ruling party became the majority
party and the majority opposition party became the minority party.
However, the swapping of party status between the minority party and
the majority party does not significantly change party politics as the
opposition party takes an intransigent stance toward the ruling party.
Vigorous confrontation and chronic political conflicts engulf politics in
the National Assembly.
Furthermore, the development of conservative organizations
escalated tension in political society. The conservative coalition as
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represented by the authoritarian party, religious organizations, civil
organizations nurtured by the military regime, and conservative mass
media undermines the stability of South Korean democracy. The divided
civil society might be dangerous to democratic consolidation. The failure
of Roh’s impeachment and the ruling party’s victory in the general
election did not increase political stability. The conservatives’ vehement
resistance to the government’s reform policy accompanied consolidation
of the diverse anti-reformist social forces into the New Right. Democracy
in South Korea should overcome political involution by strengthening
party politics and increasing political parties’ accountability to voters.
Democratization itself is an uncertain sequential process in which
outcomes of strategic actions become a new environment for actors but
the end result may not be predictable.
Development of civil society played a key role in democratic
consolidation. With the active role that citizen organizations played in
criticizing and mobilizing for popular demands such as political reform,
democracy in South Korea could have been more reliable and sustainable.
Nevertheless, democracy cannot be guaranteed without making political
parties more responsive and accountable. When politics facilitate social
conflict, civil society itself can be fragmented and even further polarized.
As in case of South Korea, the recent development of conservative
organizations might undermine the stability of new democracy.
This chapter challenges the conventional conceptualization of civil
society that is highly romanticized in recent literature. To many theorists,
civil society was considered a voluntarily organized movement against
the despotic regime, and a social force to foster democratization (De
Tocqueville 1969; Keane 1988; Putnam 1993). The concept of civil society
has been to hastily used to explain the third wave of democratization and
predict the future of new democracy. The South Korean case displays
that the development of voluntary organizations does not necessarily
facilitate the process of democratic consolidation.24 The rise of the
conservative organizations allied with authoritarian political parties to
undermine the stability of new democracy, reviving the old authoritarian
party and reversing the process of democratization to restore the
authoritarian political system. Foley and Edwards (1996: 46) correctly
raise an important question: “if civil society is a beachhead secure
enough to be of use in thwarting tyrannical regimes, what prevents it
from being used to undermine democratic governments?”
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Theoretically, this analysis also implies that we need to classify
various types of civil society. The overarching concept of civil society
mostly accepted by researchers on democracy and civil society obscures
the dynamics of civil society in post-authoritarian societies and
characterizes civil society as homogeneous and monolithic. As in the case
of politics, in fact, civil society is divided and its social cleavage becomes
a source of political degeneration with violent confrontations among
citizen’s organizations. We need to probe more complex social and
political changes occurring in the post-authoritarian society, without
simply assuming that a flourishing civil society will facilitate democratic
consolidation. While democratization has promoted liberal and
progressive movements that support the consolidation of democracy, it
has also provided a ground for the development of a conservative
movement that defies the rule of the civilian president. Without breaking
down the personal or institutional system of the old authoritarian regime,
reactionary civil society might hamper the development of democracy in
the newly democratized society. At least, as the South Korean case shows,
the extreme reaction of the authoritarian bloc that survived mainly due to
political transactions during the democratic transition has exercised
detrimental effects on political reform and democratic consolidation.

Notes
1.
2.

3.

4.
5.

Two opposition candidates, Kim Young Sam and Kim Dae Jung,
received 28.0% and 22.1% of the votes, respectively.
Anti-authoritarian candidates were leading the opposition parties
after the defeat in the presidential election in 1987. Kim Dae Jung
was chairman of the PDP and Kim Young Sam was chairman of the
UDP. Kim Jong Phil who was purged by the military coup in 1980
rebuilt the New Democratic Republican Party, the third largest
opposition party with 35 seats.
The votes for Kim Young Sam totaled 9,977,332, or 34.79% of the
total votes. The votes for Kim Dae Jung were 8,282,738, or 32.96% of
the total votes.
The sum of votes for Roh Tae Woo and Kim Young Sam was 58.1%
of the total votes in the 1987 presidential election.
The NKP came from the DLP. When Kim Young Sam became a
presidential candidate of the DLP, he changed the name of the party

146

Political Challenges and Democratic Institutions

so as to give new image of the party to voters. The changes of the
name of the party have been frequent since political leaders have
been considered to own the party and the party itself does not have
its own identity independent of the political leaders.
6. The opposition party, the GNP, changed its name three times in the
1990s. The origin of the party was the Democratic Justice Party
formed in 1981 by Chun Doo Hwan. Then it was renamed the DLP
after the three party merger in 1990. It changed its name with to the
NKP in 1992 when Kim Young Sam became a presidential candidate
of the DLP. Lee Hoi Chang, chosen as a presidential candidate of the
NKP, changed its name again to the GNP. The former ruling party,
the NMP, was formed in 1995, dissolving the Democratic Party. The
current ruling party in 2004 was formed in 2003 when President Roh
Moo Hyun made his own party, breaking away from the NMP in
2003.
7. The YMCA was established in 1903 by national leaders central to the
national liberation movement against Japanese rule. It was at the
center of the anti-authoritarian movement in the 1970s. The Young
Korean Academy (Heungsadan) was formed by Ahn Chang-Ho to
educate young people to promote independent movement under the
Japanese rule. As a part of patriotic enlightenment movement,
lectures on national history and democracy and social and political
activities of the members have been major part of its organization.
8. Women’s movement organizations also have been diverged
according to the orientation and the target groups they worked for.
For example, the Korean Women's Association United (KWAU)
created as a coalition of 21 organizations in 1987 became a center of
progressive feminist movement with radical feminist ideology.
9. Gallup International reported that the citizen organizations were the
most trusted social institutions in South Korea. The survey showed
that 76% of South Koreans believed that the organizations were
reliable. In contrast, only 11% of South Koreans trusted in the
National Assembly. The National Assembly was ranked lowest in
the survey. The reliability percentages were 51% for religious
organizations, 44% for the media, 35% for big businesses, and 25%
for
the
government
http://www.gallup.co.kr/News/2002/release129.html).
10. The current ruling party, the Uri Party, was formed in 2003, when a
reformist faction broke away from the NMP, which itself originated
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16.
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from the People’s Congress formed by Kim Dae Jung in 1995. Kim
Dae Jung announced his exit from politics after he lost the
presidential election in 1992, but returned to politics in 1995 with the
formation of the People’s Congress. The largest opposition party, the
GNP, came out of the NKP when Kim Young Sam changed the name
of the DLP before the presidential election in 1992. When Lee Hoi
Chang ran for the presidency in 1997, he changed the name of the
NKP by the GNP.
As Kim Dae Jung finished his term of presidency and retired from
politics, the NMP experienced a crisis of party identity. The
attachment of voters to the party also diminished, even in Cholla
region, which traditionally was considered a party stronghold.
Since 1995 the PSPD submitted 106 reform bills to the National
Assembly, including a bill of small stockholders’ rights and a bill for
social security reform (the PSPD, 2004: Appendix 128).
Only 9 of 106 bills submitted by the PSPD since 1995 were partially
debated in the National Assembly.
The CCGE includes a variety of civil associations such as women’s
groups, environmental organizations, and human rights associations,
as well as professional organizations such as university professors’
organizations and teacher unions.
The blacklist displayed the names of 86 candidates voters should
reject and the names of 22 candidates that were the target of a
concerted effort of the campaign.
Contrary to the general trend, voters in the Youngnam region
supported candidates from the old ruling party, the DLP. Nineteen
out of 35 candidates on the blacklist (almost 45%) won the election in
Youngnam region, the stronghold of the DLP. See Kim (2000: 144).
It was clearer in Seoul where 10 out of 11 candidates on the blacklist
were defeated. In addition, 5 out of 6 candidates on the ist lost the
election in Kyonggi province in 2000. See Mail Kyungje (Daily
Economy), April 14, 2004.
Former President Park Chung Hee graduated from the Japanese
Military Academy and served as a second lieutenant in the late
period of Japanese rule in Korea.
The National Security Law was utilized by the military dictatorship
to oppress political opponents and anti-authoritarian movements.
The National Security Law was passed to prosecute the leftists in
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21.

22.

23.
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1948. The Public Security Law during the Japanese rule was the
origin of the National Security Law.
Under the revised law, family members of school owners are not
permitted to become principal of a school and a committee should be
set up at school to intervene in budgetary and managerial affairs.
The committee, consisting of parents and teachers, can nominate one
third of school board members.
In a public lecture after the impeachment, Kim Yong Seo, a professor
of Ehwa Women’s University, argued that there is no alternative to a
military coup to destroy the leftist government and restore liberal
democracy (News Maker No. 268). Cho Kab Je, editor of Monthly
Chosun, frequently denounced the government for being pro-North
Korea.
The Association for Rescuing Korea (ARK) consists of 36 veteran
organizations, 16 security organizations, 29 Internet sites for young
people, and 10 Internet media organizations. In fact, ARK was a
coalition organization for rightist groups in South Korea (Hankeyrae
November 11 2004).
The four reform bills, introduced by the Uri Party, aim to repeal the
National Security Law, fortify control of private school owners,
probe former pro-Japanese Koreans, and exert more control over the
newspaper market.
Other recent researchers also warn against the romanticized concept
of civil society (Foley and Edwards 1996; Berman 1997; Chandhoke
2001). For example, Berman succinctly shows that a well-developed
civil society in late-19th and early-20th century Germany failed to
contribute to Germany’s political development. Instead, the
bourgeois civil society activists supported the Nazis and contributed
to the collapse of the Weimar Republic.
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Political Institutions and Gendered Social
Change in Democratizing South Korea
Nicola A. Jones
If we “unpack” the State and examine its multiple institutional and
ideological instances, we may find points of access, points where
concerted gender-conscious political pressure might make a
difference…. (Alvarez, 1990: 272).
The contours and stability of South Korean political institutions were
dramatically called into question in early 2004. Exercising its authority
over the presidency, Congress voted to impeach President Noh Moo
Hyun in an effort to prevent the liberal wing of South Korean politics
from gaining control over the executive-legislative nexus in the April
parliamentary elections. The vote to impeach Noh was rushed through
Congress and broad swaths of the South Korean electorate perceived it as
illegitimate and bordering on a legislative coup d’état. While the
Constitutional Court ultimately ruled in favor of President Noh, the
impeachment, in conjunction with the elections, resulted in a
fundamental realignment of the political party system. For the first time
since the 1987 transition to democracy, the party of the president gained a
legislative majority and, for the first time in South Korean political
history, a party representing the interests of labor, the Democratic Labor
Party, gained legislative representation. The perceived ascendancy of
progressive civil society and labor unions, as represented by the victory
of a former labor lawyer and activist in a political fight with the more
conservative legislature, in turn sparked widespread mobilization among
conservative civic actors (such as conservative Christian groups and
veterans) who grasped perhaps quicker than most that the political
landscape had fundamentally changed.
While these events and their underlying processes are intrinsically
fascinating, for the purposes of this chapter they serve to underscore the
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dynamism of democratic institutions even after the transition point from
authoritarianism has receded. Whereas scholars of democratic
consolidation have addressed the process of institutional change and the
challenges involved therein (e.g., Petras et al., 1994; Linz and Stepan, 1996;
Kang, 2003), analysts of the gender dynamics of democracy have tended
to focus on problems of “institutional inertia”1 (Craske, 1999), “the return
to politics as usual” (Jaquette and Wolchik, 1998), or even “masculinist
politics” (Moon, 2003). Gender analysts recognize that there have been
some advances for women but tend to emphasize the difficulties faced in
re-shaping traditional political culture and practices for both elites and
the general public (Jaquette and Wolchik, 1998, Craske, 2003). In the
South Korean context, for example, Moon (2003) draws on Ling’s theory
of the Confucian masculinist state to explain women’s “marginalization”
in the democratization process: “Masculinist politics in Korea involves
the grafting of liberal political practices and institutions onto profoundly
moralistic and paternalistic social relations” (ibid, 109).
While such approaches make a valuable contribution to the
democratic consolidation literature with, for example, their
(re)construction of citizenship as a fundamentally gendered process, a
disaggregated approach toward the state is necessary to account for the
more incremental but nevertheless important openings in political
institutions over time, as well as in re-conceptualizing possible strategies
of social change within nascent democracies. Returning to the example of
Moon’s (2003) analysis of South Korea, the difficulties that the women’s
movement has faced in overturning the Family Headship System is
evidence of the country’s conservative and masculinist democratization
process. Her description of this particular case is illustrative of the ways
in which East Asian citizenship is often premised on a paternalistic
familial rather than an individual model, but the analysis overlooks the
remarkable breadth of post-transitional legislative change in other
gender-related areas,2 and fails to explain the quotidian changes in
gender relations within the family that have taken place despite the
persistence of the anachronistic Family Law.3
A decade and a half of scholarship on gender and democracy
notwithstanding, we still know surprisingly little about “how the
institutional and organizational contexts within which women’s political
participation takes place constrain or facilitate the “representation” of
“women’s interests” and… determine gender-specific policy outcomes”
(Alvarez, 1990: 270). Accordingly, I argue that we need to map the
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historically specific characteristics of the politico-institutional
infrastructure, i.e., the legislature, executive, bureaucracy, party system,
and judiciary, and analyze their post-transition evolution. Despite
important continuities with the authoritarian past—what Kang (2003) in
the South Korean context refers to as the “drag” of the developmentalist
state—there is considerable potential for post-transitional dynamism in
political institutions.4 My research in the South Korean case broadly
supports the insights of the New Historical Institutionalism framework
(e.g., Hall et al, 1996), which emphasizes that “institutions constrain and
refract politics” but never solely determine the outcomes (Steinmo, et.al.;
1992: 13). While institutional legacies help explain policy continuities
over time, as well as diverse cross-national responses to common political
or economic challenges (5), they are “sticky” rather than immutable.
Institutional rules (both formal and informal) shape actors’ strategies and
goals, but they do not preclude strategic maneuvering by political actors
to influence the institutional parameters themselves:
Groups and individuals are not merely spectators as conditions
change to favor or penalize them in the political balance of
power, but rather strategic actors capable of acting on
“openings” provided by such shifting contextual conditions in
order to defend or enhance their own positions (17).
Internally, institutions are likely to be re-molded not only according
to a new constitutional design but also through the reform efforts of an
emergent new generation of officials. Depending on the extent to which
authoritarian-era bureaucrats are purged and/or new segments of the
population are attracted to jobs within a democratic state apparatus, the
overall tone of civil servants’ social and ideological positionings may
shift post-transition and be reflected in new policy directions. As Brock et
al. (2001) argue, following Lipsky’s insights about the important role of
“street bureaucrats,” the “situated agency” of bureaucratic personnel is
likely to have an important spillover effect on policy formulation and
implementation:
At once state actors and citizens, bureaucrats may have multiple
and competing allegiances and identifications, [as] they are
embedded in social, professional and political networks that
span multiple sites and domains of discourse. The “inner life” of
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bureaucrats is a rich terrain of contestation in which career
aspirations, departmental loyalties, unwritten rules and external
pressures, as well as different normative constructions … come
into play (4).
Equally important are organized civil society groups’ and ordinary
citizens’ evolving perceptions and practices toward these state channels.
For example, whereas South Korean women’s organizations largely
turned down opportunities to interact with government officials under
President Roh Tae Woo due to a lack of confidence in his
administration’s democratic legitimacy, they have come to welcome
government overtures to consult on policy issues over the past decade.
Only as civil actors begin to engage with the state and seriously monitor
political institutions and related policy outputs will “democratic” state
actors be compelled to improve their accountability, transparency, and
ultimately their efficacy (Shin, 1999; 2003).
The purpose of this chapter is threefold. First, in order to move
beyond more static analytical frameworks of institutional inertia or
masculinist politics, the chapter maps South Korea’s politico-institutional
architecture and the new gendered institutional opportunities that have
emerged post-transition. Second, the chapter considers the tactical
repertoires employed by organized women and their allies to take
advantage of these political windows. While recognizing that the South
Korean women’s movement is considerably more complex and diverse
(Yoon Jung Sook, 2002), it focuses on the strand of feminist activism
concerned with engaging with and monitoring state institutions.
Activists concerned with cultural, media, and academic approaches to
advancing gender equality play an important role in raising public
awareness and shifting the parameters of debate. However, this chapter
is primarily concerned with those organized women who aim to directly
influence state policy. Last, the chapter concludes with an assessment of
the strengths and weaknesses of current feminist strategies given South
Korea’s particular politico-institutional matrix, and seeks to tease out
which lessons are unique to South Korea’s specific historico-cultural
context and which are more widely transferable.
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The Legislature: Post-transitional Change and
Unresolved Challenges

A well-functioning legislature should enhance the legitimacy and
integration of a new government, while serving as a key mechanism to
channel and represent civilian interests and to manage potentially
destabilizing social cleavages (O’Donnell and Schmitter, 1989; Linz and
Stepan, 1996; Diamond and Shin, 2000). The reality is that fledgling
democracies tend to fall short of this norm. Institutionally, legislatures
frequently suffer from underdeveloped deliberation and policy expertise,
and remain overshadowed by the executive and bureaucracy (e.g.,
O’Donnell, 1994). Moreover, the (re)emergence of the legislature as a key
conduit of citizens’ voices has often come at the expense of lowering the
visibility of and limiting the political space available to social movements
and grassroots organizations (Chalmers, 1997).
In the South Korean case, progress toward a mature legislative
process has been partial and uneven. As seen in the April 2004
impeachment of President Noh, Congress has advanced considerably
from its authoritarian-era status as a “rubber-stamp” and has developed
more effective (albeit still far from ideal) oversight capabilities vis-à-vis
the executive (Shin Doh Chul, 1997). Yet compared to advanced Western
democracies, it remains an immature policymaking institution and is
plagued by limited policy expertise, disrespect for legislative procedures,
under-resourced committees, and an underdeveloped culture of political
debate (Roh Jeong-Ho, 2003).5 A plethora of regulations on legislative
proceedings, internal order, and discipline have ensured some degree of
professionalism, but political parties continue to rely on obstructionist
tactics to influence the legislative process (Shin, 1999). The majority party
or coalition still adopt “extra-legal blitzkrieg tactics” (nalchi’igi t’onggwa)
to ram through controversial legislation (Lee Young Jo, 2000: 115), and in
retaliation, minority parties often focus on uncovering scandals
concerning rival party members and resort to illegal disruptive measures
such as sit-ins, hunger strikes, and congressional boycotts (Shin, 1999:
146).
Existing rules and procedures also fail to ensure that policy
proposals are thoroughly deliberated. Plagued by inadequate staff
resources and frequent partisan skirmishes, the committee system
remains rudimentary and limited in scope (Park Chanwook, 2000: 83).
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Problems are further exacerbated by a cultural tendency to avoid public
debate (Park Sook-Ja, 2000 interview). Given that deliberations are
usually short and clustered at the end of National Assembly sessions
(Park Chanwook, 2000: 83), South Korea has earned the dubious title of
“the world’s fastest law-making machine” (Kim Young Hee, 2000
interview).
Strong party discipline throughout the 1990s, built around a
regionally based and personality-focused party system, further hindered
the development of ideologically based party platforms and in-depth
policy debate. Legislators are generally expected to vote the party line on
major issues, and face strong financial and electoral incentives to follow
this mold (Park Chanwook, 2000). “Like a father in a traditional Korean
family who, alone, makes all the important decisions, every party boss
exclusively controls the nomination of his party candidates for each and
every electoral district of the National Assembly” (Shin, 1999: 180).

Gendered Opportunities: Engaging with the Legislature as a Site
of Political Struggle
Legislative change
Progressive civic groups have similarly altered their approach toward
formal politics, evolving from a rejectionist approach under Noh Tae
Woo to state engagement under Kim Young-sam and a state-civil society
partnership under Kim Dae-jung and Noh Moo Hyun. Although
legislative passivity has its drawbacks in terms of the quality of the
deliberation process and executive oversight, it nevertheless provides
civic groups with an important window of opportunity to access the
state.6
Women’s organizations have effectively utilized this new political
space to proactively shape the gender-related legislative agenda more
than most civil society groups. To raise awareness of the need for
legislative change, the movement has employed a diverse tactical
repertoire, including the utilization of causes celebres to promote public
awareness of gender-related abuses and to foster cross-movement
alliances with other progressive civil society organizations in order to
lend broad legitimacy to their reform demands (Jones, 2003).7 They have
also harnessed the expertise of sympathetic lawyers to draft legislation,
and coordinated lobbying initiatives through twin umbrella women’s
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organizations, the Korean Women’s Association United (KWAU) and the
Korean National Council of Women (KNCW). Both organizations have
become increasingly professional in terms of both generating gendersensitive data and gender policy expertise over the course of democratic
consolidation (Nam In Sook, 2000 interview).
As a result, in contrast to other women’s movements which have
struggled to enact progressive legislation on, for example, divorce, sexual
crimes, and access to contraception in other nascent democracies (e.g.,
Caldiera, 1998; Wilmott, 2002), a wide range of gender-related legislative
and policy reforms has been undertaken in South Korea over the past
fifteen years (KWDI, 2002). Women now enjoy a comprehensive range of
formal rights encompassing civic and political participation, as well as
workplace equality explicitly defined to include sexual harassment rights.
Such advances are particularly impressive given the low baseline in the
late 1980s. Although women’s workplace participation and access to
higher education rose dramatically in the 25 years prior to the transition,
South Korean women remained subject to strict Confucian gender roles
and prescriptions, and did not gain full citizenship rights until well after
the democratic transition (Moon, 2003). For example, women had no
right to equal inheritance or to a public pension in the case of divorce,
lacked child custodial rights, could not pass on their nationality status to
their children if married to a non-Korean, lacked any guarantees of equal
employment rights or wages, and were without redress for sexual
harassment and discrimination in the case of marriage and childbirth
(Jones, forthcoming).
Nonetheless, South Korea’s legislative process has proven a doubleedged sword for gender-related reforms. While doubtlessly facilitating
rapid legislative passage, the quality of legislation as well as the level of
public debate and awareness have suffered from the tendency toward
cursory deliberation. Millennium Democratic Party (MDP) gender expert
Kim Young Hee explains the situation as follows:
The lack of political debate and the rapid passage of laws is a
joke, but I think there is some advantage to it. In Germany they
spend years on one law and in some cases it will not get through,
but in Korea, the Sexual Harassment Act, for example, took just
a few hours. The trend is “lets make the law first, then amend
it,” otherwise you would never get through the barriers—
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especially the mentality of these conservative men (2000
interview).
In some cases, such as with the Family Violence Prevention Law,
superficial scrutiny of bills on the part of National Assembly committees
has resulted in passage of legislation in the form that it is proposed by
women’s NGOs, even though such legislation often reflects more
progressive attitudes than those held by the general populace.
When we made the [Family Violence Prevention] draft law all
the political parties borrowed from our law and only slightly
modified it because there were no other models. Content-wise it
was all accepted (Shin Hei Soo, 2000 interview).
The drawback, however, is that legislation has been passed without
adequate consideration of broader societal implications, including
whether or not there is adequate provision for penalties in the case of
non-compliance and whether extant infrastructure can accommodate
such reforms.
In other countries they make a law and a corresponding system,
but in Korea first they make the law and then subsequently they
have to make the system or infrastructure (Byun Wha Son, 2000
interview).
As a result, feminists have been compelled to organize a series of
revision campaigns to address important oversights or flaws for laws
such as the 1987 Equal Employment Opportunities Act, the 1995
Women’s Basic Development Act, and the 1993 Act on the Punishment of
Sexual Crimes and Protection of Victims.
A second problem concerns public awareness. The very process of
legal reform, involving vigorous multi-stakeholder debate, can facilitate
broader awareness about social issues. In South Korea, however,
legislative initiatives too rarely spill over into wider community debates
and thus awareness of legal reforms remains low. As sociologist Kim
Kyunghee has noted:
In Korea there are few instances where women’s issues become
major topics of social debate to the extent that there are articles
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for and against in the newspapers. When a law is being made,
all sectors—NGOs, the government, ordinary citizens, schools—
should debate the issues but this kind of process is very new.
We need training in the democratic process (2000 interview).
There is, however, a silver lining to the fact that Korean public
culture shies away from in-depth public debate. Partly due to limited
political discourse, gendered issues have not emerged as a source of
major political cleavages. This de-politicization has effectively restricted
the political space available to actors with conservative gendered
interests and discouraged the mobilization of South Korea’s largely
socially conservative religious groups. The contrast with the Americas—
where conflicts around divorce and reproductive rights have often been a
litmus test for party membership—could not be more striking. Whereas
proponents of gender equality in Latin America were able to push
through some reform initiatives during the authoritarian period under
the rubric of “modernization” (Htun, 2003), following the transition, the
voices of social and religious conservatism have gained in political
strength and right-wing parties have encouraged the development of
political cleavages along gendered lines (ibid). In short, while nascent
democracies provide new space for organized women to advance their
gendered interests, such interests also fall victim to wider political
contestation.
Women’s representation
Representation in the legislature is a second important dimension of the
gendered opportunities opened up by the (re)emergence of the
legislature as a central policymaking institution. Perhaps ironically, while
the South Korean women’s movement has successfully mobilized to
ensure wide-ranging legislative change, its efforts to secure formal
representation have been modest at best. It was not until the introduction
of women’s quotas for proportional representation in 2000 that women’s
post-transitional representation at the national level in South Korea
exceeded its authoritarian high of 4.6%. Further, it was only in 2004 that
they gained more seats than the 10% threshold (13% to be exact), which,
although a major step forward, still ranks below global and Asian
regional averages of 15.7% and 14.9%, respectively (www.ipu.org).8
Similarly, although the decentralization process and reintroduction of
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provincial and local government elections in 1991 and 1995, respectively,
were heralded as an important opportunity to engender the political
process (Kim Young Ae, 2000 interview), the reality has been more
sobering. In the 2002 elections, female candidates won only 2.2% of city
council or county assembly seats, and although women secured 9.2% of
metropolitan and provincial assembly posts, this was largely due to
quotas. In short, community-level politics have not proved any more
conducive to women’s participation than national elections (Chin, 2000).
A combination of institutional and attitudinal factors account for
these limited advances. Formal institutional rules, particularly a hybrid
electoral system with single-member constituencies and only a small
share of proportional representation seats, both of which are known to
constrain women’s political representation, are clearly a contributing
factor (Christensen, 2000).9 However, more subjective dimensions—i.e.,
the personnel who staff political institutions and civic willingness to
engage in the formal political arena—appear to be of equal or greater
importance. Gendered discriminatory attitudes among political elites,
and to a lesser degree the general electorate, and a (receding) reluctance
among women’s organizations to actively engage with political
institutions, have both served as important constraints to female
representation.
Research has pointed to a “male conspiracy” whereby party leaders
select women for “unsafe” seats due to perceptions that women are
electoral liabilities—less popular among voters, weak at fundraising, and
poorly connected (Carroll, 1994; Darcy et al., 1994). The South Korean
case is certainly no exception (Soh Chunghee, 1993, 1994; Cho Young
Sook, 2000 interview; and Nam Sung Hee, 2000 interview). While
pressure from domestic women’s organizations and international
conventions has helped political elites recognize the importance of at
least token female appointments, skepticism as to women’s political
capabilities and suitability persists in South Korea. Former chair of the
Congressional Committee on Women’s Affairs, Lee Yon Sook, for
example, notes that:
Korean men in power feel it is important to “give opportunities
to women.” However, this is just thinking. In daily action, there
are not many women around—Korean politics is a very
masculine society. Men easily forget (2000 interview).
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Also problematic is the subtle structural discrimination that women
face in the form of exclusion from politically influential old-boys
networks. Although not unique to South Korea (Eisenstein, 1996), the
dominant tendency toward single-sex socializing in Korean political
culture renders this a particularly salient issue (Soh, 1993; Han Myung
Sook, 2000 interview).
By contrast, while one might expect that public prejudice would also
discourage women’s political representation, survey data suggests that
South Korean civic attitudes toward women in formal politics have
improved markedly over the past fifteen years. Whereas a 1988 survey
showed that 91% of men and approximately 60% of women would
support a male candidate over an equally qualified female candidate, a
1995 survey showed that 31% of female voters and 24% of men cast
ballots for women in the local elections (Center for Korean Women and
Politics, 1996). By 2000, a KWDI survey found that a majority of the 3,107
respondents agreed that more women in power were needed in the
National Assembly and ministerial and upper civil service levels (KWDI,
2000).
In terms of the women’s movement itself, low interest in entering the
formal political arena in the late 1980s and early 1990s was reinforced by
the absence of a KWAU member group that specifically dealt with
women and political issues (Yoon Jung Sook, 2003 interview). Although
an emphasis on legislative reforms necessitated a certain level of
cooperation with political elites, this involvement was fluid and issuespecific, and was rarely expressed through an overt endorsement of a
particular party. However, since the introduction of decentralized
elections, and despite relatively disappointing results at the local level,
feminist activists have gradually become more willing to participate in
formal political structures. Although women’s organizations had been
reluctant to join forces with political parties and contest electoral seats,
groups such as Korea WomenLink, the Center for Women and Politics,
and KWAU have established training programs for female candidates as
part of their “critical engagement” strategy (Sohn Bong-Sook, 1994),
thereby offering organizational and financial support to local
government electoral campaigns (e.g.,, Yoon Jung Sook, 2000 interview;
Sohn Bong Sook, 2000 interview). The movement also engaged in a
dogged struggle to introduce quotas for women, eventually culminating
in the introduction of 30% quotas for proportional representation (PR)
seats at the provincial and national levels in 2000. As the pool of women
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willing to stand for office has remained relatively limited, the women’s
movement embarked on an Emily’s List-style campaign to mobilize and
vet a list of 100 eligible women willing to stand for office in the 2004
National Assembly elections (Lee Rose 2000: 51). The list was presented
to all political parties, thereby effectively thwarting the all-too-common
complaint by male politicians that it is difficult to identify suitably
qualified women (Yoon Jung Sook, 2004 personal correspondence).

II.

The Presidency—From Patron-client Relations to Statecivil Society Partnership

Excessive executive power is a common challenge faced by nascent
democracies. As O’Donnell (1994) argues in his work on “delegative
democracy,” executives in the initial post-transition period are often
characterized by limited accountability, parliamentary subservience, and
the election of populist candidates who utilize patron-client relationships
to provide “strong leadership” in the face of socio-economic and political
instabilities. Poorly checked executive power post-transition can reduce
the access points open to individuals and groups attempting to influence
policymaking. As the point of transition recedes, however, and other
branches of government mature, changes in the relative power of the
presidency should be closely monitored. Additional dimensions of
change to be explored include state-civil society relations and the level of
individual presidents’ political commitment to specific social reforms.
Gendered social reforms are particularly important in this case.
The South Korean presidency has traditionally been conceptualized
in terms of “daekwon,” or great power, because the executive
monopolized economic and security policy formation throughout the
authoritarian period (Lee Manwoo, 1990, 38). Constitutional reforms in
1987, however, curbed executive privilege (Diamond and Shin, 2000: 7),
while electoral configurations acerbated traditional regional cleavages
and encouraged the institutionalization of what has been called the yeoso
yadae phenomenon (ruling minority, opposition majority). Indeed, the
president’s party was only able to realize a majority in Congress in the
April 2004 elections, and even then the ruling party secured just 152 out
of 300 seats. To pass legislation, successiveSouth Korean presidents have
been forced to either piece together coalitions or use alternative channels
to push through policy reforms.
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Korean National Assembly Female Candidates and
Representatives
% of Women Winners

National # of Women % of Women # of Women
Assembly Candidates Candidates
Winners

Total

Directly
contested
seats (nonparty list)

1 (1948)

22

2.3

1

0.5

2 (1950)

11

0.5

2

1.0

3 (1954)

10

0.8

1

0.5

4 (1958)

5

0.6

3

1.0

5 (1960)

8

0.5

1

0.4

6 (1963)

7

0.7

2

1.1

0.8

7 (1967)

8

1.0

3

1.7

0.8

8 (1971)

8

1.1

5

2.5

0

9 (1973)

10

2.4

10

4.6

1.4

10 (1978)

11

2.0

8

3.5

0.6

11 (1981)

25

2.9

8

2.9

0.5

12 (1985)

16

2.6

8

2.9

1.1

13 (1988)

27

2.2

6

2.0

0

14 (1992)

35

2.9

3

1.0

0

15 (1996)

41

2.6

9

3.0

0.9

16 (2000)

69

5.9

16

5.9

2.2

17 (2004)

136

10.4

39

13.0

4.1

Total:

445

125

Source: Lee R., 2000: 49; MOGE, 2001: 376; KWDI, 2005.
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Table 2

Metropolitan/Provincial Government Women Candidates
and Representatives
Elected seats
Candidates

1991
1995
1998
2002

PR seats

Electees

Candidates

Electees

Total % elected
in large unit
assemblies

2.2

0.9

n/a

n/a

0.9

4.6

1.5
(of 875 seats)

77

43.0
(42 of 97 seats)

5.7

6.0

2.3
(of 616 seats)

52 candidates

36.5
(27 of 74 seats)

5.9

7.9

2.3
116 candidates
67.1
(of 609 seats)
(49 of 73 seats)

9.2

Source: Kim Kyunghee, 1998: 244-6; Lee Rose, 2000: 51; KWDI, 2002; Moon Shin Minkyung, 2002.

For example, according to Lee Young Jo (2000):
The façade of the all-powerful presidency concealed the reality
of a weak presidency beleaguered by relatively strong social
and political actors. If the presidency had been really strong,
there would have been little need to bypass the normal channels
of policymaking and implementation. Reliance on decrees
signified that the president could not get reforms through
normal legislative procedures (120).
The basis of presidential legitimacy for the past fifteen years is
another significant post-transitional shift. Economic liberalization, for
instance, has weakened the state’s control over the development process,
which was the executive’s raison d’être during the authoritarian period.
At the same time, though, the growth of progressive civic groups and the
articulation of diverse citizen demands around issues such as social
justice, the environment, and gender equality have pushed presidents to
take a more active role in developing social and welfare policies (Kwon
Huck-ju, 1999; Hahm and Plein, 1997). Indeed, with each successive
administration the South Korean presidency has become an increasingly
important ally of progressive civil society groups. Although teleological
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arguments that impute a “necessary trajectory” to democratic
consolidation clearly fail to account for the simultaneous advances and
setbacks experienced in many nascent polities (e.g.,, Caldiera, 1998), the
South Korean case has demonstrated a fragile but nevertheless important
trend toward increasing executive-civil society cooperation.
How then can we reconcile these objective limits to presidential
power with popular perceptions and the scholarly emphasis on the
“enormous powers of the Korean presidency”? (Samuel Kim, 2003: 40).
Part of the answer lies in traditional Confucian concepts of political
leadership. Post-independence authoritarian leaders promoted the image
of the president as the father of the nation whose wisdom in leading the
country toward prosperity demanded filial loyalty from citizens. This
“powerful legacy of personalizing and privatizing political authorities
and powers” continues to have a strong residual but mixed effect on the
contemporary political stage (Shin, 1999: 262). On the one hand,
bureaucrats, ruling party legislators, and party officials are generally
anxious to demonstrate acceptance of policy frames that are endorsed by
the president, whether it be globalization in the case of Kim Young-sam
or human rights under Kim Dae-jung (Kim Samuel, 2003). On the other
hand, because of the high expectations invested in individual presidents,
political society and the citizenry alike are quick to criticize their leaders
when they fail to live up to these standards (Shin, 1999). Both Kim
Young-sam and Kim Dae-jung left office with only single-digit approval
ratings due to corruption scandals involving either close family members
or aides, while corruption in the Noh Moo Hyun administration
contributed to the early erosion of confidence in his leadership, especially
as his election campaign championed his image as an outsider fighting
for clean politics alongside a new untainted generation of politicians.

Gendered Opportunities
As feminist historians have noted, political leaders promote genderrelated policies not only in response to pressures from below but also in
order to advance broader political projects such as nation-building,
economic development, or a desire to distinguish a new regime from
predecessors (e.g., Guy, 1990; Besse, 1996; Dore, 2000). While we would
be misguided to assume presidential support translates neatly into
expanded political opportunities, the South Korean case suggests that the
president’s personal commitment strongly influences if gender-related
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issues are part of the political agenda, as well as the intensity and pace of
deliberation of such issues. For example, many of the civil and political
society actors emphasize the symbolic value of Kim’s Dae-jung’s backing
of gender equality initiatives.10 As National Assembly representative, Lee
MiKyoung, noted:
Kim Dae-jung has the most progressive thoughts about gender
issues among our democratic presidents. Because Korea is a
very president-centered country; the president’s personal
interest and will has a great influence …. The most frequent
excuse used by legislators is that “the time is right but it is
immature to implement the new system.” But when the
President intervenes and says “it is time to introduce the
policy,” no one says “no” (2003 interview).
Significantly, while advocates of gender equality in other Third
Wave democracies have had to negotiate more uneven executive
behavior, South Korean women have been able to take advantage of
increasingly supportive and pro-active presidents (Feijoo, 1998; Vargas,
2002).11 In response to the shift in civil society-state relations from patronclient under Roh Tae Woo to state-civil society partnership with Kim
Dae-jung and Noh Moo Hyun, women’s organizations’ modes of
engagement with the executive branch have diversified and become
increasingly professional. Tactics include hosting meetings with
presidential candidates to discuss the gendered dimensions of their
platform and following up after elections to remind the president and
senior ministers of their commitments (Lee Yon Suk, 2000 interview);
drafting reform proposals and organizing televised debates to question
rival presidential candidates about their positions on key gender policy
issues; and successfully lobbying to have a secretary of women’s affairs
channel women’s groups’ and femocrats’ concerns to the president in the
Blue House (Women’s Solidarity for the Presidential Elections, Dec
2002).12 The following section discusses evolving gendered political
opportunities over the course of the four post-transitional presidencies.
In keeping with authoritarian predecessors, the Noh Tae Woo (19972002) administration’s relationship with women’s organizations was
primarily one of patron and client. In return for loyalty and cooperation,
government-friendly women’s organizations, especially the KNCW,
received funding and a sympathetic ear for moderate legislative reforms
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(Moon, 1998). The transition, however, changed the pattern of politics
surrounding women’s policy development (Kwon Young Ja, 2000
interview). In the wake of the 1987 “People’s Uprising,” Noh’s anxiety to
distance himself from his authoritarian roots and present a softer, more
democratic image coincided with the strengthening of civil society and
the evolution of international norms regarding gender equality.
Even if personally President Noh was not particularly
supportive of women’s issues, he realized he should speak out
to get women’s votes…many staff members around him said
“you must promise X” and then he spoke up (Kang Hyun Hee,
2000 interview).
Accordingly, he was compelled to take a more pro-active stance in
eliminating gender discrimination and violence. Yet, because policy
changes were prompted more by a quest for domestic and international
legitimacy than a genuine commitment to gender reform, measures were
often top-down and cosmetic in nature (Cho Young Sook, 2000
interview).
Kim Young-sam’s 1992 election encouraged civil society actors to
soften their opposition to the government as the administration
announced a broad plan to eliminate vestiges of authoritarian practices
and improve trust in the state (Shin, 1999; Cotton, 1995). For women’s
groups, the 1993 decision to provide project-based funding for NGOs
was particularly important (Yoon Jung Sook, 2000 interview). As KWAU
general secretary Nam In Sun noted: “We all had to accept the need to
transform our movement from an activists’ task-force into a mass
organization where ordinary people could participate” (quoted in Kim,
1998: 210).
Kim Young-sam’s keen interest in improving South Korea’s
international reputation prompted efforts to strengthen the government’s
record on women’s rights (Chang Song Ja, 2000 interview; Kim Sok Joon,
2003 interview). As women’s history professor Chang Hyun Baek notes:
The Kim Young-sam government marks the beginning of true
democracy in Korea, and because of its democratic nature it also
had to address women’s policy… A set of key policy priorities
for women were introduced—Mr. Kim didn’t personally have a
good handle on gender issues but because of the atmosphere of
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globalization, his administration tried to upgrade women’s
status (2000 interview).
Strongly influenced by the 1995 UN Beijing Conference on Women,
the Special Globalization Committee drew up a set of “Ten Policy
Priorities,” ranging from the provision of better childcare and maternal
services to expanding social awareness of gender issues through mass
media and information networks (Lee In Suk, 2000; Chang Song Ja, 2000
interview). Implementation of these legislative reforms, however, was
impeded by the lack of governmental infrastructure. This became the
focus of women’s movement lobbying efforts in the late 1990s and early
2000s.
The transfer of power to opposition party candidate and veteran
democracy activist Kim Dae-jung following the December 1997
presidential election, represented a major step toward democratic
consolidation and was a watershed for state-civil society relations.
Elected with only a 40% plurality and lacking support from the powerful
business community, the Kim Dae-jung administration sought to
cultivate a “partnership with civil society.” This effort was reflected in
the recruitment of former activists to key positions within the ruling
party, bureaucracy, and presidential advisory circle.
The progressive women’s movement was particularly optimistic
about Kim Dae-jung’s election because his party had a favorable track
record on gender-related issues and he offered his personal support of
measures to promote gender equality (e.g., Lee, 2000, Yoon, 2000). As
former KWAU co-representative Shin Heisoo noted:
If I compare individual presidents’ own understanding of
gender equality, Kim Dae-jung is much better [than Youngsam]—probably the most excellent person in the whole
government …. Kim Dae-jung is the most progressive man I
know and has a clear understanding of the comfort woman
issue for example and of what gender equality involves (2001
interview).
Although there was less support for women leaders to enter political
parties (Yoon Jung Sook, 2003 interview) an unprecedented number of
former activists joined governmental women’s agencies to work for
change from within the system, giving rise to the emergence of
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“femocrats,” i.e., feminist civil servants with close ties to NGO circles (Na
Yong Hee, 2000 interview).
Yet even Kim Dae-jung’s supporters admit that having a gendersensitive president had a more limited impact on legislative passage and
implementation than initially hoped. The ill-fated timing of the Asian
economic crisis (1997-98) at the beginning of his presidential term, and
the disproportionately negative impact of resulting economic
restructuring, were particularly significant stumbling blocks. Due to
women-first layoffs and the dismissal of workers in sectors with a
disproportionate concentration of female workers, many of the labororiented goals for which the movement had struggled were undermined
(Lee Hyekyung, 2002).
Some analysts also suggest that assigning too much weight to the
president’s personal agenda overlooks the key role of international
pressure in shaping domestic policy:
People say Dae-jung is more pro-women—but I think women’s
policies … are shaped as much by what has been going on
outside Korea, like the UN and the global women’s movement
agenda, etc. …. Korea is strongly influenced by the international
environment … not just leaders’ personal interests (Park Young
Ran, 2000 interview).
Others highlight the generally low priority accorded women’s issues.
Since politics involves compromise and negotiation between multiple
competing governmental and civil society actors, lower levels of gender
awareness among civil servants and the general public are likely to limit
presidential support of measures that address gender inequalities. As
former Presidential Commission of Women’s Affairs Chairwoman, Kang
Kiwon notes:
Kim Dae-jung has real commitment but how can you expect the
president to make [gender equality promotion] a top priority?
The only way is to have a very strong women’s collective
voice…. Women have to show [their voice] with their vote!
(2000 interview).
Kim Dae-jung’s successor, Noh Moo Hyun, does not share the same
record of support for gender-specific reforms. His role as a long-term
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supporter of human rights, close contact with progressive social
movements, relative outsider status in terms of established party politics,
and support base among the younger generation, however, has ensured
continuity in the strengthening of relations between the state and
women’s movement. In particular, upon his February 2003 inauguration,
Noh appointed long-term activist and KWAU president, Ji Uhn Hee, to
continue and expand upon Han Myung Sook’s progressive legacy as
Minister of Gender Equality. In a much publicized move in 2003, he also
made reform-driven Kang Kum Sil the Ministry of Justice’s first female
minister.13 This appointment was considered particularly important in
the feminist community as the generally conservative and hierarchical
culture of the South Korean judiciary is targeted as a major obstacle to
closing the gap between women’s de jure and de facto rights.

III. Parties—The Mixed Legacy of a Non-institutionalized
Party System
The development of a competitive, institutionalized party system is a key
ingredient of democratic consolidation (Linz and Stepan, 1996; Payne et
al., 2002). As conduits of citizens’ interests, parties ideally play a bridging
role between the public and the government:
It is difficult to sustain modern mass democracy without an
institutionalized party system. The nature of parties and party
systems shapes the prospects that stable democracy will emerge,
whether it will be accorded legitimacy, and whether effective
policy-making will result (Mainwaring and Scully, 1995: 2).
Successful party institutionalization depends on a combination of
system level, internal organizational, and societal factors. At the party
system level, key elements include: relatively stable patterns of interparty competition; limited party fragmentation, i.e., “the likelihood that
the party of the president will obtain a majority of seats in the legislature
and provide sustained legislative support for the executive’s policy
proposals” (Payne et. al., 2002: 144); and a limited degree of ideological
polarization. At the same time, party organizations require established
rules and structures, as well as reasonably stable and deep bases of public
support whereby parties and elections are accepted as legitimate
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mechanisms for determining governance. South Korean parties score
negatively on most of these indicators. Although not plagued by high
ideological polarization, key problems at the party system level include
electoral volatility and party fragmentation, and internal party
weaknesses stem from weak party organizations and limited elite loyalty.
Many of these shortcomings are rooted in the historical evolution of
the South Korean party system. Post-World War II, the threat from North
Korea thwarted the development of a diverse party spectrum: embryonic
left-wing parties were crushed, thereby restricting domestic politics to a
pro-U.S. stance (Lee J B, 2001). Subsequently, during the authoritarian era,
opposition parties were state-sponsored and represented in a largely
powerless congress so party organizations were unable to develop public
mobilization experience and remained without a grassroots membership
base. Not until the political opening of 1983 did a genuine opposition
party, the New Korea Democratic Party (NKDP), emerge. Unfortunately,
its symbolic leaders, dissidents Kim Young-sam and Kim Dae-jung were
unable to agree on a single presidential candidate for the 1987 election,
the first democratic elections in almost two decades. As a result, the
opposition splintered and regionally aligned parties—connected to the
so-called “three Kims”—emerged. The post-transition history of South
Korean parties has therefore been shaped by the political maneuvers of
the “three Kims”—former Korean Central Intelligence Agency (KCIA)
director and Park Chunghee’s right-hand man, Kim Jong Pil; opposition
leader Kim Young-sam, who later compromised and merged with Roh
Tae Woo’s ruling party; and Kim Dae-jung, the dissident leader with a
more progressive platform.
This influence of personality-based politics was reinforced by the
sudden loss of an overarching political paradigm. That is, with the
accomplishment of long-standing national goals of economic
development and electoral democracy, parties found themselves lacking
an ideological and organizational logic. Instead, regionalism, previously
manifested only at the level of party factionalism, surfaced as the main
divider within the party system. South Korean regionalism did not
overlap with other social divisions such as class or religious orientation
and was simply “an amorphous sentiment of belonging” devoid of a
specific policy platform or mass membership due-paying orientation (e.g.,
Kim Byung-kook, 1998: 130):
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The anthropocentric cultural milieu of Confucian familism and
Korea’s history of bloody class conflicts before 1953 had
deprived both Marxism and religion of mobilizational power
and ideological potential. The regionalism of Korea [is] an
amorphous sentiment of belonging, with neither a specific
program of policy action nor a sophisticated network of mass
organization (ibid, 130-1).

Party System Dynamics
Parties have arguably made the least post-transition progress among
South Korean political institutions, remaining far from Mainwaring and
Scully’s (1995) “institutionalized model” due to persistent structural,
organizational, and attitudinal weaknesses. First, to be effectively
institutionalized, party systems need low to moderate electoral volatility,
low party fragmentation (i.e., the ratio of congressional seats to vote
share), and limited ideological polarization. South Korea scores poorly on
the first two counts, and only artificially well on the third. Because few
South Korean parties have survived between electoral periods, the party
system has been “breathtakingly turbulent” (Samuel Kim, 2003: 39), and
fits the “extremely unstable” score on Mainwaring and Scully’s (1995)
volatility index.14 For example, the 2004 National Assembly elections saw
a major realignment of political parties. The new progressive Uri Party
captured 52% of total seats, and the Democratic Labor Party an
unprecedented 3%, while the MDP, which has existed in various
incarnations as the vehicle of President Kim Dae-jung, was unable to
survive the final retirement of its founder (receiving just 3%), and the
conservative GNP lost its position as the largest party (securing just 41%).
Second, despite a mean number of just 2.95 parties post-transition,
the country scores poorly in terms of vote to seat proportionality
(Croissant, 2002). A combination of first-past-the-post and proportional
representation electoral arrangements notwithstanding, the South Korean
system has largely reaped the negative features of both systems. South
Korea’s system scores below the United Kingdom, where the electoral
system is renowned for poorly representing voter preferences, and also
fails to suppress factionalism, the key advantage of the Westminster-style
electoral system (Park Chan Wook, 2002: 395).
Although South Korea does not score negatively on the third
dimension of institutionalization, ideological polarization, the artificially
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narrow political spectrum stemming from the historical truncation of the
political left presents its own problems. On the surface the parties of the
“three Kims” can be loosely categorized as mirroring the ideological
differences of their leaders—with Kim Dae-jung’s party seen as
progressive, Kim Young-sam’s party as center-right, and Kim Jong-pil’s
as conservative—but in practice parties have adopted catch-all centrist
platforms in order to appeal to voters in the Seoul metropolitan area
(representing 45% of the national total). Accordingly, there is generally a
much wider gap between the personal political commitments of
respective party heads than is manifest in their respective party manifestos.

Relationships with Civil Society
The depth of linkages among parties, citizens, and organized groups—as
measured by party longevity, stable patterns of societal support, and
acceptance of parties and elections as legitimate mechanisms for
determining governance—is an equally important dimension of party
institutionalization. South Korea scores poorly on party longevity, as
measured by the difference in the share of seats won by parties with
10+% of seats in the first and last post-transition elections (Payne et al.,
2002). None of the parties that contested the 1988 South Korean
congressional elections survived to 2004.15 Part of the problem lies with
the relatively weak presence of party organizations between elections
(Kim Wonhong, 2003 interview). Party membership rates are low
(approximately 12% in 1996) (Wade and Seo: 1996), and since parties are
incapable of self-financing, they rely heavily on business elites for illegal
donations (Kang D, 2001: 91-3).
The elite-dominated nature of South Korean parties and a loss of
public legitimacy due to repeated scandals have also contributed to
citizens’ low levels of party identification. In one survey, 78% to 92% of
respondents from Eastern Europe believed that parties “provide
opportunities to participate in politics,” but just 57% of Koreans shared
that sentiment (Shin, 1991:191). There was an even larger cross-regional
gap in citizens’ assessments of party performance. Only 27% of South
Koreans agreed that parties “serve the interests of the public,” compared
to 46% to 69% in Eastern Europe. Further, 71% characterized South
Korean political party performance as either “non-democratic” or
“mostly democratic” (ibid, 181). Public affinity with particular political
parties is similarly low. The Korean Barometer Survey, for example,
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found that a full 49% of the South Korean population had no party
affiliation, while 52% of voters gave rankings of 0 or 1 on a scale of 0 to 4
(lowest to highest) in response to a question on party loyalty (Shin, 2000;
177). Widespread dissatisfaction with party practice notwithstanding,
however, survey data suggests that citizens have comparatively high
levels of respect for parties and elections in principle. A full 95% of Korea
Barometer Survey respondents agreed with the statement “we need
political parties if we want democratic development.” This percentage
was higher than East and Central Europeans’ response (except for
Bulgarians’) where between 82% and 91% were supportive of a
democratic party system (Shin, 1999: 189).

Gendered Opportunities
The South Korean party system’s impact on gender politics has been
more mixed than its poor overall ratings might suggest. While maledominated party structures have been slow to promote women to
decision-making roles or nominate women as political candidates (Park
Kyung Ae, 1999), the inchoate nature of the party system has
paradoxically facilitated gender-related reform efforts. Notwithstanding
the absence of a left-wing programmatic party—highly correlated with
the promotion of gender equality at the formal political level—the South
Korean women’s movement’s lobbying efforts have secured the passage
of a wide range of progressive legislation, even in the context of a
broadly conservative political arena.16 How can this success be
explained?
First, while Latin American women’s movement organizations often
fragmented post-transition around partisan loyalties (Jaquette, 1994;
Waylen, 1996), the South Korean movement has largely avoided these
divisions. Since parties failed to emerge as major conduits for policy
preferences, feminist activists were reluctant to encourage movement
leaders to stand for office and the electoral arena was viewed as a largely
ineffective channel through which to pursue social change (Cho HyunOk, 2003; Yoon Jung Sook, 2002 interviews). Although there has been an
informal party-line division between the two major women’s umbrella
organizations,17 these informal alliances have generally not extended to
overt, institutional support for candidates of a specific party.18 Women
leaders have been cautious about creating ensions among the
movement’s membership base, especially as political loyalties within
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branch organizations outside Seoul are often strongly influenced by
regionalism (Yoon Jung Sook, 2002 interview). Indeed, fear of cooptation
is so strong that leaders who toy with or accept invitations to run for
political office often come under heavy criticism from colleagues, who
are adamant that women’s NGOs should not be seen as a springboard for
individual political careers (Lee Mikyung, 2004 personal correspondence).
Despite these women’s distance from party politics, the introduction
of party competition and an associated desire to capitalize on women’s
rising voting rates provided a vital new political space—both in terms of
women’s party bureaus and women-related electoral platforms (Wade
and Seo, 1996).19 Given that South Korean parties lack programmatic
cohesion and primarily seek to maximize votes while avoiding alienating
any particular voting bloc, they have, as GNP gender expert Kang Hyun
Hee explains, been prone to passively accept the demands of women
lobbyists:
The unique characteristic of our country is that there really is no
significant policy difference, particularly in the case of women’s
policy, between the ruling and opposition parties—there are no
true conservatives or true progressives. We either accept
women’s organizations’ demands or do an opinion survey and
because … all three parties generally rely on the same gender
consultants, we tend to end up with exactly the same policy
direction (2000 interview).
Particularly during elections—a key factor in the timing of the
passage of women-related legislative reforms (e.g., Lee Mikyung, 2002
interview; Kim Sunwook, 2002 personal correspondence)—party leaders
are susceptible to external pressures, being loath to give an advantage to
the rival party or engender negative press (Kim Wonhong, 2003
interview). In the 1997 presidential elections, for instance, all candidates
agreed to far-reaching maternity leave reforms, while in the 2002
elections each major contender supported eliminating the highly
contentious Family Headship system (KWAU, 2002). Women’s NGOs
continue to capitalize on this vulnerability throughout the election cycle,
reiterating their demands through post-election fax and signature
campaigns, and releasing annual evaluations to the ruling party that
detail the extent to which the party has delivered on electoral promises
(Lee Yon Suk, 2000 interview). As a result of such systematic lobbying
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strategies, the women’s movement has been able to influence party policy
far beyond its actual numerical strength.
Year
1985

Party Name
Democratic Justice Party (DJP)
New Korea Democratic Party
Total seats (NKDP)
276
Democratic Korean Party (DKP)
Korea Nationalist Party (KNP)
Minor parties
Democratic Justice Party (DJP)
Party for Peace and Democracy
Total seats (PPD)
224+ 75= Reunification Democratic Party
299
(RDP)
New Democratic Republican
Party (NDRP)
9 minor parties
Independents
1992
Democratic Liberal Party (DLP)
(1990)
Total seats Democratic Party (DP) (1991)
237+
Unification National Party (UNP)
62 = 299 (1992)
3 minor parties
Independents
1988

1996

New Korea Party (NKP) (1995)
Nat’l Congress for New Politics
Total seats (NCNP) (1995)
253+
United Liberal Democrats (ULD)
46=
(1995)
299
Democratic Party (DP)
Independents
2000
Grand National Party (GNP)
Millennium Democratic Party
Total seats (MDP) (2000)
227+
ULD
46=
Five minor parties
273
Independents
2004
GNP
MDP (2000)
Total seats Uri Party
243+56= Democratic Labor Party
299
Independents

Party Leader
Chun Doo Whan
Kim Young-sam and
Kim Dae-jung
Gov’t-controlled
opposition party
Gov’t-controlled
opposition party

% of vote
35.3
29.3

Total seats
148
67

19.7

35

9.2

19

Roh Tae Woo
Kim Dae-jung

6.7
34.0
19.3

7
125
70

Kim Young-sam

23.8

59

Kim Jong-pil

15.6

35

2.5
4.8
38.5

1
9
149

29.2
17.4

97
31

3.4
11.5

1
21

Kim Young-sam
Kim Dae-jung

34.8
25.5

139
79

Kim Jong-pil

16.3

50

Lee Hoi Chang
Kim Dae-jung

11.3
12.0
39.0
35.9

15
16
133
115

9.8
6.0
9.4
41
3
51
3
2

17
3
5
121
9
152
10
7

Roh, Kim Young-sam,
Jong-pil
Kim Dae-jung
Chung Ju Yung
(Hyundai founder)

Kim Jong-pil

Park Geun Hye
Chu Mi Ae
Chung Dong-Young
Kwon Young Kil

Table 3: Party names and leaders for National Assembly Elections 1985-2004.
Source: compiled from Kim Sunhyuk, 2000: 85; Park Chan Wook, 2002: 381-4; www.exxun.com/Korea_
South/d_gv.html
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Thanks to the increasing sophistication of the women’s movement’s
demands and the entry of a small but increasing number of former
activists into political parties, gender-related party platforms have also
become increasingly specific and oriented toward promoting gender
equality rather than merely mobilizing women voters.20 Early platforms
made generic promises such as: “Various institutions shall be improved
to expand opportunities for women and to improve their status in the
political, economic, and social sectors” (Democratic Liberal Party, 1992,
cited in Korean Women’s Development Institute, 2002). However, with
the impetus of the UN Beijing Women’s Conference in 1995, and the
subsequent development of a Five-Year Women’s Development Plan, the
party platforms for the 1997 and 2002 presidential elections were refined
through negotiations with NGOs, a series of public hearings, and
televised debates on gender-specific policy issues with presidential
candidates (Kim Sun-uk, 2002 personal correspondence; Women’s
Solidarity for the Presidential Elections, 2002). The extent to which these
pledges are indicative of fundamental rethinking within party
organizations is more questionable. As Kim Young Ae, former vicedirector of the MDP Women’s Bureau, emphasizes, the political will to
implement pledges made to women’s organizations’ is too often lacking:
The leaders at the party headquarters only give very wishywashy support to gender equality. They have an authoritarian
mindset and do not fully support the need to improve women’s
status…. At election time they use rhetoric that endorses gender
equality but that’s really all. They still don’t see that in order to
have a strong society, it’s important that women participate
equally (2000).
In sum, moving party platforms on gender concerns from voter
mobilization tools to genuine programs of social change will require
long-term pressure and monitoring from women’s groups, feminist
legislators, and femocrats.

IV. Bureaucracy—State Transformation and
Mainstreaming
An effective civil service—while typically not subject to the far-reaching
post-transitional changes that the legislature and party systems

178

Political Challenges and Democratic Institutions

undergo—necessitates that military era bureaucratic elites are purged or
brought firmly under control, ministries subjected to external monitoring
(congressional and civic), and channels for civic participation developed.
Democratization scholars, however, have focused on the slow pace of
change, which they attribute to the bureaucracy’s status quo, elitist
orientation (particularly in the East Asian context) and entrenched male
dominance (Kim Rosa, 2000; Ling, 2000). These barriers notwithstanding,
a closer look at post-transitional political dynamics suggests that new
bureaucratic access points may stem from the recruitment of new
personnel as well as the development of new channels of civic
participation, ranging from what Brock et al. (2002) term “invited forums
of participation ‘from above’” (1) (e.g., representation on ministerial
advisory committees or participation in semi-formal consultation policy
reform processes) to what Hochstetler refers to as “state transformation”
(1997: 198), i.e., the establishment of new infrastructure within the state,
such as women’s policy machineries.
The South Korean public sector is best characterized as hierarchical,
rule-bound, and resistant to outside influence. Until the 1980s, South
Korean bureaucratic elites played a substantial role in moulding national
development strategies (Evans, 1995). Not only did the majority of
parliamentary statutes originate with the bureaucracy, but because of the
legislature’s weak oversight role, bureaucrats remained largely
unaccountable to other branches of government (Park Chan Wook, 2000).
Moreover, whereas civil service personnel in other countries may accept
positions in academia, the non-profit world, or private sector before
subsequently re-entering the bureaucracy, until as late as 1998, entrance
into the Korean civil service was by competitive examinations only, with
little value attached to alternative career paths. Given just 2% annual pass
rates and considerably lower per capita numbers than their western
democracy counterparts (www.mof.go.jp), South Korean bureaucrats
were (and continue to be) accorded considerable respect, representing a
long cultural tradition of a merit-based bureaucracy that honors civil
servants as social elites (Evans, 1995: 51).
Significantly, because South Korea’s democratic transition resulted
from a “crisis of success,” there has been limited impetus to overhaul the
bureaucracy (Hahm and Plein, 1997). Whereas some authoritarian
regimes collapsed because they were unable to meet their country’s
economic development needs (e.g., Argentina), the South Korean military
government fell in part because its economic model became too
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successful, with middle class citizens’ interests shifting from more
immediate survival needs to quality of life issues (Kim Sunhyuk, 2000).
Accordingly, while the bureaucracy’s control over economic policy has
waned since the late 1980s (Hahn and Plein, 1997), its role in social policy
development has increased (Kwon Huck-ju, 2000 interview). Previous
governments took a largely hands-off approach toward issues of
distribution and social justice, especially those involving the environment,
gender inequality, or discrimination against the disabled, but with the
rise of the simin movement during the 1990s, the civil service has been
pressured to address these areas more actively, as exemplified by a
doubling of social policy spending as a percentage of GDP between 1985
and 1996 (World Bank, 1998). Moreover, because legislation is often
overly broad, the powerful role of interpreting new reform laws is left to
bureaucratic officials who decide whether to adopt an activist or
conservative reading as they draw up the all-important bureaucratic
implementation ordinances. As KWAU Policy Officer Cho Young Sook
explains:
Sometimes the law is good but the implementation guidelines
are bad—sometimes the meaning of the law vanishes. So
although we first focus on the national assembly, we have to
immediately turn and monitor whether the government officials
follow the meaning of the law fully or just ignore its real
significance…. The shihaengryong [enforcement ordinance] is
sometimes more important than the law itself (2000 interview).
In terms of personnel, although the Noh administration (1987 to 1992)
not surprisingly made few civil service personnel changes, Kim Youngsam, South Korea’s first civilian president, purged the secret military elite,
Hanoe Hoi, and forced many of the Taegu-Kyunbok group, a collection
of provincial political elites with strong ties to previous presidents, to
resign. The introduction of a “public official wealth registration system”
that required high-level politicians to reveal illegally acquired wealth
also contributed to the exit of the bureaucracy’s senior authoritarian era
remnants. As path-breaking as these initiatives were, however, many
rank and file bureaucrats survived. In order to revitalize the bureaucracy,
Kim Dae-jung therefore introduced contract-based expert appointments
to encourage academics and non-profit sector workers to join the civil
service. This allowed an unprecedented, but admittedly small, number of
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activists (including women) to enter the state system and push for
reforms from within. The administration also sought to replace senioritybased promotions with performance-based appraisals in an effort to
promote policy innovation (Kim Pan S, 2002).

Gendered opportunities
The gendered impact of these post-transition changes in the bureaucracy
have been mixed. Women’s organizations, and increasingly over time,
femocrats, have successfully lobbied for the establishment of a diverse
women’s policymaking infrastructure; have effectively targeted relevant
bureaucratic departments to influence the development of shihaengryong,
or development ordinances; and aligned with other progressive civil
society groups to form a shadow monitoring taskforce of the legislature’s
annual review of the bureaucracy. By the same token, however, women
have had less success in securing representation within the bureaucracy,
and mainstreaming gender to secure adequate funding, resources, and
commitment to addressing gender inequalities in mainstream ministries.
There has been a gradual strengthening in institutional positioning
and presidential commitment since the establishment of the first
Women’s Policy Machineries (WPMs) in the 1980s (the Korean Women’s
Development Institute (1983) and the Ministry of Political Affairs No.2
(1988)). Today, a Ministry of Gender Equality is embedded in a broader
infrastructure that includes women’s policy offices in key ministries and
all provincial/metropolitan governments, a government-affiliated thinktank for women’s issues (the KWDI), and a congressional Standing
Committee on Women’s Affairs. This machinery is guided by a five-year
Basic Women’s Development Plan and related annual implementation
plans that encompass strategic gender issues such as sexual harassment
and gender discrimination prevention in the workplace; the
incorporation of women’s domestic labor contribution into the analysis of
national budgets, promoting a social consensus whereby childcare is seen
as the mutual responsibility of both men and women; and reforming the
Family Headship system (MOGE, 2002; Soh Myung Sohn, 2002 personal
correspondence; Kim Jong Ja, 2002 personal correspondence).
Yet while WPMs have grown in institutional strength and breadth,
and have gradually developed closer, more cooperative ties with
women’s movement organizations, there has been limited progress in
shaping gender-related policies and budgets in mainstream ministries.
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Despite annual budget increases since its establishment in 2001, the
Ministry of Gender Equality (MOGE) remains the smallest ministry in the
cabinet both in terms of staff and budget resources, and ministerial
Women’s Focal Points are constrained by similar resource shortages.
Moreover, although women’s organizations have successfully lobbied to
ensure that civil servant training programs incorporate a module on
gender awareness and gender analysis, the impact has been only
incremental to date (Kim et al; 2002; Soh Myung Sohn, 2000 interview).
Table 4

Year
2003

2000

1997
1993
1989

Percentage of women in National (N) and Local (L)
government by rank
Total #

#W

% of total
bureaucrats

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

6th

7th

8th

9th

1.3

0.7

1.5

3.2

5.2 10.8 28.8 40.6 48.2

1.4

3.4

3.9

9.2 28.3 45.6 55.3

N

891949 302830

34.0

L

248,524

59748

24.0

N

87456

13388

15.3

-

0.6

2.1

2.3

4.1

8.1 14.7 27.3 27.0

L

184450

49219

26.4

-

-

1.1

3.0

3.9

9.5 27.0 44.5 48.3

N

91697

12224

13.3

-

0.9

1.1

1.3

2.8

6.2 12.1 22.9 26.2

L

171981

47291

23.3

-

-

1.0

2.2

3.2

6.7 20.9 37.6 47.4

N

99014

11358

11.5

0.0

0.8

1.9

1.7

1.7

4.7 13.3 15.9 24.7

L

172132

34881

20.3

0.0

0.0

0.0

2.1

1.7

4.8 14.8 28.2 43.5

N

86593

7394

8.5

1.6

0.3

0.3

0.1

0.7

1.8 5.6 10.6 10.9

L

127813

15298

15.3

-

-

-

-

0.4

1.2 7.8 15.9 21.7

Source: KWDI Women’s Online Database, 2002; MOGAHA 2004.

Progress in securing women’s representation in bureaucratic
decision-making positions has also remained slow. Although women
account for 34% of total civil service employees, their representation in
higher decision-making ranks (rank 5 and above) has yet to exceed single
digits (KWDI, 2002). In response to pressure from women’s organizations,
the Ministry of Home and Government Affairs initiated a quota system
in 1996 for women civil servant recruits, as well as ministerial civilian
advisory committees. Although the system has significantly increased the
absolute number of women in the civil service, albeit from a low base, the
quota system’s focus on entry-level positions means that women will not
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achieve the critical mass necessary to have a meaningful impact on
bureaucratic policymaking for quite some time.
Despite important advances in establishing new policy spaces within
the state to address gender issues, I would argue that women’s
organizations have not devoted as much attention and energy to
engaging with and monitoring both WPMs and mainstream government
departments as the bureaucracy’s level of influence, professionalism, and
stability vis-à-vis other political institutions demands. Admittedly a focus
on the legislature and legal change made sense in the immediate posttransition years given that the most urgent task facing women activists
was the establishment of a legal framework that provided women with
rights to equal treatment and protection. However, in view of the
considerable scope for interpretation in the policy implementation phase
as well as the positioning of new femocrats in all government ministries,
the latitude and importance of engaging with the civil service in a more
systematic and in-depth manner should not be underestimated. Crossnational experience shows that consistent and strategic pressure from
both within and outside the state are key to realizing substantive
advances in gender equality (Alvarez, 1990; Stetson and Mazur, 1995; Rai
et al, 2003). Accordingly, it is vital for Korean women’s organizations to
develop more detailed understandings of the inner-workings of the
policy formation and implementation processes and forge relationships
with ministerial staff outside the so-called “soft” or social policy
ministries (education, health, welfare, and labor) in order to more
effectively lobby powerful but traditionally male-dominated ministries,
especially the Ministries of Economy and Finance and Unification (Lee
Ok, 2000 interview; Kwon Young-Hyun, 2003 interview).
Policy decisions that reflect conservative views about gender roles
(Lee Mi Kyung, 2000 interview, Cho Young Sook, 2000 interview) are not
only the result of opposition to reforms by socially conservative
bureaucrats, but also stem from officials’ lack of awareness about hidden
gender biases embedded within policy approaches and viable alternative
policy options. For example, Lee Ok, head of the Women’s Focal Point in
the Ministry of Justice, admitted she had never considered creating legal
literacy campaigns for women to help them understand their rights
under newly reformed laws, but was open to the idea (2000 interview).
Similarly, my experience working in the Korean Ministry of Foreign
Affairs (MOFAT) suggested that many bureaucrats simply do not
consider the gender dimensions of policies for which they are responsible
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(e.g., development projects in underdeveloped nations) and without
closer links and persistent pressure from women’s NGOs and femocrats,
are likely to have little incentive to find out where to turn for advice or
information.

V.

Judiciary—Developing New Infrastructure and
Challenging Legal Culture

Establishing the rule of law has been identified as one of the minimum
conditions of a democratic system. This process, however, is dependent
on fostering a broader legal culture, including the development of an
independent judiciary and citizens’ confidence therein (Yoon, 1990);
rights that protect the interests of specific groups of citizens (e.g., former
military officials and minorities) as enshrined within the constitution
(Linz and Stepan, 1996, 81-83); and citizens’ respect for democratic
procedures and notions of individual civic and human rights (Shin, 1999).
How the rule of law is practiced within different democratic contexts can
be especially important in determining whether new democracies
facilitate gender reform. For example, the degree to which individuals are
conceptualized as rights-holders, as well as the mechanisms in place to
protect such rights from a zealous majority (e.g., an independent
judiciary), are crucial in advancing women’s rights for such things as
reproductive freedom and protection from violence (Jelin, 1995; Caldiera,
1998).
While far from optimal, the South Korean judiciary has undergone
significant reforms in terms of formal infrastructure and (albeit to a lesser
degree) personnel. In contrast to South Korea’s democratizing peers,
change is also occurring in the way the populace perceives and interacts
with the courts (Prillman, 2000). Even so, the overwhelming male
dominance of the legal profession and its famed conservatism, are
retarding the speed of social change.

The Constitutional Court and Revival of Judicial Review
In response to demands for greater judicial independence and more
effective protection of civil and political rights (Kim Sunhyuk, 1997), the
Constitutional Court was established in 1989, reviving the practice of
judicial review suspended during authoritarian rule. The Court has not
only tackled a large volume of cases, but justices have also asserted their

184

Political Challenges and Democratic Institutions

independence in an array of politically contentious fields, including
national security, media censorship, and the family law same-surnamesame-clan marriage ban.21 Legal scholar, Youm, for example, argues:
“Judicial review is emerging as one of the most important institutions in
a democratic Korea” (1994: 40). Similarly West and Yoon (1992) maintain
that:
In a cultural environment in which the legal system has long
been viewed as an instrument of authoritarian governance…the
Constitutional Court has acquired more significance as an
adjudicatory body than many Korean jurists and foreign
observers expected (115).
By overturning previous authoritarian practices and laws, and
establishing the constitution as a “living document,” the Court has
accelerated the democratization process (Ahn, 1997: 115). Between 1989
and 1995, many of the most egregious constitutional violations were
overturned. Some rulings restricted the parameters of the controversial
National Security Act, overturned the statute of limitations that had
protected the perpetrators of the 1980 Kwangju massacre, and ended de
facto press censorship. Having established itself as an active defender of
constitutional rights and displayed a willingness to resist political
pressure from both the ruling party and its rival institution, the Supreme
Court, (Ahn, 1997, 76) the Constitutional Court subsequently extended its
activist work into social areas. In the words of Justice Yong-joon Kim,
“the Court has been instrumental in eradicating a number of unjust
practices that had been defended in the name of ‘tradition’” (2000: 2),
directly challenging politically influential lobby groups such as
Confucian and Veteran associations, which the National Assembly had
been less willing to confront.
By promoting rights to “the pursuit of happiness” and “equality,”
and strengthening individual freedoms versus the requirements of
“public welfare” or “social order,” the Court has also facilitated women’s
groups’ gender-related legal change initiatives. Examples include
overhauling the legal prescriptions against adultery, the same surnamesame ancestral line marriage ban, the veteran affirmative action policy in
the civil service entrance examination, and the Nationality Act, which
defined nationality according to the paternal rather than maternal line
(Ahn, 1997).
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Such landmark rulings notwithstanding, the enforcement
mechanisms of the Constitutional Court and the South Korean judiciary
in general remain relatively weak compared to Anglo-Saxon standards.
While the Court can pronounce on the constitutionality of a lower court
decision or piece of legislation, it is unable to force the relevant
government functionaries (i.e., prosecutors, bureaucrats, or National
Assembly representatives) to redress the situation. In a number of cases
where the Court overturned a significant law, for example, the same
surname-same ancestral line marriage ban, the National Assembly
simply refused to revise the law and merely waited until the expiry of the
Court’s appointed deadline (Lee Sung Hee, 2000). Similarly, although the
Veteran Affirmative Action policy was ruled unconstitutional in 1999,
due to vehement public protests by veteran groups the ruling party
effectively ignored the decision until after the spring Congressional
elections.22 As the new public prominence of the Court in 2004 suggests,
this relative balance of power is continuing to evolve, and indeed has
raised fears by some observers of the development of an “imperial
judiciary” or “judicialization of politics” (Kim Sunhyuk, 2004).

Personnel Changes
A second major change in the judicial system has been the rapid
expansion of the bar, which quadrupled between 1977 and 1996 (from
811 to over 3000) (Ahn, 1997: 81). This growth of the legal profession has
not only broadened the types of law practiced to include consumer, labor,
and civil rights law, but perhaps more importantly, helped to break
down historical hierarchies. Although judges traditionally have been
regarded as “expert clerks” due to the more limited role afforded them
within civil law tradition, young judges are increasingly exercising their
interpretative prerogative:
Often, when the public has cried for judicial reform, young
judges have responded by issuing statements urging the Chief
Justice to take measures for democratic reforms, answering the
demand from the bottom as well as from the outside (Ahn, 1992:
78-9).
Similarly, the emergence of a collective called the Lawyers Group for
the Achievement of Democratic Society (MinByun), which boasts a
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membership of over 300 former political dissidents and civil rights
attorneys, has actively promoted “full democratization” by assisting
simin movement organizations in drafting reform bills and representing
plaintiffs in court cases (Minbyun, 2001; Cho Soon Kyung, 2002
interview).23
These domestic changes have in turn been reinforced by influences
from South Korea’s increasing integration into a globalizing world.
Following South Korea’s 1991 entry into the United Nations (UN) and
International Labour Organisation (ILO), and 1996 accession to the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),
post-transition administrations have taken considerable pains to present
South Korea as a state that respects international norms, including those
pertaining to gender-related issues. While critics have rightly pointed out
that these measures are more often about image creation than substantive
change, it is nevertheless expected that ongoing pressure from various
UN and ILO evaluation committees will contribute to gradual
improvements in both the current gender imbalance within the South
Korean judiciary and the level of gender sensitivity among legal
practitioners.24
Nevertheless, most senior judges, lawyers, and prosecutors that were
schooled during the authoritarian regime have benefited from their elite
status and are therefore resistant to opening up the profession. Legal
scholar Yang Hyunah also suggests that gender-related measures such as
family law reform elicit particularly strong opposition because they
involve deeply entrenched notions of tradition and nationalism, which
continue to resonate with broad swaths of the population (1998).
Accordingly, one must be cautious about the propensity of the courts to
adopt progressive interpretations of new gender rights legislation. Recent
examples of gender discriminatory rulings include a 1999 decision by the
courts to wave an accused rapist’s sentence after the parents of the
perpetrator and the victim agreed to the couple’s marriage (Lee Mi
Kyung, 2002). Another example is the dismissal of an elderly woman’s
divorce petition because the judge argued it was her duty to take care of
her husband as promised in the wedding vows of her day (Cheng Sea
Ling, 1999).
Although increasing numbers of women have entered the judiciary
over the past two decades, raising women’s visibility within the judiciary,
the gender ratio remains extremely unbalanced. In 2004 there were only
222 female judges (11.5% of the total), 82 women prosecutors (6.2% of all
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prosecutors), and 369 female lawyers (5.4% of all lawyers
(www.moj.go.kr). This pattern of male dominance is also prevalent
within the Ministry of Justice, with women making up just 12.5% of the
Ministry’s total staff, and less than 2% in decision-making ranks in 2002
(ibid, 3). Further, in 2002 there were only 30 female law professors
nationwide and “only about six of those are feminist” (Kim Sunwook,
2002 interview). To address this gender imbalance in the judiciary, a
gender sensitivity training program was introduced in 1998 for legal
trainees, but as these programs target future rather than more senior legal
professionals, change will take time to permeate the system (Lee Ok, 2000
interview).

Shifting Public Attitudes
The development of trust in the courts as the arbiters of justice, and a
willingness to resort to legal solutions in response to social grievances,
constitutes a crucial component of democratic consolidation (e.g., Shin,
2003; Helgeson, 1998). Korea’s Confucian system of ethics has historically
preferred non-legal settlements to litigation, a bias further reinforced
during the military dictatorship as the courts facilitated the government’s
repressive policies (Ahn, 1992: 84; KLRI, 1992: 23, 37). Citizens’ attitudes
vis-à-vis the law and courts as a channel of redress have nevertheless
undergone considerable change since democratization. On a conceptual
level, the results of the 1993 Korean Democratization Survey suggest that
South Koreans greatly value justice and the law. Some 62% of
respondents listed “fair justice” as an important feature of democracy: of
the four political components of democratization—“political freedom,”
“political participation,” “political competition,” and “fair justice”—only
the latter was cited by a majority of the 1,198 people surveyed (Shin Doh
Chull, 1999: 48). Admittedly, citizens continue to express some distrust as
to the court system’s neutrality (Korea Legislation Research Institute,
1992: 16; Yoo Soo-jung, 2001),25 but judging by the rapid escalation of
lawsuits filed over the last fifteen years, as well as widespread use of
“Constitutional Petitions” to redress personal grievances (Kim Chan Jin,
2000), the populace’s propensity to turn to the courts has markedly
improved.
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Gendered Opportunities
While data on the public’s attitudes toward the legal system has not been
disaggregated by sex (Kim Sunwook, 2002), attitudinal changes toward
the judiciary can be seen in the number of ordinary women who are
prepared to access the court to seek redress for private and public
injustices, as well as women’s NGOs’ increasing reliance on the courts to
draw attention to gender abuses. The passage of gender-related laws,
especially those relating to equal employment opportunities, family and
sexual violence, and sexual harassment, has encouraged a gradual
increase in lawsuits filed by both working and middle-class women
(National Police Agency, 2001; MOGE, 2001).26 This willingness has been
particularly pronounced in the case of divorce, whereby women have
turned to the courts in surprising numbers. Despite the considerable
social stigma still attached to divorce, by 1999 64.2% of divorce petitions
were filed by women (Kim Chan Jin, 2001: 29). Moreover, a growing
number of elderly women are filing for divorce after decades of marriage
in what has been dubbed the “silver divorce” phenomenon (Sohn Suk-ju,
2000).
Women’s activist groups have filed lawsuits on behalf of victims
since the late 1980s as a key strategy to promote gender equality. As Law
Professor Kim Son Wook points out, “It is much easier for women to
persuade nine or fewer justices than to win over the National Assembly”
(2002 interview). Lawsuits have been used to raise awareness about
discrimination and abuse—especially sexual and family violence, gender
discrimination, and sexual harassment in the workplace—as well as to
test the efficacy of new laws. Two recent high profile cases involving
multiple plaintiffs supported by women’s NGOs are excellent examples.
In the first, 61 female employees of Lotte Hotel filed a lawsuit against
company executives in 2000, claiming “habitual sexual abuse.” The
verdict returned by the Seoul District Court ruled in favor of 40 plaintiffs
and ordered the hotel and four defendants to pay damages. While the
level of compensation was much lower than the 220 million won sought
(about $180,000 USD), the decision sent a powerful message to the
business world “because it recognized management’s responsibility for
turning a blind eye to sexual harassment at work” (Lee Hye Soon, 2002
interview; Chong Kang Ja, 2002 interview).
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The second case involved a dispute between a feminist art collective
and the Jeonju Yi clan over an avant-garde cultural event in Seoul’s
downtown Jongmyo Park, where the ancestral shrines of the royal Yi
family of the Chosun dynasty are housed. Although the artists had been
given permission by the Seoul Metropolitan City government and the
Ministry of Culture and Tourism to exhibit their work, Confucian elders
violently obstructed the project. Eight members of the feminist artist
group “Ibgim,” supported by KWAU, filed a lawsuit in September 2000
against the clan, claiming 40 million won in damages (Linda Inson Choy,
2000). The Seoul District Court initially overturned the case citing
insufficient evidence of illegal action, but a video documenting the clan’s
rampage persuaded a panel of four judges to overturn the ruling in a
retrial. They ruled in favor of freedom of expression in June 2003 (Dong
Kim Sung-hye, 2003). As feminist photographer Park Young-sook noted:
The court case shows the patriarchal and male-chauvinist nature
of the Korean cultural environment where a purely cultural
event can be turned into a social controversy. The court decision
was only too right, and it will be like a breath of fresh air as it
has set a good, albeit belated, precedent in moving toward a
mature society (quoted in ibid, 1).

VI. Conclusion
In order to better understand the interplay between political institutions
and civil society reform efforts in nascent democracies, this chapter has
sought to move beyond overly general arguments about institutional
inertia and systematically unpack the impact of institutional
transformation. Its starting point is that the institutional framework sets
the parameters of possible action for civil society organizations, serving
as a strategic toolbox of sorts. For example, it may help us understand
why social movements in some countries place greater emphasis on
linkages with legislators, parties, or civil servants, or in prioritizing
struggles for greater gender equality through the court system. Using the
case study of gender equality proponents in post-transition South Korea,
the findings are broadly in keeping with the democratic consolidation
and gender and democracy literatures which emphasize that posttransition change is likely to be relatively slow and uneven. However, a
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detailed examination of institutional access opportunities and veto points
in South Korea shows that the political spaces available to women and
other social movements are significantly different from both the political
terrain under authoritarianism and the initial post-transition period.
At the policy formation and legislative passage phase of the policy
process, the legislature, party system, and the executive constitute the
primary access points. Social movement organizations have been able to
capitalize on the disorganization of an immature legislature and inchoate
party system to press through their policy agenda, while simultaneously
remaining aloof from partisan squabbles. In the case of the executive,
although staggered elections and regionalist electoral politics generally
preclude congressional majorities, presidential office holders still enjoy
substantial weight over the policy agenda and deliberation processes.
Accordingly, if the interests of civic groups coincide with the president’s
personal commitments, executive support can tilt the balance of power in
favor of reform proponents.
At the policy implementation phase, the judiciary and bureaucracy
constitute the main arenas of influence. In contrast to many other
fledgling democracies, the South Korean judiciary has afforded a
significant new point of entry for organized citizens. The establishment of
a comparatively independent Constitutional Court has served not only as
a check on legislative and executive excesses, but thanks to the judicial
activism of the first generation of justices, allowed for the expansion of
civic rights (West and Yoon, 1992).
By contrast, the elitist, hierarchical, and still powerful bureaucracy
has until recently provided only narrow opportunities for influence.
Under the Kim Dae-jung administration, the establishment of alternative
civil service recruitment channels and higher levels of civic activist
appointments to ministerial advisory committees somewhat lessened this
exclusivity. Moreover, in the case of gender politics, the creation of a
women’s political machinery infrastructure has provided important
(albeit still limited) spaces for advocates of change.
Drawing on the insights of the New Historical Institutionalism
literature, this chapter has also paid attention to the dynamism of
institutional change. First, revisions to institutional rules may eventually
have an important feedback impact on actors’ options. Quotas and the
creation of a WPM infrastructure, for example, have gradually changed
the South Korean institutional matrix for women, such that since the
mid/late 1990s, organized women have become increasingly willing and
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able to engage with mainstream policymaking and implementation
processes. Second, while the systematic eradication of authoritarian
institutional practices will enhance the overall quality of democratic
governance, the South Korean case indicates that an equally pressing
institutional change concerns the attitudes of the personnel that staff
political institutions. Although there has been a gradual increase in the
influence of a more reform-oriented generation of officials, legal
professionals, and other governmental representatives since the 1990s, a
fundamental shift is still required in political society’s treatment of
female colleagues, as well as attitudes vis-à-vis gender equality initiatives.
Last, while changes to institutional rules and personnel clearly matter,
the evidence suggest that shifts in public and NGO perceptions and
willingness to engage with political institutions play an equally
important role in ensuring the efficacy of democratic consolidation.
What broader lessons does this mapping of the political-institutional
matrix offer for effective civil society-state engagement in consolidating
democracies? Most generally, a detailed analysis of the South Korean
case has highlighted the importance of identifying country-specific
fissures in the state and new spaces for activism. It has also underscored
the importance of adopting a flexible multi-pronged approach to social
reform in order to capitalize on the dynamism of political institutions.
More specifically, it suggests that progressive civil society
organizations would be well advised to remain cautious of alignments
with particular political parties in the case of inchoate party systems and
instead should seek to form issue- and time-specific alliances so as to take
advantage of the windows of opportunity presented by catch-all parties.
Equally important, because of the significant role that bureaucracies play
in formulating legislation in nascent democracies, concretizing general
legislative principles into detailed implementation ordinances, and
overseeing the policy implementation process, civil society groups need
to invest as much in engaging critically with civil service officials as in
seeking legislative reform and influencing the content of party platforms.
Finally, although institutional structures define the broad
parameters of change, without ownership of these changes by relevant
officials the pace of reform is likely to be impeded. While having the
president champion an issue is important, this chapter suggests that
executive support is far from decisive, and that to effect long term
sustainable change, support from a much broader array of political
elites—civil servants, judicial personnel, and legislative committee
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members—is essential. Accordingly, activists need to pay particular
attention to opportunities to shape the content of training programs for
officials in all branches of government.

Notes
1.

2.
3.

4.

5.

6.

Craske (1999) argues that “during the consolidation phase
institutions have ‘bedded down’ and there has been a return to
exclusionary political practices in some countries, such as negotiated
settlements, clientelism and corruption, despite the challenges
emanating from the grassroots” (57).
See Jones, 2006.
Although certain macro-institutional reforms (e.g., a shift in the
balance of power between the legislature and the executive) may
have similar outcomes on the formulation of policies across diverse
issue areas, the impact of other institutional changes may vary
depending on the type of policy (e.g., recognition of political or civic
rights versus fulfillment of socio-economic rights) and the
constellation of actors involved in the formation and implementation
thereof.
Kang (2003) argues that Korea’s economic development legacy has
impeded the democratic consolidation process: “Effective in early
stages of economic development, the collusive arrangement between
the state and giant oligopolistic conglomerates, the chaebol, has
proved not only economically inefficient and anti-competitive in the
era of globalization, but also deeply entrenched and reformresistant” (220).
Important reforms notwithstanding, the president and close Blue
House aides generally set the major legislative agenda and floor
strategies, while legislative staff generally rely on bills drafted by the
bureaucracy, constituent parties, or civic groups (Park Chanwook,
2000).
Interestingly, civic perceptions of and willingness to engage with the
legislature in the first decade post-transition were more favorable
than those in most other nascent democracies. In 1996, 49% of survey
respondents expressed trust in the National Assembly, compared to
just 11 to 30% in Eastern Europe (Shin, 1999:161). The same study
found that sectors of society most disadvantaged under the
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8.

9.
10.
11.

12.

13.
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authoritarian regime—low-income groups, the less educated, and
women—registered the highest support for democratic legislative
politics. Significantly, the gender gap was notable: 59% of women
compared to 51% of men indicated their approval of the legislature’s
performance. However, during the period of 1996 to 2003 trust in the
legislature dramatically declined. Kim Sun-Hyuk, 2004, hypothesizes
that this decline was due to “the ideological polarization between
progressives and conservatives during the past three
administrations” (11), but further research is still needed.
Whereas Western women’s movements often rely on an international
language of human rights or nationally specific constitutional principles
(Basu, 1995; Stetson and Mazur, 1995), the weaker resonance of such
discourses in Korean political culture has compelled women’s activists to
rely heavily on the emotional appeal of individual human rights cases to
attract social support.
According to the UN Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) Index
South Korea ranked 68 out of 78 countries (Human Development
Report, 2004).
There are currently 56 proportional representation seats out of a total
of 299 seats.
Examples include Park Son Ja, 2000; Kim Young Ae, 2000; Han
Myung Sook, 2000, interviews.
This evolution is of course not a natural one and could have been
reversed by the election of conservative Lee Hoi Chang in either 1997
or 2002 (e.g., Lee Mi Kyung, 2003 interview). Mindful of overreliance on backing by a particular leader, women’s organizations
have therefore sought to institutionalize the state’s commitment to
gender equality initiatives by lobbying for extensive legislation on
women’s rights and the establishment of women’s policy
machineries (WPMs) designed to mainstream gender into the policy
process.
Although there is some debate about whether or not the term
femocrat applies to the Korean context because not all women’s
policy machinery staff self-identify as feminists, I employ a broad
usage of the term to refer to women working in the state committed
to gender equality reforms.
His reform drive continued with the 2005 appointment of Ewha
Women’s University feminist Jurisprudence Professor Kim Sun Uk.
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14. Even though frequent party name changes have concealed a degree
of continuity associated with major party leaders, longevity has been
a function of a regional strongman rather than the party institution
itself.
15. If we were to look instead at parties headed by the ‘three Kims’—
mergers and break-aways notwithstanding—a greater degree of
continuity emerges, with the share of seats held by significant parties
declining only 17.9 percentage points (from 92.7% in 1988 to 74.8% in
2000).
16. Stetson and Mazur, 1995; Macaulay 1999.
17. Parties associated with Kim Dae-jung have been more supportive of
social movements in general and the women’s movement agenda in
particular (e.g., Lee Rose, 2000), while the Korean National Council
of Women (KNCW) has been more closely aligned with the centerright GNP (e.g., You Sung Hee, 2000; Kang Hyun Hee, 2000).
18. For example, although the KWAU endorsed female candidates
standing on MDP tickets in the 1998 local elections, in 2002
progressive civic groups made a collective decision to only field
independent candidates.
19. Women were granted suffrage under the 1948 Constitution, but
because it did not result from organized struggle the immediate
impact was limited, with considerably lower female than male
voting rates during the authoritarian period (Lee Jee Hun, 2000).
Rising education and employment levels have led to a significant
narrowing of these differences (Kim Wonhong, 2002: 9).
20. The ruling party created a “gender expert” position in 1998 to offer
expert advice to the party’s policy committee.
21. Between 1989 and 2000, the Constitutional Court adjudicated 4,500
cases,
declaring
approximately
200
unconstitutional
(www.ccourt.go.kr/english/emain.html). More recently, in addition
to overturning the impeachment of President Noh, the Court also
ruled on the constitutionality of moving the nation’s political capital
away from Seoul, one of the primary election pledges of President
Noh, as well as the controversial National Security Law.
22. Although only a small percentage of veterans benefited (i.e., civil
service exam candidates), the policy was seen as symbolically
significant. Because women’s NGOs had supported the court appeal,
veterans took their anger out on activists with bomb threats, cyber
violence, and threatening phone calls (Yoon Jung Sook, 2001). The
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24.

25.

26.
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system was overhauled post-election, but this example suggests that
the rule of law is still not fully institutionalized (Lee Sung Hee, 2000
interview).
Minbyun’s public profile and influence has increased significantly
under Noh Moo Hyun because he is a long-term member, and has
appointed a number of Minbyun colleagues to decision-making roles
within his administration.
For example, a 2001 UN Committee on Economic, Social, and
Cultural Rights report, which underscored the gravity of persistent
gender discrimination in Korea, was utilized by MOGE officials and
the NGO community to lobby relevant ministries and Congress for
changes, including eliminating the family headship system,
establishing better implementation of family violence and sexual
harassment prevention laws, and creating greater resources for
MOGE to carry out public awareness campaigns (Cho Yunye, 2001
personal correspondence).
A 1992 survey found 94% of respondents believed “power and
wealth would affect the outcome of judgments” (KLRI, 1992: 16).
Unfortunately, more recent survey information is unavailable (Kim
Chan Jin, 2001).
After the 1994 passage of the Act on the Punishment of Sexual Crime
and Protection of Victims Thereof, the number of reported rapes
increased by approximately 40% between 1995 and 2000 (from 4,844
to 6,855) (National Policy Agency, 2001), while in the case of the
Special Act for the Punishment of Domestic Violence in 1998, the
number of arrests rose from 4,002 to 14,105 between 1998 and 2000
(ibid).

References
Ahn, Kyon Whan. 1997. “The Influence of American Constitutionalism
on South Korea.” Southern Illinois University law Journal 22(71): 71115.
Alvarez, Sonia E. 1990. Engendering Democracy in Brazil: Women's
Movements in Transition Politics. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton
University Press.

196

Political Challenges and Democratic Institutions

Besse, Susan K. 1996. Restructuring Patriarchy: The Modernization of
Gender Inequality in Brazil, 1914-1940. Chapel Hill and London: The
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
Brock, Karen, Andrea Cornwall and John Gaventa. 2001. “Power,
knowledge and political spaces in the framing of poverty policy”.
Working Paper 143. Institute of Development Studies. Sussex: UK.
Caldiera, Teresa. 1998. “Justice and Individual Rights: Challenges for
Women's Movements and Democratization in Brazil.” In Women
and Democracy: Latin America and Central and Eastern Europe, eds.
Jane S. Jaquette and Sharon L. Wolchik. Baltimore: John Hopkins
University Press, 75-103.
Chalmers, Douglas A., Carlos M. Vilas, Katherine Hite, Scott B. Martin,
Kerianne Piester & Monique Segarra. 1997. The New Politics of
Inequality in Latin America: Rethinking Participation and
Representation. New York: Oxford University Press.
Chant, Sylvia with Craske, Nikki. 2003. Gender in Latin America. Rutgers
University Press: New Brunswick, New Jersey.
Chin, Mikyung. 2000. “Self-Governance, Political Participation, and the
Feminist Movement in South Korea.” In Democracy and the Status
of Women in East Asia, eds. R. J. Lee, Clark, Cal. Boulder, London:
Lynne Rienner Publishers, 91-104.
Choy, Linda Inson. 2001. “Breaking Through: A Right of Passage for
Feminist Artists in Korea”. http://www.artwomen.org/Jongmyo/
jongmyo-intro.htm.
Christensen, Ray. 2000. “The Impact of Electoral Rules in Japan.” In
Democracy and the Status of Women in East Asia, eds. R. J. Lee,
Clark, Cal. Boulder, London: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 25-46.
Cotton, J. 1995. Politics and Policy in the New Korean State: From Roh
Tae Woo to Kim Young Sam. New York: St. Martin's Press.
Craske, N. 1998 “Remasculinisation and the neoliberal state in Latin
America.” In Gender Politics and the State, eds. Vicki Randall and
Georgina Waylen. London and New York: Routledge.
Craske, Nikki. 1999. Women & Politics in Latin America. New Brunswick,
New Jersey: Rutgers University Press & Polity Press in Great Britain.
Croissant, Aurel. 2002. “Electoral Systems in Asia as Elements of
Consensus and Majoritarian Democracy: Comparing Seven Cases.”
In Redefining Korean Politics: Lost Paradigm and New Vision, eds.
Young Rae Kim, Hochul Lee and In-Sah Mah. Seoul: Korea Political
Science Association, 331-375.

Political Institutions and Gendered Social Change in Democratizing South Korea

197

Cummings, Bruce. 1997. Korea's Place in the Sun: A Modern History.
New York, London: Norton and Company.
Darcy, R., S. Welch and J. Clark. 1994. Women, Elections and
Representation. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.
Diamond, Larry & Plattner, Marc F. 1998. Democracy in East Asia.
Baltimore, London: The Johns Hopkins University Press.
Diamond, Larry & Shin, Doh Chull. 2000. Institutional Reform and
Democratic Consolidation in Korea. Stanford, California: Hoover
Institution Press.
Dong, Kim Sung-hye. 2003. “Seoul District Court Supports Women
Artists’ Freedom of Expression.” The Women’s News Newsletter,
June 23, 2003.
Dore, Elizabeth and Maxine Molyneux (eds). 2000. Hidden Histories of
Gender and the State in Latin America. Durham and London: Duke
University Press.
Eisenstein, Zillah. 1993. “Eastern European Male Democracies: A
Problem of Unequal Equality.” In Gender Politics and PostCommunism (Reflections from Eastern Europe and the Former
Soviet Union), eds. Nanette Funk and Magda Mueller. New York
and London: Routledge, 303-317.
Evans, Peter. 1995. Embedded Autonomy: States and Industrial
Transformation. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press.
Feijoo, Maria Del Carmen and Marcela Maria Alejandra Nari. 1994.
“Women and Democracy in Argentina.” In The Women's Movement
in Latin America: Participation and Democracy, ed. J. S. Jaquette.
Boulder, San Francisco, Oxford: Westview Press, 109-129.
Friedman, Elisabeth J. 2000. Unfinished Transitions: Women and the
Gendered Development of Democracy in Venezuela, 1936-1996.
Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press.
Friedman, Elizabeth. 2002. “Getting Rights for those without
Representation: the Success of Conjunctural Coalition-building in
Venezuela.” In Gender and the Politics of Rights and Democracy in
Latin America, eds. Maxine Molyneux and Nikki Craske. New York:
Palgrave, 57-78.
Guy, Donna. 1991. Sex and Danger in Buenos Aires: Prostitution, Family
and Nation in Argentina.
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

198

Political Challenges and Democratic Institutions

Hahm, Sung Deuk & Plein, L. Christopher. 1997. After Development: the
Transformation of the Korean Presidency and Bureaucracy.
Washington D.C.: Georgetown University Press.
Hall, Peter A. and Rosemary C. R. Taylor. 1996. “Political Science and the
Three New Institutionalisms.” Political Studies 44(5): 936-57.
Htun, Mala. 2003. Sex and the State: Abortion, Divorce, and the Family
Under Latin American Dictatorships and Democracies. New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Hochstetler, Kathryn. 1997. “The Evolution of the Brazilian
Environmental Movement and Its Political Roles.” In The New
Politics of Inequality in Latin America: Rethinking Participation and
Representation, eds. D. A. V. Chalmers, Carlos M., Katherine Hite,
Scott B. Martin, Kerianne Piester & Monique Segarra. New York:
Oxford University Press, 192-216.
Jaquette, J. E. 1994. The Women's Movement in Latin America:
Participation and Democracy. Boulder: Westview Press.
Jaquette, Jane and Sharon Wolchik. 1998. Women and Democracy: Latin
America and Central and Eastern Europe, John Hopkins University
Press: Baltimore, MD.
Jelin, Elizabeth. 1996. “Women, Gender, and Human Rights.” In
Constructing Democracy: Human Rights, Citizenship, and Society in
Latin America, ed. E. H. Jelin, Eric. Oxford: Westview Press, Inc, 177196.
Jones, Nicola. 2003. Mainstreaming Gender: South Korean Women’s
Civic Alliances and Institutional Strategies, 1987-2002. PhD
Dissertation. Department of Political Science. University of North
Carolina, Chapel Hill.
Jones, Nicola. 2006. Gender and the Politics Opportunities of
Democratization in South Korea. New York: Palgrave.
Kang, David C. 2003. “Regional Politics and Democratic Consolidation in
Korea.” In Samuel S Kim (ed.) Korea’s Democratization. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 220:244.
Kim, Byung-Kook. 1998. “Korea's Crisis of Success.” In Democracy in
East Asia, eds. L. P. Diamond and Marc F. Baltimore. London: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 113-132.
Kim Chan Jin. 2000. “Korean Attitudes Toward Law.” Pacific Rim Law
and Policy Journal 10.
Kim, Kyunghee. 1998. “Gender Politics in South Korea: The
Contemporary Women's Movement and Gender Policies, 1980-

Political Institutions and Gendered Social Change in Democratizing South Korea

199

1996.” PhD. Dissertation, Department of Sociology. Madison:
University of Madison.
Kim, Kyunghee. 2002. “A Frame Analysis of Women's Policies of Korean
Government and Women's Movements in the 1980s and 1990s.”
Korea Journal 42(2): 5-36.
Kim, Pan Suk. 2002. “The Development of Korean NGOs and
Governmental Assistance to NGOs.” Korea Journal Summer. 42 (2):
279-303.
Kim, Samuel S. 2003. “Korea's Democratization in the Global-Local
Nexus.” In Korea's Democratization, ed. S. Kim. New York and
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 3-44.
Kim, Sunhyuk. 1997. “Civil Society and Democratization in South
Korea.” Korea Journal 37(Summer): 1135-1144.
Kim, Sunhyuk. 2000. The Politics of Democratization: The Role of Civil
Society. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.
Kim, Sunhyuk. 2004. “Political Trust, Institutional Reform, and
Democratic Deepening in Korea”. Paper presented at the
International Conference on Political Challenges and Democratic
Institutions. December 3-4, 2004, Taipei.
King, Desmond S. 1992. “The establishment of work-welfare programs in
the United States and Britain: Politics, Ideas, and Institutions.” In
Structuring Politics: Historical
Institutionalism in Comparative
Analysis, eds. Kathleen S. T. Steinmo and Frank Longstreth. New
York: Cambridge University Press, 217-250.
Kriesi, Hanspeter. 1995. “The Political Opportunity Structure of New
Social Movements: It's Impact on Their Mobilization.” In The Politics
of Social Protest: Comparative Perspectives on States and Social
Movements, eds. J. Craig Jenkins and Bert Klandermans.
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 167-198.
KWAU. 2001. “Harassment and Violence Index.” KWAU, Seoul.
KWAU. 2002. Women’s Year Book. KWDI: Seoul.
KWAU. 2002. “6.13 Local election: Status of successful female
candidates.” 2002: KWDI: Seoul.
KWAU. 2005. “Statistics”. www2.kwdi.re.kr.
Kwon, Huck-Ju. 1999. The Welfare State in Korea: The Politics of
Legitimation. Oxford: St. Anthony's College, Oxford.
Lee, Manwoo. 1990. The Odyssey of Korean Democracy. Westport:
Praeger Publishers.

200

Political Challenges and Democratic Institutions

Lee, Rose J. 2000a. “Electoral Reform and Women's Empowerment:
Taiwan and South Korea.” In Democracy and the Status of Women
in East Asia, eds. R. J. Lee, Clark, Cal. Boulder, London: Lynne
Rienner Publishers, 47-59.
Lee, Rose J. 2000b. “Democratic Consolidation and Gender Politics in
South Korea.” In Democracy and the Status of Women in East Asia,
eds. R. J. Lee, Clark, Cal. Boulder, London: Lynne Rienner Publishers,
123-141.
Lee Young Jo. 2000. “The Rise and Fall of Kim Young Sam’s Embedded
Reformism.” In Institutional Reform and Democratic Consolidation
in Korea, eds. Larry Diamond and Doh Chull Shin. Stanford,
California: Hoover Institution Press, 97-125.
Ling, L. H. M. 2000. “The Limits of Democratization for Women in East
Asia.” In Democracy and the Status of Women in East Asia, eds. R. J.
Lee, Clark, Cal. Boulder, London: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 169-182.
Linz, Juan J. & Alfred Stepan. 1996. Problems of Democratic Transition
and Consolidation: Southern Europe, South America, and PostCommunist Europe. Baltimore, London: The Johns Hopkins
University Press.
Lipsky, M. 1980. Street-Level Bureaucracy: dilemmas of the individual in
public services. New York: Russel Sage Foundation.
Macaulay, Fiona. 2000. Getting Gender on the Policy Agenda: A Study of
a Brazilian Feminist Lobby Group. In Hidden Histories of Gender
and the State in Latin America, eds. Elizabeth Dore and Maxine
Molyneux. Durham and London: Duke University Press, 346-367.
Mainwaring, Scott & Timothy R Scully. 1995. “Introduction: Party
Systems in Latin America.” In Building Democratic Institutions:
Party Systems in Latin America, eds. S. S. Mainwaring and Timothy
R. Stanford. California: Stanford University Press, 1-36.
MOGAHA. 2004. MOGAHA Online Data. http://www.mogaha.go.kr
Moon, Shin Min-kyung. 2002. “Once Again Falling Short of 10% successful women candidates in the June 13 local elections.” 2002:
WomenNews.
Moon, Seungsook. 2003. “Redrafting Democratization Through Women’s
Representation and Participation in the Republic of Korea.” In
Korea’s Democratization, ed. Samuel S Kim. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 135-157.

Political Institutions and Gendered Social Change in Democratizing South Korea

201

Nam, Jeong-Lim. 1995. “Reforming Economic allocations in the Family:
The women's Movement and the Role of the State in South Korea.”
Women's Studies International Forum 18(2): 113-123.
National Policy Agency. 2001. “White Paper On Police.” National Police
Agency, Seoul.
O'Donnell, Guillermo & Schmitter, Philippe C. 1989. Transitions form
Authoritarian Rule: Tentative Conclusions about Uncertain
Democracies. Baltimore, London: The Johns Hopkins University
Press.
O'Donnell. 1994. “"Delegative Democracy".” Journal of Democracy 5: 5569.
O'Donnell, Guillermo. 1998. “Horizontal Accountability in New
Democracies.” Journal of Democracy 9 (3, July): 112-126.
Park, Chan Wook. 2000. “Legislative-Executive Relations and Legislative
Reform.” In Institutional Reform and Democratic Consolidation in
Korea, eds. L. S. Diamond Doh and Chull. Stanford, California:
Hoover Institution Press, 73-95.
Park, Kyung-Ae. 1999. “Political Representation and South Korean
Women.” The Journal of Asian Studies 58(2): 432-448.
Payne, Mark J., Daniel Zovatto G., Fernando Carrillo Florez and Andres
Allamand Zavala. 2002. Democracies in Development: Politics and
Reform in Latin America: Inter-American Development Bank.
Petras, James, Leiva, Fernando Ignacio and Veltmeyer, Henry. 1994.
Democracy and Poverty in Chile: The Limits to Electoral Politics.
Boulder, San Francisco, Oxford: Westview Press.
Prillaman, William C. 2000. The Judiciary and Democratic Decay in Latin
America: Declining Confidence in the Rule of Law. Westport:
Praeger Publishers.
Rai, Shirin. 2003. Mainstreaming Gender, Democratizing the State?
Institutional Mechanisms for the Advancement of Women.
Manchester: Manchester University Press.
Roh, Jeong-Ho. 2003. “Crafting and Consolidating Constitutional
Democracy in Korea.” In Korea's Democratization, ed. S. S. Kim.
Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 181-200.
Shin, Doh C. 1995. “The Quality of Mass Support for Democratization.”
Social Indicators Research 35: 239-253.
Shin, Doh Chull & Rose, Richard. 1998. Studies in Public Policy:
Responding to Economic Crisis: the 1998 New Korea Barometer

202

Political Challenges and Democratic Institutions

Survey. Center for the Study of Public Policy, University of
Strathclyde, Glasgow.
Shin, Doh C. 1999. Mass Politics and Culture in Democratizing Korea.
Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press.
Shin, Doh Chull. 2000. “The Evolution of Popular Support for Democracy
during Kim Young Sam's Government.” In Institutional Reform and
Democratic Consolidation in Korea, eds. L. S. Diamond and Doh
Chull. Stanford, California: Hoover Institution Press, 233-256.
Shin, Doh Chull. 2002. “The Cultural Foundations of Korean Democracy:
A Comparative Perspective on Popular Support for Democracy.” In
Redefining Korean Politics: Lost Paradigm and New Vision, eds.
Young Rae Kim, Hochul Lee and In-Sah Mah. Seoul: Korean Political
Science Association, 291-327.
Soh, Chung-Hee Sarah. 1993. “Sexual Equality, Male Superiority, and
Korean Women in Politics: Changing Gender Relations in a
"Patriarchal Democracy".” Sex Roles: A Journal of Research 28: (1).
Soh, Chunghee Sarah. 1994. Women in Korean Politics Boulder:
Westview Press.
Sohn, Bong Scuk. 1994. “Agenda for Social Reform: Women's Political
Participation in South Korea.” In Women of Japan and Korea, eds. J.
P. Gelb and Marian Lief. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 257273.
Steinmo, Seven Thelen, Kathleen and Longstreth, Frank. 1992.
Structuring Politics: Historical Institutionalism in Comparative
Analysis. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Stetson, Dorothy McBride & Mazur, Amy G. 1995. Comparative State
Feminism. Thousand Oaks, London, New Delhi: Sage Publications.
Tarrow, Sidney. 1994. Power in Movement: Social Movements, Collective
Action and Politics. New York: Cambridge University Press.
UNDP, 2004. Human Development Report: Cultural Liberty in Today’s
Diverse World. New York: UNDP.
Vargas, Virginia. 2002. “The Struggle by Latin American Feminisms for
Rights and Autonomy.” In Gender and the Politics of Rights and
Democracy in Latin America, eds. Nikki Craske and Maxine
Molyneux. New York: Palgrave, 191-122.
Wade, Larry L. and Jin Wan Seo. 1996. “Women, Education and Political
volitions in the South Korean Mass Public.” Comparative Political
Studies 29 (1): 27-51.

Political Institutions and Gendered Social Change in Democratizing South Korea

203

Waylen, Georgina. 1996. Gender in Third World Politics. Boulder: Lynne
Rienner Publishers.
West, James M. & Yoon, Dea-Kyu. 1992. “The Constitutional Court of the
Republic of Korea:
Transforming the Jurisprudence of the Vortex?” The American Journal
of Comparative Law 40(1): 73-199.
Women's Solidarity for the Presidential Elections. 2002. A Comparison
and Evaluation of the Women's Platforms of the Candidates for the
16th Presidential Elections, 2002. Women's Solidarity for the
Presidential Elections, Seoul.
Yang, Hyunah. 1998. “Envisioning Feminist Jurisprudence in Korean
Family Law at the Crossroads of Tradition / Modernity (UMI
Dissertation Services).” UMI.
Yang, Kun. 1989. “Law and Society Studies in Korea: Beyond the Hahm
Theses.” Law & Society Review 23: 5.
Yoon, Dae-Kyu. 1990. Law and Political Authority in South Korea. Seoul,
Boulder: Kyungnam University Press; Westview Press.
Youm, Kyu Ho. 1987. “Judicial Interpretation of Press Freedom in South
Korea.” Boston College Third World Law Journal 7:133-159.
Youm, Kyu Ho. 1994. “Press Freedom and Judicial Review in South
Korea.” Stanford Journal of International Law 30: 1-40.

204

Political Challenges and Democratic Institutions

Appendix A
Selected Interviews Conducted In Korea, Sept-Dec 2000; 2002-2003 June
Role
Ministers

Legislators

Name

Date

Dr Kim Yung
Chang

MPA2

2000

Kwon Young Ja
Kim Chang Suk
Kim Jung Rye
Yoon Hoo Jung
Kang Ki Won
Lee Yon Sook

MPA2
MPA2
MPA2
PCWA
PCWA
GNP, head of the SCCWA,
former head of the KNCW

2000
2000
2000
2000
2000
2000

Han Myung
Sook

MDP

2000

MDP
Ministry of Health and
Social Welfare, WFP head/
MOGE Cooperation and
Liaison Division head

2003
2000/ 2002

Lee Ok

Ministry of Justice, WFP
head

2000

Cho Hee Jin

Ministry of Justice, WFP
head

2000

Nam Sung Hee

Ministry of Education WFP
head

2000

Park Song Jas

Ministry of Agriculture and
Forestry WFP head

2000

Hwang In Ja

Ministry of Government and 2000
Home Affairs WFP head

Park Sung Tae

Ministry of Labor WFP head 2000

Chang Song Ja

Gender Discrimination
Prevention Office head

Lee Mi Kyung
Women’s
Soh Myung Son
Focal Points

PCWA

Institutional Affiliation

2000
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Role

MOGE

Name
Na Yong Hee

Institutional Affiliation
Rank 3 officer, former
KWAU activist

Park Woo Keon

Cooperation and Liaison
Division head

2000

Ha Young Sook

2000

2000

Kim Young Ae
Lee Hyeokyeong

International Cooperation
Division vice head

2002/3
personal
correspondence

Cho Yunye

International Cooperation
Division

2002 personal
correspondence

Kwon Young
Hyung
Kim Jeong-Ja

Women’s Policy Division

2003

International Cooperation
Division

2001-2 personal
correspondence

Lee Kisoon

Gender Discrimination
Prevention Division head

2002 personal
correspondence
2000

Ministry of Health and
Social Welfare, former
Women’s Welfare Division
head

2000

Kim Sung Kwon

2000
Korea Institute of Health
and Social Affairs (KIHASA)
senior researcher

You Song Hee
Kim Young Ae

MDP women’s bureau head

2000

MDP women’s bureau vice
head
MDP gender expert

2000

Kwon Hyang
Yop
Kang Hyun Hee
Lee Hwa Young

MDP women’s bureau

2000

GNP gender expert
ULD gender expert

2000
2000

Park Young Ran

Senior researcher

2000

Kim Young Hee

Korea
Women’s
Developme
nt Institute

Date

International Cooperation
Division staff
General Secretary

Bureaucrats Yang In Suk

Parties
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Academia

Women’s
NGOs
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Name
Byun Wha Son
Kim Kyung Hee
Kim Won Hong

Institutional Affiliation
Senior researcher
Researcher
Senior researcher

Kim Sunwook

Ewha Womans University,
Prof of Feminist
Jurisprudence; Head of the
Korean Women’s Institute

2002

Cho Hyo-Je

Anglican University,
Professor of Social
Movement Studies

2003

Jin Mi Kyung

Ajou University, Professor
of Political Science

2000

Kwon Huck-ju

Sungkyunkwan University,
Professor of Public
Administration

2000

Chan Hyun Baek Sungkyunkwan University,
Professor of History, Head
of Women Making Peace
Kim Hyun Mee
Yonsei University, Professor
of Sociology
Chon Hyun Baek Sookmyung Women’s
University, Professor of
Political Science
Shim Younghee Hanyang University,
Professor of Sociology
Cho Soon Kyung Ewha Womans University,
Professor of Sociology
Yoon Jung Sook
Co-director of Korea
WomenLink

Chong Kang Ja

Co-director of Korea
WomenLink, head of the
Women’s Labor Center

Date
2000
2000
2000

2000

2000
2000

2000
2002
1998, 2000,
2002, 2003
interviews/
personal
correspondence
2000, 2002
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Role

Name
Lee Mikyong

Institutional Affiliation
Director of the Korean
Sexual Violence Relief
Center

Yang Hae Kyung Korea WomenLink, Family
and Sexual Counseling
Center head
Myung Jin Sook Korea WomenLink,
Women’s Environment
Center Head

Date
2000, 2002

2001

2000

Choi Myung
Sook
Cho Young Sook

2000
Korea WomenLink,
Women’s Labor Center head
KWAU Policy Officer
2000

Kim Ji Hyun

Korean Women’s Trade
Union
KWAU general secretary

2000

Center for Women and
Politics head
KWAU Research Center

2000

Nam In Soon
Sohn Bong Sook
Kang Nam Shik

2000

2000
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PART IV

Multicultural Citizenship

8
Reconceiving Democracy: Ranciere and
Connolly on Contingency
Michael J. Shapiro
In a radical challenge to the dominant approach of traditional
political theory to democracy, Jacques Ranciere writes:
Democracy is not a regime or a social way of life. It is the
institution of politics itself. The system of forms of
subjectification through which any order of distribution of
bodies into functions corresponding to their ‘nature’ and places
corresponding to their functions is undermined, thrown back on
its contingency. (Ranciere, 1998: 101)
Deploying a grammatical figure that implicates the becoming of
subjects as intelligible parts of the social order, he extends his challenge
to the social sciences, pointing out that they have historically assisted a
“modern parapolitical enterprise,”(Ibid.: 75) an effacement of the
contingencies of political encounter in favor of “the problematization of
origins of power and the terms in which it is framed—the social contract,
alienation, and sovereignty ....” (Ibid.: 77) Social science takes as its
starting point an “individuality,” where entitlement is simply “the
entitlement of anyone at all to question the state or to serve as proof of its
fidelity to its own principle.” (Ibid.: 79) In contrast, politics, in
Ranciere’s sense, escapes the compass of social and political science’s
concern with policy. “The political” makes an appearance through a
“polemicization,”1 an action in which a part that has had no part makes
itself manifest, an enactment of what he calls subjectification. The
political is therefore not a set of structures or a continuing process
accessible to an application of disinterested knowledge to the arithmetic
distribution of identical bodies, or to the reality expressed in the
discourses of individuals and modes of governance.
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A contemporary version of the traditional-liberal-arithmetic
approach to politics has been recently rearticulated by Ronald Dworkin,
who resorts to the model of the “auction” to treat the equality of
resources,2 and to the model of the insurance actuarial to analyze the
issue of whether an equality of opportunity for weathering a catastrophe
reigns: “[I]f everyone had an equal risk of suffering some catastrophe that
would leave him or her handicapped, and everyone knew what the odds
were and had ample opportunity to insure—then handicaps would pose
no special problem for equality of resources.” (Ibid.: 77) Dworkin’s
political arithmetic effaces a history of violence. Effectively, he obscures
the institutionalized catastrophe visited on those wronged during what
social scientists have euphemistically constructed as the period of “nation
building” and affects their subsequent supply of economic and social
capital (a voiced perspective that would be heeded by authorities) to
insure themselves, even when they know the “odds.”
In contrast, Ranciere rejects the traditional meta politics within
which “man and citizen are the same liberal individual enjoying the
universal values of human rights embodied in the constitutions of our
democracies.”(Ranciere, 1992: 63) Recognizing the history of wrong
involved in the founding violence of the law (e.g. constitution making)
and in the preservation of the law (adjudication), a form of policing or
“policy” that functions within a traditional meta politics, Ranciere evokes
the distinction between “a logic of subjectivization and a logic of
identification.”3 The logic of identification is the typical political
arithmetic within which everyone is a subject before the law or has a
political preference to be counted along with the others. In contrast to
“the arithmetic of shopkeepers and barterers” (or insurance companies,
as in Dworkin’s model), Ranciere speaks of “a magnitude that escapes
ordinary measurement,” a “paradoxical magnitude” that escapes a logic
that equates “the equality of anyone at all with anyone else.”(Ranciere,
1998: 15) The logic of subjectification derives from a pluralism of disparity.
Resisting metaphysical foundations, Ranciere sees the social order as
sheer contingency. There are no political parties with an existence prior
to “the declaration of a wrong.” Thus, to take one of Ranciere’s examples,
“[b]efore the wrong that its name exposes, the proletariat has no
existence as a real part of society.”(Ibid.: 39)
But what is “society” for Ranciere? How are democratic subjects
situated? Referring only indirectly to the social frame within which
democratic encounters emerge, he writes that: “[r]eal democracy would
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presuppose that the demos be constituted as a subject present to itself
across the whole surface of the social body.”(Ranciere, 1995: 39) Apart
from implying that the democratic subject must be socially pervasive,
Ranciere does not elaborate a structural model of segments comprising
the social body. Instead of mapping a static social space, he implies that
social segments are episodic; insofar as they have political significance,
they arise during encounters. While since the eighteenth century
canonical political thinkers have constructed society as a regulative ideal
and the legitimating basis or alibi for “the political,” Ranciere reverses
the order of significance.(Foucault, 1991: 87-104) Politics is Ranciere’s
regulative ideal and equality is his presupposition. Politics is to be
judged on the basis of a steadfast commitment to the equality of everyone
and is understood as the proper regulator of social bonds. Critical of all
sociological conceits, Ranciere indicts political theory, sociology, and the
administrative agencies of a hierarchical order who invent “the social”
and then distribute “justice” as a logical outgrowth of naturalized social
arrangements.(Ranciere, 1999: 91-93) Conceiving the existing social order
as sheer contingency, he claims that there are no political parties with an
existence prior to “the declaration of a wrong.” Thus, to take one of
Ranciere’s examples, “[b]efore the wrong that its name exposes, the
proletariat [which designates any politically excluded other, not merely
workers] has no existence as a real part of society.”(Ibid.: 39)
Here Ranciere is caught in a dilemma of intelligibility. Despite the
absence of a stable referent called “society,” it emerges nevertheless as
one of his discursive objects. This is necessarily the case because ordinary
grammar is recalcitrant to the instability that Ranciere wants to convey.
This is also the case because, despite however contingent and contestable
social segments may be, any approach to democracy must contend with a
complex history of imposed segmentation and boundary making; this is
so even if one concedes that much of what is intelligible as “the social” is
epiphenomenal to a history of modes of domination. Thus any radical
democratic politics must necessarily challenge the reigning order of
intelligibility, which is always an ambiguous achievement. On the one
hand, it creates the conditions of possibility for communication, but, on
the other, it achieves a unified grammar of subjectivity and objectness at
the expense of the subjunctive; it pushes alternative possibilities to the
margin or erases them altogether. Accordingly, before assessing the
implications of Ranciere’s protean and historically malleable social order,
I want to summon William Connolly’s meditation on the ambiguous
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achievement of social and symbolic boundaries, for he provides a
threshold for a critical treatment of foundational commitments
underlying America’s democratic social space.
In a chapter on Alexis de Tocqueville’s conception of American
democracy, Connolly begins with some general observations on
boundaries:
Boundaries abound. Between humanity and the gods. Between
human and animal. Between culture and nature. Between life
and death. Between genders, nations, peoples, times, races,
classes, and territories. (Connolly, 1995: 163)
The historical establishment of such boundaries is comprised of
power-invested, collective acts that affirm and legitimate some practices
and interests yet discredit others. It is through such enactments that, at an
abstract level, peoples become coherent collectives, giving their worlds
meaning and value and, at a more concrete level, organizing their social
and political spaces. But foundational acts, however contingent and
conflictual they have been, are lent transcendent necessity in founding
documents and by much of “modern political thought” [which]
celebrates the advantages of overcoded boundaries by suppressing the
violences accompanying those codes.”(Ibid.: 167) Contemporary political
theorist-apologists follow a venerable tradition of those canonical
thinkers in the history of political thought, who have recognized the
political ambiguities of boundary-making but have been reluctant to
acknowledge or, in Connolly’s words, “to come to terms with them.”4
Connolly suggests that the question of the ambiguity of boundaries
is more likely to surface now, “in a world experienced by many to be
without a natural design,” and goes on to explore the consequences of a
hospitality to this question for democratic theory. It is important to
recognize, however, that the “now” has a historical legacy. For this
reason, as a supplement to a treatment of the ways that Connolly and
Ranciere integrate ambiguity and contingency into their democratic
imaginaries and conceive democratic social space (and the bodies
inhabiting those spaces), I want to introduce some of the conceptual
contributions of Gilles Deleuze, who shares and historicizes many aspects
of their positions. And I want to stage an encounter between two
Thomas’s: Jefferson, who embraced a “natural design” and sought to
displace contingency with necessity, and Pynchon, who explicitly
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engages a fictionalized version of Jefferson and restores contingency with
a historically informed, novelistic critique of this still institutionalized
Jeffersonian impulse, which has resulted in the Euro-domination of the
North American continent. The ambiguity, which Connolly conceives as
essential to a pluralistic democratic ethos, can only thrive when
disturbances to the regulative ideals embodied in founding episodes are
allowed to flourish, and when contingencies are restored by allowing
finite history (and stagings of alternative historical possibilities) to
displace teleological ontologies and legendary narratives.5

I. The Two Thomas’s: Through a Deleuzian Lens6
Although Jefferson’s role in the contentious history of America’s
democratic founding is usually treated through a focus on the
Declaration of Independence and the American Constitution, arguably
his role in creating a Euro-American empire is most manifest in his 1784
and 1785 drafts of the Land Ordinance (implemented by the Congress
in1785), which established a rectangular system for surveying the
American continent. The act stated that, under the aegis of a “Geographer
of the United States,” a surveyor from each of the states, appointed by the
Congress, “shall proceed to divide said territory into townships of six
miles square, by lines running due South, and others crossing these at
right angles...”(Land Ordinance of 1785, http://www.statelib.lib.in.us/
www/ihb/resources/docldord.html.)
Effectively, after imposing a European thought world on Virginia’s
land—and ethnoscape, and acting with the presumption that nature was
summoning a Euro-American future, Jefferson laid the foundation for
imposing the Euro-oriented spatial system and practices of valuing
westward. His Ordinance turned “nature” into property and helped to
produce a social order based on the mutual recognition of proprietary
holdings. Just as with his adoption of the thought world, constructed in
part by “natural history,” he had rendered the continent’s ethnocape into
a nominal grid, which treated different ethnic groups as separate species
(“natural history,” Foucault points out, is primarily the “arrangement of
elements into a grid”) (Foucault, 1970: 130). He turned the American
landscape into a geographic grid, rendering it as an abstract commodity.
The Land Ordinance of 1785, which created a checker board whose
square mile parcels were assembled as the building blocks for townships
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after the system that had been established in New England, has been
historically far reaching. It continues to shape the “now.” As Irene de
Sousa Santos correctly states, “[by] creating it, Thomas Jefferson drew the
grid that would map the U.S. territory practically as we know it today.”
(de Sousa Santos, 1994: 10)
In his time, the Ordinance was Jefferson’s solution to what he
regarded as a troubling diversity. Extending a geographically (and
agriculturally oriented) homogeneous nation-state westward, the act
served to negate “diversities of geography and population” and impose a
unity in the form of a rigid, geometric abstraction, “a homogeneous
cellular medium of life.” (Fisher, 1988: 62) The implications of the
Jeffersonian Ordinance are conceptually addressed in Deleuze and
Guattari’s discussion of the segmentarity imposed on social orders by the
state: “Private property implies a space that has been overcoded and
gridded by surveying.”(Deleuze and Guattari, 1986: 212) Moreover, the
Jeffersonian initiative also accords well with Deleuze’s approach to
understanding societies as the embodiments of solutions to particular
historical problems, as reified “problematic fields.”(Deleuze, 1994: 186)
Jefferson’s version of democratic social space was a solution to a problem
of diversity. The enactment of the Ordinance was one of those “crucial
events” that constituted a social order that has shown remarkable
persistence.7 In Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, the Ordinance constituted
an erasure, a cartographic overcoding of indigenous spatial practices,
which were based on nomadic rather than sedentary and proprietary
relationships with the landscape.8
Finitely situated in a particular world of encounter between
alternative spatial practices and modes of valuing, Jefferson sought to
dissimulate that finitude into an abstract universality rather than
negotiating a co-presence among alternative life worlds. As an extension
of enlightenment geography, a “geometric rationalization of space,”
Jefferson’s Ordinance instigated a surveying process that began at the
Ohio River and continued westward on a line between Virginia and
Pennsylvania. Once extended, the surveying process eventually imposed
a global model on local domains, consummating the encounter in which,
as Enrique Dussel puts it, “Indigenous America felt the impact of the first
globalization.”(Dussel, 2002: 229) As a result, “the multiple local spaces
of the Indian became simply insignificant.”(Boelhower, 1987: 51)
Jefferson’s cartographic rationalization of the American continent
can be framed within a grammatical metaphor that shapes much of
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Thomas Pynchon’s novel Mason & Dixon, which is written not only about
the late eighteenth century but also in its idioms. In Pynchon’s terms,
Jefferson’s cartographic initiatives turned the subjunctive into the
declarative. Whatever possibilities for alternative articulations of
America might have existed, most were effaced as Jefferson’s grid made
“American geography into a single semiotic system.”(Ibid.: 67) As Charles
Mason (1728-1786) and Jeremiah Dixon (1733-1779), the two historical
characters in Pynchon’s novelistic version, pursue their surveying task
westward, “subjunctive hopes” lose their hold on imaginations. Each
hope can abide only until
... the next Territory to the West be seen and recorded, measur’d
and tied in, back into the network of Points already known, that
slowly triangulates its Way into the Continent, changing all
from subjunctive to declarative, reducing Possibilities to
Simplicities that serve the ends of Governments .... (Pynchon,
1997: 345)
While Jefferson’s lifelong efforts were aimed at turning contingency
into necessity, Pynchon’s novel does the reverse. Throughout the
narrative, the contingency of America’s emerging Euro-American
dominated institutions continually asserts itself. In the novel’s opening
section on “Latitudes and Departures,” the imperial process is signaled
as Mason and Dixon are carried from England to the African Cape,
following the Atlantic’s imperial trade routes. Once they are in
“America,” the juxtaposition between Jefferson’s commitment to a
predestined American ethnogenesis and the novel’s deconstruction of it
are displayed in stark relief when Jefferson himself makes a brief
appearance. While in Virginia, sitting in Raleigh’s Tavern (a place
described as “congenial to the unmediated newness of History atranspiring”), Dixon, a bon vivant and reveler (in contrast with the austere
Presbyterian, Mason), raises his ale-can and offers a toast “To the pursuit
of Happiness.” An unnamed Jefferson overhears the toast:
Hey, Sir, - that is excellent!” exclaims a tall red-headed youth at
the next table. “Ain’t it oh so true...You don’t mind if I use the
Phrase sometime?
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After borrowing a pencil and a scrap of paper to record the
historically sacrilized phrase (which Pynchon’s anecdotal treatment turns
into the result of a chance encounter), the “Landlord,” recognizing that
the drinker is a surveyor (either Mason or Dixon), says: “Tom takes a
Relative interest in West lines ... his father having help’d run the one that
forms our own southern border.” (Ibid.: 395)
The word “relative” here serves as more than a pun; it makes
evident that Jefferson’s westward interest is part of his patrimony. In
addition to its implied reference to his father (i.e., Peter Jefferson’s
background as a surveyor and mapmaker), it also implies that the
westward expansion of Euro-America is of a piece with the imperial
transfer from Europe to the Americas. Sensitive to the confrontation that
the imperial surveying process entailed, the novel contrasts Euro- and
Native American cultural geographies, mapping aspects of the ground
plan that Mason and Dixon’s survey effectively overcodes. Initially hired
to establish the boundary between Pennsylvania and Maryland, Mason
and Dixon discover that “[p]revious lines run through the supposedly
boundless forest.”(Ibid.: 80) And subsequently, when the two surveyors
are “join’d by a Delegation of Indians ... most of them Mohawk fighters,”
they reach “a certain Warrior Path,” which they are given to understand
is as far west as they should proceed. (Ibid.: 646)
They are told that this is not a mere Indian trail, not just an
“important road,” but rather “one of the major High-ways of all inland
America.” It is in effect a cultural boundary, and the chapter goes on to
treat the incommensurate cultural geographies that pertain to various
European and indigenous personae—Jesuits, Encyclopedists, and
members of the Royal Society on the one hand, and Native American
nations on the other. Were the Europeans to cross the Warrior Path
(which is not clearly visible and has a “sub-audible Hum of... Traffic”),
they are informed, the result would be “not only the metaphysickal
Encounter of Ancient Savagery with Modern Science,” but also the
imposition of a different “civic Entity.”(Ibid.: 650) Rather than merely
helping to consummate the invention of a predestined nation-state, they
are involved, as Mason puts it, in “tresspass, each day ever more
deeply.”(Ibid.: 608)
To follow the exploits of Mason and Dixon, then, is not simply to
read of the exploits of scientific adventurers. Mason & Dixon is a
(novelistic) historico-philosophical treatise. As their surveying proceeds,
the reader must become less convinced that Mason and Dixon are merely
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advancing science. And as far as their role in “history” is concerned, a
soliloquy by the novel’s main narrator, the Reverend Wick Cherrycoke,
gives voice to Pynchon’s notion of the multiplicity that is history against
attempts to appropriate it to particular interests. “History is hir’d, or
coerc’d only in interests that must prove base,”(Ibid.: 350) the Reverend
states. Rather than leaving history to “anyone in power,”(Ibid.) it must be
put in the hands of those with the wit, not to impose a unitary facticity
but to recognize multiplicity:
Facts are but the Play-things of Lawyers, - Tops and Hoops,
forever a-spin...Alas the Historian may indulge no such idle
Rotating. History is not Chronology for that is left to lawyers, nor is it Remembrance, for Remembrance belongs to the People
[the historian, he adds must have the “wit”] - that there may
ever continue more than one life-line back into a Past we risk,
each day losing our forebears in forever, - not a Chain of single
links, for one broken link could lose us All, - rather, a great
disorderly Tangle of Lines, long and short, weak and strong,
vanishing into the Mnemonick Deep, with only their
Destination in common. (Ibid.: 349)
Throughout the novel Mason and Dixon serve as the thought
vehicles of that multiplicity; they function, in Deleuze and Guattari’s
terms, as “conceptual personae,” performing in Pynchon’s text the role
that Socrates performs in Plato’s; they are vehicles to enact the author’s
conceptual apparatus.9 The contrast is dramatic. While Jefferson’s politics
are disguised in his objectivist-style descriptive language, Pynchon’s
Mason & Dixon, a dialogic rather than monologic text, has characters who
serve as the carriers of Pynchon’s explicitly politicized historical analysis.
At one point, Mason affirms his role as conceptual persona explicitly
when he notes that he and his fellow astronomical observers are not
mired in mere details but are “philosophical Frigates.”(Pynchon, 1997:
283) And once he and Dixon take up their surveying task, and have taken
their philosophical commitments and their technical apparatuses on the
road, Mason refers to his team as part of the European “Mobility”—i.e.,
they are not simply sitting in a status and are not mere measurers but
rather are involved in “Acts that in Whitehall would merit hanging” but
are not criminalized on the Euro-dominated American scene. It is a
political rather than merely scientific mapping, as is implied when Dixon
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apprehends that “something invisible going on,” and Mason says that it
is “American politics.”(Ibid.: 478)
Pynchon’s novel makes evident that Mason and Dixon’s enterprise is
not minor; the surveyors are involved in a world-historical project. As
they assist in imposing the European thought world, they liken
themselves to another historically significant actor in an earlier
globalizing, ecumenical caper: Mark Antony, one who would “lose the
world for Cleopatra ... not Dick his Day’s Wages, at the Tavern.”(Ibid.:
451) And one of Dixon’s interlocutors attests to the global scale of the
surveying enterprise. Referring first to an earlier, religious ecumene,
when the globe was coded spiritually (allowing for much more enigma),
he offers a brief genealogy of the forces coding the planet, noting that
where once “[f]orms of land, the flow of water, the occurrence of what
us’d to be call’d Miracles” obtained, the present “Age sees a corruption of
the ancient Magick,” dominated by “Projectors, Brokers of Capital,
Insurancers, Pedlars, Enterprisers, and Quacks.”(Ibid.: 487)
Articulating the politics of the survey, the novel makes clear that
“[t]he surveyor ... replicates not just the ‘environment’ in some abstract
sense but equally the territorial imperatives of a particular political
system.”(Harley, 1988: 279) And it emphasizes the violence associated
with the Euro-American ethnogenesis that Mason and Dixon’s surveying
aids and abets. The surveyors “mark the Earth with geometric
Scars,”(Pynchon, 1997: 257) and at one point a squire refers to their task
as a “Geometry of slaughter.”(Ibid.: 551) Moreover, before the novel is
finished, the surveyors learn that they are in a world where slavery is the
rule. Masked by the discourse of enlightenment science are practices of
oppression, which Dixon especially comes to acknowledge, as he notes
how unfriendly the world they are enacting is to alternative ones, (Ibid.:
359)10 and, more specifically, that the American complaint about their
treatment by the British pales in comparison with “how both of you treat
the African Slaves, and the Indians Native here ....”(Ibid.: 568) Ultimately,
Dixon’s gradually evolving awareness constitutes the novel as a
challenge to the liberal democratizing narrative of America’s continental
expansion. Looking at the surveying process, rather than the Declaration
of Independence, as the foundational nation building initiative, reveals a
project which Dixon describes as the drawing of “a Line between their
Slave-Keepers, and their Wage-Payers ....” (Ibid.: 692) The Reverend
Cherrycoke is explicit about this darker side of the American experiment,
noting that “the word Liberty, so unreflectively sacred to us today, was
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taken in those Times [the period of the survey] to encompass even the
darkest of Men’s rights.” (Ibid.: 307)

II.

Contemporary Spatio-Temporal Critiques of
Democratic Society

The Dixon and Cherrycoke insights are directed precisely to Connolly’s
concern with the ambiguity of boundaries, which, he notes, “afford
protections against violations and violence” but at the same time “also
carry cruelty and violence.”(Connolly, 1995: 163) And, in common with
Pynchon’s politics of grammar—his implicit celebration of the
subjunctive, Connolly adds that fixed and policed boundaries “close off
possibilities of being that might otherwise flourish.” (Ibid.) Connolly’s
meditation on boundaries articulates well with significant contributions
of both Ranciere and Deleuze. In accord with Ranciere’s insistence that
there are no political parties with an existence prior to “the declaration of
a wrong,” Connolly summons the “Indian” subject to illuminate some of
the dire consequences of Tocqueville’s version of American pluralism,
which necessitated “the elimination of the Indian.” (Ibid.: 170)11 And in
accord with Deleuze and Guattari’s treatment of the modern state’s
containment of nomadism (as a deployment of apparatuses of
capture)(Deleuze and Guattari, 1986: 424-473), Connolly points to
Tocqueville’s toleration of a “modest nomadism,” coupled with his
pessimism that the American democracy cannot evince “a viable
response to forms of nomadism that cannot be eliminated by, nor are
they very consonant with, the civi-territorial complex,” which
Tocqueville saw as essential to democracy’s future (Connolly, 1995: 172).
Nomadism (a way of being-in-the world that cannot be captured
within contemporary society’s authorized model of social segments) and
other modes of inhabiting “the social” have not had conceptual leverage
in the dominant empiricist-oriented approach to democracy, in which the
notion of “political participation” tends to exhaust ideas about the
democratic subject. Social space for empiricist social scientists and
traditional theorists of democracy is constructed as a set of majorities and
minorities who form around particular issues. As in Dworkin’s above
noted philosophy of equality, their objects of analysis are numerical
distributions in which members of any majority or minority are
assembled from undifferentiated “individuals.” Moreover, they adhere to
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a model of the Cartesian social space that Jefferson’s Ordinance initiated,
the gridded American landscape within which majorities versus
minorities are formed and situated, a space that is “identical from point
to point.” Within the liberal individualist model, deployed on a
homogeneous social space, every person is present to the political process
in the same way. Each is a political participant in a “[d]emocratic social
space [that is] a universal and everywhere similar medium in which
rights and opportunities are identical, a space in which the right and
even the ability to move from place to place is assured.” (Fisher, 1988: 64)
Addressing the conceptual impoverishment rendered by
participation enthusiasts, who homogenize and dehistoricize the social
domain, Ranciere asserts that “[t]he idea of participation blends two
ideas of different origins: the reformist idea of necessary mediations
between the center and the periphery, and the evolutionary idea of a
permanent involvement of citizen-subjects in every domain.” (Ranciere,
1995: 60) And Connolly is critical of the way in which the standard
participatory model, which deploys freely acting agents in a
homogeneous space, constitutes an attempt to “resolve ambiguity” and
to press individuality and commonality “to harmonize more closely.”
(Connolly, 1987: 5-6) Ultimately, for both Ranciere and Connolly,
attempts at adding up preferences fail to acknowledge the forms of
difference that a democratic order must recognize—the part of those who
have no part.”(Ranciere, 1998: 11) This is true for Ranciere, whose logic of
subjectification derives from a pluralism of disparity and “the claims of
diversity,” and for Connolly, who privileges a pluralism that requires
negotiations among persons separated by ambiguous boundaries
(Connolly, 2002: 81).
But perhaps the most thoroughgoing critique of the majority-versusminority model of democratic social orders is Deleuze and Guattari’s.
They argue that no majority has an unproblematic representational value
because there is no homogeneous order from which it can be drawn as a
quantitative solution. Rather, such “majorities” are a product of “state
power and domination.” Deleuze and Guattari offer as an example, “the
average adult-white-heterosexual-male-speaking in a standard language”
and note that this “man ... holds the majority, even if he is less numerous
than mosquitos, children, women, blacks, homosexuals.” (Deleuze and
Guattari, 1986: 105)12 Such a character can constitute a majority by being a
norm, or what Deleuze and Guattari call a “majoritarian ‘fact’” that
“constitutes a homogeneous system in which the minorities are sub
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groups.” (Marratti, 2001: 207) A conventional political response, in which
one posits a multicultural solution that extends rights to minorities, does
not address Deleuze and Guattari’s critique of the majoritarian image of
democracy. The issue for them is not that “minorities” are excluded.
Their point is that no majority can represent because there is no definitive
unity from which it can be drawn. All such unities, they point out, are
imposed as norms.
Ranciere is similarly suspicious of the “unities” deployed by
apparatuses of power, of those “social groups” or “political subjects”
who are put into play within the official political discourse. Their
recognition as legitimate participants is part of policing, a fixing of the
terrain of individuals relative to public power (Ranciere, 1998: 31), rather
than politics. “Politics,” as Ranciere conceives it, is carried on by
“subjects that are not social groups.” (Ranciere, 1995: 178) And Connolly
shares Ranciere’s resistance to a rigid model of social identity and to the
familiar forms of identity politics with which it is associated. Similarly
suspicious of officially imposed “unities,” Connolly prescribes a
moderation of the urge for “attunement” between identities and the
order. Rather than adhering to the typical pluralism, which favors the
inclusion of various under-represented social groups, his model of
diversity is an endorsement of “a social ontology of discord,” (Connolly,
1987: 160) which “would require that we acknowledge and seek to
articulate the elements of discordance in the unities we establish.”(Ibid.:
157)
For all three theorists, therefore, social space is an unstable arena of
discord. Rather than seeing society as a stable set of arrangements,
Connolly, Deleuze, and Ranciere constitute the social arena as a domain
of evolving force and counter-force. For Connolly, the significant
opposing forces are ideational. One is fundamentalism, an impulse he
has addressed often and characterizes most recently as the neoconservative platform in a culture war. He sees this as “[t]he futile drive
to reinstate the old picture through force and repression,”(Connolly, 2002:
160) a firming up and policing of identity boundaries and the abjection of
identity types that do not fit the “old picture.” The counter-force, which
would enable what Connolly calls “a multidimensional pluralism of
democratic life,” (Ibid.: 165) are all those impulses toward negotiating a
commonality with difference while appreciating “the constitutive
ambiguity of identity.”(Connolly, 1999: 155)
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While Connolly’s social arena is, in his terms, “agonistic,” in
Ranciere’s the social arena is “polemical.” Critical of historians of ideas
who, when critical, distinguish what is thought versus unthought,
Ranciere argues that the more basic issue is “the very right to
think.”(Ranciere, 2000: 13) The contention within Ranciere’s polemical
social space is a struggle between two forces. The first is the forces of
policing: the familiar social policies within which some bodies receive
recognition as bonafide political subjects and others do not. The second is
the forces of politics: events of subjectification in which excluded parts of
the social order demand to be heard. Articulated with a spatial idiom,
such episodes disturb the institutionalized “distribution of bodies into
functions” and also challenge the epistemic basis for the prior exclusion,
the naturalization of the differences among bodies and of the appropriate
“places” where those bodies belong; they disturb, in Ranciere’s terms
(already quoted), “the order of distribution of bodies into functions
corresponding to their ‘nature’ and places corresponding to their
functions....” (Ranciere, 1998: 101)
As part of his conception of the episodic partitioning of social space,
Ranciere sees the political as arising from a continuous mobility within
the social configuration. Because democracy rests not on specific
leadership qualities but rather on “an absence of qualifications that, in
turn, becomes the qualification for the exercise of a democratic
arche,”(Ranciere, 2001: 5) democratic challenges to the policing order arise
from a non-place. While what is proffered by Ranciere appears to be a
structural phenomenon, a “democratic void” that is “a given constitutive
of politics,” it is also implicitly a temporal phenomenon. The moments of
democratic enactment come from a supplement that arises as
disconnected from that part of the population which, at any time, is
regarded as politically qualified.
Because Ranciere’s rendering of the temporal aspect of the political is
structurally embedded, his history of the political is necessarily
predicated on a structural logic rather than a finite genealogy of power
and resistance. The social base from which politics arises is constituted as
a mobile set of “vanishing difference[s].”(Ibid.: 8) On the one hand, this
approach supplies a radical alternative to the classic contractual
narratives of the political, which emphasize a mythic consensus, a politics
“deduced from the necessity of gathering people into communities.”(Ibid.)
And it avoids identifying the political with the groupings produced by a
state-centric discourse, the “well defined interest groups.”(Ibid.) Against
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a politics of already politically enfranchised identities, Ranciere insists
that “there is politics as long as ‘the people’ is not identified with the race
or a population ... [as long as] the poor are not equated with a particular
disadvantaged sector, and as long as the proletariat is not a group of
industrial workers, etc.” On the other hand, although Ranciere provides
an exemplary episode of contention in his work on the organs
articulating workers’ complaints in nineteenth century France, his
structural frame leaves a conceptual void, the absence of a treatment of
how “dis-agreement” emerges, in different historical periods.13
Although Deleuze also tends toward exemplification to treat
historical forces, he does treat specifically the historical shift from the
epoch dynasties or despotic orders to the state, and thus provides a more
temporally sensitive model, a rough history of modernity. The pre-state
despotic order is a centrally focused machine of capture, where the social
body (the “socius”) is symbolically captured by “the body of the despot,”
who constitutes a “detached object” that preempts all social coding
(Deleuze and Guattari, 1977: 194). The state is also a machine of capture.
But in contrast with despotic orders, that capture consists in a dense
coding, the production of rigid segmentation that displaces or overcodes
former modes of attachment and affiliation.
In response to state imposed segmentation (citizens, ethnic
majorities/minorities, gender and age categories, etc)—the creation of
what Deleuze and Guattari refer to as molarities, there are flows and
movements of resistance within the social field, the pursuit of lines of
flight from state-imposed modes of segmentation and coding. As they
put it, “[a] social field is always animated by all kinds of movements of
decoding and deterritorialization affecting ‘masses’ and operating at
different speeds and paces.”(Deleuze and Guattari, 1986: 220) The
Deleuzian modern society is therefore conflictual in that a series of micro
political initiatives are always in tension with the molar politics of the
state: “From the viewpoint of micropolitics, a society is defined by its
lines of flight, which are molecular. There is always something that flows
or flees, that escapes the binary organizations, the resonance apparatus
and the overcoding machine....” (Ibid.: 216) Such micro political forces are
reflected by, among others, alternative modes of collective assembly
(effectively “subjects that are not social groups,” in Ranciere’s above
noted terms). For example, confronted with the molar politics of a state’s
security oriented segmentation, “[t]here is always a Palestinian or Basque
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or Corsican to bring about a ‘regional destabilization of security’.” (Ibid.:
215)

III. Toward a Democratic Ethos: Restoring the
Subjunctive
Connolly, Deleuze, and Ranciere all see the restoration of contingency as
a prerequisite for the institution of democratic social space. For Ranciere,
it involves the encounter between policing and politics, where nongrammatical excluded parts voice claims and thereby “undermine” the
authorized “distribution of bodies into functions corresponding to their
‘nature’ and places corresponding to their functions.” (Ranciere, 1998: 101)
Contingency for Deleuze arises in connection with his advocacy of
multiplicity, by which he means not a simple politics of recognition and
not the familiar promotion of “diversity,” but rather the creation space
for potential difference, for the possibilities of becoming outside of the
forms of segmentation that are authoritative within the state-dominated
socius. Democratic social space for Deleuze therefore requires a retreat
from contemporary society’s “hypersegmentation,”14 and the move
toward what he calls a “flexible segmentarity,” a retreat from stateimposed rigid segmentarity.
Connolly’s more recent contingency-affirming formulation is his
conception of a “deep plurality”: “Incorporating deep plurality into
existing political pluralism is consonant with democracy if and when an
ethos of engagement is negotiated between numerous constituencies
honoring different assumptions and moral sources.” (Connolly, 1999: 158)
Accordingly, the threat to “democracy,” as Connolly conceives it is,
among other things, “the refusal to acknowledge the contingency of one’s
position and the violent assertion of one’s right to protect this refusal.”
But I want to return here to and earlier formulation of contingency that
Connolly achieves by staging a counterfactual historical conversation; I
do so after being inspired by one that Henry David Thoreau reports in
his, “The Allegash and East Branch.”
Resisting a homogeneous model of nineteenth century social space,
Connolly notes that the reported conversation between Thoreau and his
Indian guide on a canoeing trip, Joe Polis, is one taking place “on the
edges of ‘American’ cultural space.” (Connolly, 1995: 175) He then
supposes that “the contingencies of chance and timing had spawned an
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encounter between Thoreau and a Mashpee” and goes on to stage a
conversation on another part of that edge, one between Thoreau and a
contemporary, the Mashpee, Pequot political philosopher William Apess,
whose polemical writings reveal not only the particularities of the
historically produced “Indian” locus of enunciation (in a Euro-Americandominated political order) but also the contradictions and hypocrisies
inhabiting Euro-America’s democratic conceits. (Ibid.: 177)
Connolly’s staging of this counterfactual encounter articulates well
with Thomas Pynchon’s above noted privileging of the subjunctive over
necessity, for in Connolly’s words:
The very identification of this unpursued space of historical
possibility begins to crack the Tocquevillean/American code of
moral/civilizational/territorial necessity .…. The hypothetical
Apess/Thoreau conjunction drains the presumption of necessity
from the historical options between assimilation of the Indian
and exclusion of the Indian from civilized land. (Ibid.: 177-78)
In addition, by staging this conversation, Connolly creates an
instance of subjectification, adding a voice and thus widening the scene
of “American political thought” as it developed during the nineteenth
century. Like Ranciere, Connolly summons the genre of the conversation
to intervene in the reigning structure of intelligible politics and
reconstitute the distribution of eligible political bodies. But such instances
of political initiative arise in diverse genres. For example, both Connolly
and Ranciere have recourse to film (a genre that Deleuze has famously
explored) which, for Connolly, evokes layers of subjective presence that
evade ordinary consciousness, and for Ranciere has a tendency to
provide critical reflection on the relations of the sensible and the
sayable.15 And both pay attention to writing genres (in Connolly’s case it
is to a historical trajectory of political thinking ) and in Ranciere’s is
reflected in his treatment of the journals that workers published in France,
beginning in 1839.16 Here, my focus is on the interarticulation between
modes of writing and social space, which provides me with a frame to
extend the radical implications of the contributions of Connolly, Deleuze,
and Ranciere to radicalizing democratic thought for the contemporary
“American” scene.
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IV. Extracting Political Presence from a Fractal Social
Order 17
In a brief but politically pregnant meditation on writing and time,
Mexican novelist Carlos Fuentes asserts that writing can “alter the spaces
of presence.”(Fuentes, 1962: 63) Although he does not provide an
elaborate diagram of social space, Fuentes discerns an element of
politically significant difference in Mexico’s social space—in a village in
which the historical time of the Zapatista insurrection shapes the spatiotemporal perspective of its inhabitants. In a chance conversational
encounter with a compesino in the Morellos district, he learns that there
are social spaces that resist the modes of citizen presence constructed by
the “linear time of the calendars of the West.” (Ibid.: 61) Certainly the
critical writing performances toward which Fuentes gestures arise from a
far more complicated, historically engendered set of social spaces than he
was able to treat in a brief meditation. To deepen the writing-space
relationship suggested by Fuentes, I want to summon Pierre Bourdieu
(for both appreciation and criticism) because he has concerned himself
with this connection more extensively, particularly with respect to how
writing has resisted the dominance of state-oriented modes of
intelligibility, or what he calls “the thought of the state.”(Bourdieu, 1998:
35)
Briefly, in his opposition to the dominance of the thought of the state
Bourdieu creates a synthesis between speech act theory and his
Heidegger-influenced construction of social and literary fields. Because
he regards speech acts as constrained by the socially governed system of
intelligibility, then to speak, according to Bourdieu, is to appropriate a
socially recognized style or idiom(Bourdieu, 1991: 54). Thus Bourdieu’s
social field, within which the speaking/writing subject comes to “be”
(takes on a social identity) determines the performative force of the
subject’s utterances. Bourdieu’s analysis of the productive effect of
writing performances is elaborated in his treatment of the writing of
Gustave Flaubert. In accord with his emphasis on the way a social field
determines the conditions of possibility for a subject’s actions, Bourdieu
locates Flaubert’s writing within the nineteenth century socio-literary
field, a field of “relationship[s] between the producers of culture and the
dominant social groups.”(Bourdieu, 1989: 215) The Flauberian “creative
project” must be understood as a product of what Bourdieu terms “the
genesis and structure of the social space” in which creativity is
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possible(Ibid.: 213). Given, on the one hand, the limitations with respect
to “viable careers,” and Flaubert’s experience of limitations for
distinction within both his family and the bourgeois social order, on the
other, Flaubert’s writing must reflect feelings evinced by socio-historical
constraints; Flaubert “felt obliged to manifest a certain distance from
dominant values.” (Ibid.: 219)
While Bourdieu’s analysis of the spatio-temporality of the field
within which a writer either recycles or challenges the dominant orders
of intelligibility may provide a path to the resistance of state-dominated
political thinking, it fails to comprehend the diversity of thought worlds
that comprise the “social field.” Heeding the fractionated diversity—the
vestiges of the subjunctive America—that Pynchon’s novel seeks to
redeem, we need to replace Bourdieu’s model of the social field, which he
renders as a hierarchical system of social “fractions,”18 with a model of a
fractal social order, a historically effected collage of diverse life worlds
that have been coercively assembled by a history of state directed “nation
building” and its attendant forms of political economy. Among the
relevant aspects of fractal systems for treating social organization are
their micro structures and indeterminacy. A fractal order consists of
many micro-orders within it, which yields a configuration that has no
single focal point and is subject to an indeterminate number of modes of
measurement.19 Analogously, to treat the social order as a protean
clustering of micro orders is to recognize alternative ways in which, for
historical reasons, social space is constituted as many different,
interrelated spaces, whose contours speak to complex differences in
historical assembly. As a result, within such a fractal structure, there
emerge speaking and writing performances whose challenges stem from
systems of exclusion with considerable historical depth.
More specifically, much of the politics of contemporary writing
reflects the counter memories of those groups that have been victimized
by a history of political economy associated with the formation of the
Euro-oriented model of political order, which was largely responsible for
depositing the diverse bodies that inhabit the system of disparate but
interconnected social fields within the modern nation state. For example,
in the U.S. case, many African American, Native American, and Third
World migrant writers do not, a la Bourdieu, select from extant idioms
within the hierarchy of available styles that have persisted within statedominated social orders. Rather, their writing expresses profound
ambivalence to the dominant literary field within which their work is
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deployed precisely because of the tendency of that field to be complicit
with the state’s presumption (its primary mode of “thought”) that it
governs a unitary and coherent national culture, a state-managed unitary
social order.
In order to situate the ways in which aesthetic discourses interarticulate with social space, one can recall Ranciere’s remark on aesthetics
and politics where he says that “the aesthetic nature of politics” directs
our attention not to “a specific single world” but to “a world of
competing worlds.”(Ranciere, 2003: 6) Inasmuch as innovative artistic
texts encourage a mode of aesthetic comprehension that, in Ranciere’s
terms, “repartition the sensible,” they engender a politics by making “a
place which was not supposed to be political.”(Ibid.: 3) Insisting that his
approach to “space” is the same as his approach to “aesthetics,” Ranciere
constructs the problem of democracy as one of introducing a “conflictive
world.” When what is sensible is reconfigured, there is a space for new
things to appear as “political objects.” (Ibid.: 6)
Although there are numerous examples, here I focus on three writers
with diverse and fraught relationships with the dominant American
social and political American imaginaries because of their explicit
ambivalences about participating in America’s main, commercially
controlled literary culture. The three—Michelle Cliff, a diasporic
Jamaican; Sherman Alexie, a Native American; and Toni Morrison, an
African American—all have writing performances that enact modes of
thought that challenge the conventional nation building narrative and the
liberal democratic model of the citizen-subject (within which every
individual is an undifferentiated citizen subject, and the social order is
merely an ahistorical class structure).

Michelle Cliff
Michelle Cliff’s observations on languages, expressed by one of her
fictional characters, serve to characterize the agenda for writers who
recognize the ideational traps lurking in the familiar systems of
intelligibility created by a historical trajectory of Euro-American political
thought. In her novel Free Enterprise, the narrator reflects on the historical
role of each language’s participation in the imperial domination of her
homeland. “English,” she says, “was the tongue of commerce”; ”Spanish
was the language of categories” (by which she means the creation of a
biopolitical matrix of economically and politically ineligible,
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miscegenated blood types); and Latin was the language of Christian
spiritual hegemony. “Against these tongues,” she adds, “African of every
stripe collided.”(Cliff, 1993: 7)
Cliff stands with her feet in two worlds and thus writes not only in
an English toward which she feels ambivalent but also from disjunctive
loci of enunciation. Identifying with the diasporic part of social order,
which cannot be comfortably assimilated as unitary national subjects,
much of her writing focuses on transnational lives. For example, in her
novel No Telephone to Heaven, a diasporic perspective is enacted both
geopolitically and linguistically—geopolitically by the back and forth
movement of her main character, Kitty Savage, between the U.S. and
Jamaica (as well as back and forth from England) and linguistically in the
collision of idioms, standard English, and Jamaican patois, and in the anti
narrative structure, a set of dissociated narrative fragments.
Cliff’s novelistic contribution to diversifying America’s thought
world reflects a significant historical change in the role of that genre,
which in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries displaced other
narrative forms in the third world. Although the novel initially was
primarily a nation building genre, subsequently Cliff—like many other
third world writers, diasporic and otherwise—has made the novel a site
of resistance to the global, national, and social imaginaries of the “first
world.”20 Yet Cliff evinces a profound ambivalence toward writing in
general because she recognizes the difficulty of extracting a thought from
the outside within languages that encode a dominant Anglo-American
thought world.21 As she has noted, her primary linguistic imaginary is
silence, a form of resistant aphasia, which she sees as the ultimate
discursive location for one who would wholly resist the colonizing forces
within language (Cliff, 1978; 1988: 57).
Cliff’s political inflection of silence is manifested in her No Telephone
to Heaven when her character, Kitty Savage, is described as breaking her
silence when she discovers a shop with Jamaican foods in New York(Cliff,
1987). Ultimately, although Cliff’s “attempt to bound off a space of
silence via the symptom of aphasia”(Aguiar, 2001: 108) is never
consummated, Cliff continues to write; this reflects her suspicion that
however hybrid and resistant her cacophony of voices and assemblage of
narrative fragments in her novels are to the dominant idioms and
historical memories of the Euro-dominant state, she can never be wholly
present to herself as a resisting body in her writing. Nevertheless, her
struggle with the ambiguous achievement of an intelligibility that bridges
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thought worlds is exemplary. It plays a role in articulating a subjunctive
America that the familiar Euro-American narratives (e.g. the melting pot
story) overcode.

Sherman Alexie
Like Michelle Cliff, Sherman Alexie embodies the split consciousness of
one with his feet in two different life worlds. And he shares Cliff’s
expressed ambivalence toward writing. In his short story, “Indian
Country,” Alexie treats the geographic and ethnographic ambiguity of
his Indianness through his character, Low Man Smith, a writer and
doubtless his alter ego. Low Man describes himself in one of the story’s
conversations as one who is “not supposed to be anywhere.”(Alexie, 2000:
82) His Indianness, along with that of other Native American characters,
is highly diluted; a “Spokane,” he speaks and understands no tribal
languages, was born and raised in Seattle, and has visited his own
reservation only six times.
The “Indian country” for which Alexie’s story provides a
fragmentary mapping has resonances with Black Elk’s sentiments about
how the Euro-American conquest has created an Indian country that
consists of “little islands [that are] always ... becoming smaller.” But
Alexie adds another, more ambiguous “Indian country” to the Indian
landscape he maps (which, if represented pictorially, would be a few
color flecks in the western states on a map of the United States); he treats
the discursively muffled Indian country. Alexie’s dialogic version of the
precarious and obscure visibility of that country is reinforced throughout
the story’s conversations, which convey a dilemma of intelligibility for
Native Americans existing in two alternative thought worlds, articulated
in different idioms. For example, at one point Low Man asks an older
Indian, Raymond, if he is an elder. Shifting to a non Indian idiom,
Raymond replies, “elder than some, not as elder as others.” (Ibid.: 77)
Reflecting Alexie’s awareness of the ways in which Native American
sense-making is always already colonized by a Euro-American idiom,
Low Man Smith manifests a profound ambivalence toward being
immersed in the Euro-dominated literary field that exists in the United
States. He refers to the chain bookstores that carry his books as “colonial
clipper ships,”(Ibid.: 78) and in the process of moving about an urban
venue in search of a non-chain bookstore, he tries to divest himself of his
laptop, first, evoking a traditional Native American practice and trying to
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trade it in at Seven Eleven convenience store and then handing it to a
clerk in a Barnes & Noble bookstore, pretending that he found it.
The discursive ambiguities and writer ambivalence toward writing
in Alexie’s short story reflect the condition of his characters throughout
his writing—be they novels, poetry, or screenplays—in which his Indians
struggle within what M. M. Bakhtin refers to as “the framework of other
people’s words.”(Bakhtin, 1984: 59)22 In several places Alexie evokes a
reversal of the captivity narrative, locating the Indian instead of the white
woman as victim (in his case of a Euro-American discursive hegemony).
When he worked in Hollywood as a screenwriter (a writing vocation
subject to studio revisions), he became blocked, he says, because he
“started to hear ‘their’ voices, those Hollywood voices whenever [he]
tried to write anything.”(Alexie, 2001: 2) And in one of his poems that
was addressed to Mary Rowlandson’s captivity story, he articulates his
struggle against captivity by the “[l]anguage of the enemy: heavy lightness,
house insurance, serious vanity, safe-deposit box ....”(Alexie, 1993: 98)
Alexie’s response to the perils of linguistic capture is not to retreat to
a version of Indian discursive authenticity. As he puts it, he resists the
“corn pollen and eagle feather school of poetry.”(Alexie, 1994: 15)
Recognizing that he writes from a colonized locus of enunciation, he
articulates the dilemma of the contemporary Indian writer who stands
partly within the dominant system of intelligibility (for example, he
acknowledges such disparate influences as Stephen King novels and the
television show, The Brady Bunch) but seeks at the same time to disrupt
the power relations inherent in conventional sense making. John Newton
describes the dilemma of Alexie (and Native American writers) well:
As the subjugated “other” of an invader discourse synonymous
with global media saturation, the Native American subject finds
himself spectacularized on a global scale ... Alexie makes his
stand in the struggle for subjective agency not in some
autochthonous interiority but on the flat, open ground of the
invader’s own image-repertoire.(Newton, 2001: 415)
To figure his dilemma, Alexie invokes the concept of the treaty.
Seeing the history of the U.S. Euro- and Native American relationships as
a series of broken treaties, his love poems are often allegorical; they
feature Indian-white romances that must manage the historical and
ethnic rift with “tiny treaties.”23 And doubtless, the allegory also works at
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another level, referring to the treaty that his participation in a whitedominated literary culture represents. Accepting the necessity of using a
language that will not allow an expression of an Indianness that escapes
Euro-American hegemony, Alexie’s writing nevertheless restores another
dimension of subjunctive America, however buried it might be within a
hybridized and overcoded landscape.

Toni Morrison
Toni Morrison expresses the same ambivalence toward her participation
in U.S. literary culture as Cliff and Alexie. She functions within what she
calls “a singular landscape for a writer,” inasmuch as she writes “in a
nation of people who decided that their world view would combine
agendas for individual freedom and mechanisms for devastating
oppression.”(Morrison, 1990: xiii) Given that the extant American literary
culture articulates the legacy of this duplicitous founding, there is a
paradox inherent in her participation as a novelist in the culture of
literacy. Although she “participates in the public sphere constituted by
print literacy ... her fiction strains to constitute itself as anti-literature and
to address a type of racial community that she herself recognizes to be
unavailable to the novelist.”(Dubey, 1999: 188) Morrison’s audience/
constituency takes on its coherence as a protean transnational black
culture, forged as much through structures of exclusion and episodes of
displacement as through practices of solidarity. And much of the cultural
imaginary, which forms the implied readership of her novels, is
“preliterate.”(Ibid.) Yet, like Cliff and Alexie, Morrison continues to write.
And, most significantly, her novel Paradise, which addresses itself to a
historical episode of racial exclusion, effectively enacts the critical posture
that Bourdieu has identified as the antidote to “state thinking,” the
necessity of creating a “rupture” that challenges the state’s “symbolic
violence,” its mobilization of and control over the mental structures that
make its institutions appear “natural.”(Morrison, 1999) In Morrison’s case,
the tools for rupture are literary. They involve, as a commentary on her
novel Beloved puts it,
the creation of a narrative text that radically opens the literary
canon to counter-discursive strategies of re-memory, as well as
grounding of the cultural politics of difference in the language
of the contingent and the provisional.(Khayati, 1999: 315)
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Morrison’s enactment of a rupture is especially evident in her
Paradise because that novel involves, in Bourdieu’s language, “the
reconstruction of genesis,” which brings “back into view the conflicts and
confrontations of the early beginnings and therefore all the discarded
possibilities.”(Bourdieu, 1998: 40) Her Paradise recovers vestiges of a
subjunctive America that are obliterated in the dominant version of EuroAmerica’s national memory. Specifically, the “genesis” to which
Morrison’s novel is addressed is the ideology and story of American
exceptionalism that fueled a major aspect of the Euro-American
nationhood project. Initially, the religious, patriarchal leaders of the early
New England settlers strove to inculcate the presumption that American
was to be a new Jerusalem, “a site specifically favored by God—perhaps
the very place that he had chosen to initiate the millennial Kingdom of
Christ.”(Kammen, 1997: 175) Subsequently, from the early nineteenth
century on, a secularized version of American exceptionalism has held
sway among many American historians who have been vehicles of “the
assumption that the United States, unlike European nations, has a
covenant that makes Americans a chosen people who have escaped from
the terror of historical change to live in timeless harmony with nature.”24
The idea of the covenant and the imperatives that flow from it—the
need to resist change and the need to maintain the purity of the lineage
that is charged with the special mission—produce the woeful
consequences described at the beginning and end of Morrison’s novel.
The novel suggests that at best the exceptionalist narrative stifles politics,
and at worst it leads to violence. In addition to the closure of the political,
the other consequence provides the chilling opening to the novel, whose
first line is, “they kill the white girl first.” Thereafter, an understanding of
this opening event requires that the reader follow a complex and shifting
narrative that eventually explains a deadly attack by a group of men
from a covenanted, all-black community in Oklahoma on the women in a
nearby convent that has served as a women’s shelter.
The attackers are from Ruby, a small western all-black community in
which the older members situate themselves in a self-described historical
narrative that celebrates the perseverance of their ancestors in the face of
rejection and their subsequent redemption through adherence to the
codes of a special mission. Descended from former slaves, the town’s
ancestors left post-reconstruction discrimination in the late nineteenth
century American South only to be denied entry into both white and
black communities in Oklahoma, which, as Morrison had learned, had 26
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all-black towns at the turn of the twentieth century.25 The Rubyites
special mission, an African American version of American
exceptionalism, is engendered by their rejections, to which they refer in
their narrative as the “disallowing.” Having walked from Mississippi to
Oklahoma, attracted by an advertisement about an all-black town, they
discovered that their blackness was a threat to the lighter-skinned
“Negroes” who shunned them. “The sign of racial purity they had taken
for granted had become a stain.”(Morrison, 1999: 194)
Coping with the shock of a rejection (which they had expected only
from whites), they founded their own all-black community of Haven in
Oklahoma and subsequently moved even farther into western Oklahoma
to found Ruby, which they regarded as the fulfillment of their ancestor’s
intention to construct an Eden, a paradise on earth run by a group of
racially pure blacks. The town chronicler, Patricia, summarizes the “8rock’s” (descendants from the original founders) model for maintaining
purity: “Unadulterated and unadultered 8-rock blood held its magic as
long as it resided in Ruby. That was their recipe. That was their deal. For
immortality.” (Ibid.: 217) “Ruby” (“who can find a virtuous woman? For
her price is far above Rubies, Proverbs xxxxi 10) contains paradisiacal
signs; for example the soil seems almost miraculously fertile, so that
while Haven had only barren muddy ground, Ruby has flourishing
gardens. It also turns out, however, to be a stiflingly conservative,
patriarchal, and even misogynist community. And rather than turning
inward to confront divisive issues, when the younger Ruby generation
departs from the original covenant, the patriarchs of Ruby displace their
problems on a nearby community functioning with a different covenant.
The assault with which the novel begins is on a shelter for women, whose
inhabitants have had connections with some of the town’s men. The
shelter is in a former convent (in a mansion that had once served as a
“cathouse”) outside the town.
Morrison’s novel enacts Bourdieu’s suggestion about the necessity
for creating a rupture by returning to the founding myths that sustain
violence, be they actual or symbolic. While identifying a racially
fractured America, she contests, at once, the Puritan reading of American
exceptionalism and the African American attempt to simulate that
exceptionalism and to treat it as a dogma by attempting to preserve or
freeze the meanings generated in founding acts. A resistance to the
freezing of meanings also characterizes Morrison’s approach to her
writing. She seeks to avoid “oppressive language ... [w]hether it is the
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obscuring state language or the faux-language of mindless media ... [or]
the calcified language of the academy or the commodity driven language
of science ... or language designed for the estrangement of minorities,
hiding its racist plunder in its literary cheek ....”(Morrison, 1993) By
inventing fresh voices and subjecting them to telling encounters she, like
Connolly (in his staging of a conversation between Thoreau and Apess),
enacts a subjectification.

V.

Conclusion: Restoring the Subjunctive

As I noted above, Bourdieu’s analysis of Flaubert’s writing provides
exemplary insight into his radical epistemology. He locates the
significance of Flaubert’s texts in “the genesis and structure of the social
space” within which Flaubert’s creativity was possible. Bourdieu’s
“social space” in this case, however, is an assemblage of culture
producers and dominant social groups. Preserving the critical insights in
Bourdieu’s notion of the genesis and structure of social spaces but
rethinking the social field as a fractal space (as a series of interconnected
micro spaces that has been filled over time by bodies set adrift by the
forces of imperial political economy), my focus is on the counter
memories of writers who do not fit comfortably within state-controlled
social orders. A history of political economy haunts the writings of
Michelle Cliff, Sherman Alexie, and Toni Morrison. Taken together, their
texts reflect, as I noted, an “amalgam of diverse life worlds that have
been assembled by a history of state directed, and largely coercive ‘nation
building’ and its attendant forms of political economy.” Although they
all write in English, “the tongue of commerce,” as one of Cliff’s characters
puts it, rather than merely affirming the world that “English” (in all of its
power-related manifestations) has made, they instead use language in a
way that accords with both the critical impetus of Bourdieu’s sociological
work and Thomas Pynchon’s novelistic restoration of contingency, his
displacement of the declarative with the subjunctive. Their articulated
ambivalence toward the language within which they write encourages
recognition of the contention that the dominant thought world, recycled
in conventional approaches to American political theory, tends to
obscure.
However, there is a remaining issue, one of how the concept of a
fractal socio-literary order can migrate into an effective notion of the
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political, one that affords a loosening of the hold of necessity. If we
recognize that fractal structures—for example their realization in African
architecture—have no definitive center, no “central focus,”(Eglash, 1999:
31) one avenue of transition from the fractal/social to the political is
provided in Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s critique (noted above) of
the majoritarian emphasis in democratic theory and their turn to
“minority literature” which provides lines of flight from the symbolic
tyranny of a majoritarian thinking that seeks to stabilize majorities and
minorities. The writers—Cliff, Alexie, and Morrison—are all products of
historical encounters and acts of coercion, and in effect are minoritarian
writers. Like Franz Kafka (Deleuze and Guattari’s exemplar of one who
becomes minoritarian through writing), they (like Connolly, in his
counterfactual, Thoreau-Apess conversation) stage new encounters in
their writing to affect both the past and present(Deleuze and Guattari,
1986). Writing in the major language but seeking to escape its historical
trajectory of domination, they write to “deterritorialize” the extant grid of
biopolitical and geopolitical essences. They refigure the past, creating
counter-memories that challenge the narrative of an emerging,
homogenous society (a definitive declarative) and at the same time create
the imaginative conditions of possibility, for a restoration of the
subjunctive, a contingency-embracing order where new relations, based
on de-identification with old imposed essences, can flourish.

Notes
1.
2.

3.

4.

5.

For an application of Ranciere’s insights under this rubric, see
Benjamin Arditi and Jeremy Valentine (1999).
Ronald Dworkin (2000: 71). The contrast between Ranciere and
Dworkin here is close to a version in developed earlier; see Michael J.
Shapiro(2004: 22-24).
Ibid. The concepts of founding and preserving violence are borrowed
from Walter Benjamin’s challenging treatment of the law-violence
relationship: “Critique of Violence.” (1978: 277-300).
Ibid., p. 163. Connolly specifically mentions Rousseau as one who
“recognizes the ambiguity involved in the founding of a people”
(1995: 165).
In a critique of attempts by authorities to expunge ambiguity,
Connolly refers to “a teleological ontology [which] seems to
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6.

7.
8.
9.

10.
11.

12.

13.
14.
15.

16.
17.

18.
19.
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presuppose a transcendental designer”(1987: 129). “Finite history,”
as Jean-Luc Nancy characterizes it, is history in the sense of events in
which people share a time period that has no natural boundaries and
relationships that are not governed by definitive warrants such as
“reason” or “nature”; see Connolly (1993: 143-166).
This Thomases section is reproduced from a part of my essay,
“Securing the American Ethnoscape: Official Surveys and Literary
Interventions,” in Worlds & Knowledges Otherwise at: http://www.
jhfc.duke.edu/wko/dossiers/1.1/ShapiroM.pdf.
The “crucial event” expression is Paul Patton’s, used to explicate the
Deleuzian model of the social; see Patton (2000: 41).
See Deleuze and Guattari’s various discussions of nomadology in A
Thousand Plateaus (1986).
See Deleuze and Guattari (1994). As Deleuze and Guattari put it,
“Socrates is the principal conceptual persona of Platonism” (1994:
63).
Mason, however, remains relatively naive to the end.
Ranciere’s characteristic examples focus on the historical wrongs
visited on proletarians: “Before the wrong that its name exposes, the
proletariat has no existence as a real part of society.”(1998: 39)
My treatment of the position benefits from Paola Marratti’s
treatment of Deleuze and Guattari’s politics. See Marratti (2001: 205220).
For Ranciere’s(1989) analysis of nineteenth century worker
movements.
Gilles Deleuze, “Postscript..” , p. 33.
For Connolly on film, see various sections in his Neuropolitics. For
Ranciere on film, see Solange Guenoun, “An Interview with Jacques
Ranciere: Cinematographic Image, Democracy, and the Splendor of
the...,” Sites 4: 2 (Fall, 2000), pp. 1-7.
See Jacques Ranciere, The Nights of Labor.
Much of this section is reproduced from my essay, “Bourdieu, The
State, and Method,” Review of International Political Economy,” (spring,
2003).
See for example, Pierre Bourdieu (1984).
On the issue of focality in fractals, see Steven Mason’s remarks on
the fractal aesthetics of the cubist movement with special attention to
Pablo Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon on the web at: http://
www.whatrain.com/fractallogic/page44.htm.
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20. As Mary N. Layoun puts it, the novel “quickly predominated as a
privileged narrative form” in the third world, but it soon became
reconfigured as a site of resistance rather than a vehicle for imposing
European civilizational and cultural conceits (1990: xii).
21. For a treatment of the contribution that “thought from the outside”
lends to critical thinking, see Michel Foucault, “The Thought from
the Outside.”
22. The application of this Bakhtinian phrase to Alexie can also be found
in Jerome Denounce (2002: 86).
23. See Alexie’s poems, “Tiny Treaties” and “Seven Love Songs Which
Include the Collected History of the United States of America.” (1993:
56-57, 62-65).
24. The quotation is from David Noble(1968: ix). The exceptionalist
ideology has been subject to numerous critiques, most notably in
David Veysey’s influential essay, where he dismissed the notion of
an American distinctiveness and asserts that contrary to the
presumption of a generalized, unique and singular American
character (and mission), “we are but one fractional (and internally
fractionated) unit in a polyglot world, and that social history is
composed of a vast number of separate and distinct pieces, like a
mosaic that seldom stops at international boundaries lines...”
(Kammen, 1997: 179).
25. Morrison discovered the basis for her story when, as she says, “I was
looking at the book of photographs Ghost Towns of Oklahoma,” and
noticed that “it scarcely mentions any of the black ones” (Hitchens,
1998: 144).
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Multiculturalism and the Politics of Naming
Sandra F. Joireman *

In its most positive manifestation, multiculturalism is a policy or an
ideal that emphasizes the uniqueness and the value of different cultures
in the world. It is most often referenced in immigrant countries or areas
of the world that have a variety of subnational ethnic or minority groups.
In some circles, multiculturalism is also negatively associated with
political correctness and a socially enforced acceptable standard of
opinion that is resented.1 Multiculturalism has been both promoted by
governments as a desirable characteristic of a country and promoted as a
point of national pride. This occurs in spite of the fact that
multiculturalism can, and often does, bring special conflicts and
challenges to states. Moreover, although multiculturalism is often
championed by governments as beneficial or desirable, not all citizens
agree.
The evolution of multiculturalism from an observation, or a societal
characteristic, to a political policy has been attacked from both the right
and the left. From the right, it has been criticized for elevating all cultures
to a similar level when, some would argue, sober judgment should be
made in evaluating the benefits and disadvantages of different cultures:
The ideas and values that animate a particular culture can and
should be judged objectively. A culture that values freedom,
progress, reason and science, for instance, is good; one that

* My thanks to Ryan Juskus, Jonathan Miner, and Emily Monteith for their able
research assistance, Shu-Fen Lin for her close reading of the text and insightful
comments and to the conference participants who raised a number of issues
that led me to rethink certain aspects of this chapter. All faults of this chapter
remain my own.
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values oppression, stagnation, mysticism, and ignorance is not.
(The Ayn Rand Institute, 2004)
The argument is that values that some would judge as positive, are
dominant in some cultures and absent in others.
Multiculturalism has been castigated by critics on the left for turning
a concept that was meant to empower minority cultures into a constraint
by creating cultural and geographic ghettos (Bissoondath, 2002). In a
debate raging over whether equity is sacrificed in the pursuit of “justice”
when multiculturalism is institutionalized, multiculturalism has also
been challenged for its justification of political action. This particular
debate will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.
If multiculturalism is so controversial, why do so many governments
choose to elevate cultural pluralism in their policies? Herein it is argued
that governments have something to gain in so doing. They either benefit
by pacifying ethnic communities that are lobbying for greater rights of
recognition in society, or they use policies that recognize cultural
pluralism in order to constrain and channel political activity into patterns
that are less challenging to the state and potentially support the state.
This chapter is divided into two remaining sections and a conclusion.
The first section addresses the fundamental issue of naming—who
decides what group a person is a member of, or who may be included
and excluded from a group? Is it the individual themselves, or someone
else? If we can think of naming ethnicity at the individual level as a
politicized action, then it is all the more politicized at the group level.
Politics structures the incentives involved in the naming and recognition
of ethnic groups. Which groups receive representation and recognized
status? What is it about such groups that leads them to this privileged
status vis-à-vis other groups?
The chapter then shifts to examine institutions created by the
government, on the national or local level, for the purpose of
engendering ethnic political participation. It is argued that these
institutions can have two divergent purposes. They can be used to enable
ethnic political participation and representation within the governing
structures, or they can be designed to constrain and to channel the
political participation of ethnic groups. Ironically, institutions
constructed with these divergent purposes are often called the same
thing, such as federal or autonomous. This leads to the second political
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issue of naming related to multiculturalism—the use of the same name
for institutions that have differing political purposes.

I.

Choosing Identity at the Individual Level

It is appropriate to begin by defining what is meant by ethnicity and
ethnic identity. An ethnic identity is a group affiliation that can be
defined through association with a homeland, or particular geographic
area.2 Ethnicity can be subjective. It is constructed of memories, culture,
and a sense of solidarity—hardly the things on which political
movements seem to be built. Yet ethnic identity expressed in the public
arena creates a unique set of incentives and motivations that amount to
what some have referred to as “the politics of belonging.” Emotional ties
based on political identity can be strong; strong enough to lead people to
vote a certain way and sometimes even to take up arms against the state
or another group. The strength of ethnic identity or sentiment will be
different among individuals even if they are members of the same group.
An aboriginal person living in rural Australia may feel much stronger
ethnic ties than does an aboriginal living in the city.
In many countries around the world, particularly those with large
immigrant populations such as Australia, Canada, and the United States,
people have a variety of identities from which they can choose. This
“identity set” can be constructed on the basis of region, religion, heredity,
race, or language. Which particular identity dominates might depend on
social, political, and/or economic factors. Therefore, studying ethnicity is
not as straightforward as studying citizenship or a war between states
where it is absolutely clear to which state someone belongs. In immigrant
states under some circumstances, one can choose an ethnic identity that is
not shared by cousins and sometimes not even by members of the same
immediate family. One can imagine a situation in which a citizen of one
of the countries in the world with a large immigrant population, such as
the United States, could see herself as a member of an immigrant group,
such as the Polish-Americans. At the same time she might have a brother
who perceives himself to be first and foremost an American with no
hyphenated identity and no strong psychological attachment to an ethnic
group. Thus, when we talk about ethnicity we are dealing with an issue
that can, in some circumstances, be self-defined.3
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The example presented above raises the question of the possibility of
an individual having dual identities. Is it possible to hold two identities
at the same time? Certainly, and this is true not just in immigrant
countries. For example, during the Rwandan genocide Tutsis were
targeted because of their ethnicity.4 Yet, some Tutsis survived attacks by
Hutu gangs because their accents identified them as being from a
particular part of the country. In these situations, Tutsis that shared a
regional identity with their Hutu attackers were not killed by those
Hutus.5 It is illustrative that in this case—one of the most politicized
incidents of violent ethnic conflict—ethnicity, or tribal identity, was not
the only identity that people found politically relevant. It is possible to
hold two strong identities at the same time.
Individuals who have a set of ethnic identity options might choose
between them based on the presence of able leaders or role models in a
particular ethnic group and/or economic or political incentives. Leaders
are quite influential in their ability to promote the interests of a specific
ethnic group. They can make membership in that group seem attractive,
particularly to young people who have not yet fully identified with a
particular group. Additionally, we can think of certain political
circumstances in which there might be a significant benefit to choosing
one identity over another. Glazer and Moynihan’s documentation of the
disappearance of the ethnic Germans in New York after World War II is
an excellent example (Glazer & Moynihan, 1963). People who had
previously identified themselves as German did not truly disappear.
They simply chose a different and more politically attractive identity; an
identity that did associate them with the enemies of the United States.
They could become Americans, or perhaps they had other choices open
to them through intermarriage. The children of an Italian mother and a
German father living in New York could call themselves Italian–
Americans rather than German-Americans and thereby avoid any
discrimination they might otherwise face.
In his study of ethnicity in South Asia, T.N. Madan gives an example
of how ethnic identities can be selected and emphasized to achieve
political goals. He notes the following:
Ethnicity…is an identity game played for high stakes. The
players cannot afford to be too rigid. If the mask that proclaims
identity cracks, one must have another ready to continue the
play. This is best illustrated by the stratagems that the Muslims
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of Bengal have played from time to time, so that while they are
Bengali Muslims at certain times, they are Muslim Bengalis at
others. The masks have fitted the face so well that it seems futile
to ask which is the real thing, the face or the mask (Madan, 1998:
972).
The available identity choices for a given individual are limited.
Madan’s example deals with a choice between ethnic and religious
identities. Race, region, and language can also expand or limit the set of
available identities. Clearly, a white person cannot choose to be black. An
Indian man cannot call himself French and expect this identification to be
socially accepted. At some point, the membership of the group is limited
by appearance and perhaps by some other additional criteria such as
location or language. How the boundaries of the ethnic group are set
leads us to a second set of issues, the naming and recognition of a group.

II.

Defining the “Ethnic Group”

It is not surprising that Canada is the place in which the term
multiculturalism was first coined in the 1960s, as Canada has struggled
with linguistically defined ethnic groups as well as so-called first nations,
or indigenous peoples, and immigrant communities from Asia. Groups
claiming rights, or defined as minorities, can be quite diverse. They can
be immigrant groups, linguistically defined groups, indigenous peoples,
or racially identified minorities and they are all thrown into the same mix
when we discuss the issue of cultural pluralism.
If it is possible for a person to decide what ethnic group she is a part
of on the basis of her personal preferences, or her preferences as
informed by the political and economic incentives of the day as some
instrumentalist theorists of ethnic identity claim, then it is important to
also acknowledge that ethnic identification is a choice for some and not
for others (Cohen, 1969; Esman, 1977; Hechter, 2000). It is possible to be
labeled as part of an ethnic group simply because you appear to meet the
characteristics of that ethnic group as defined by society, and not because
of you choose to be associated with that group.
There is an excellent political example from the state of Illinois, in
the United States. In the November 2004 elections for the Illinois Senate, a
candidate named Barack Obama ran and was elected. Barack Obama is a
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very unusual name for an American to have. It is a Kenyan name and
Obama is of mixed parentage. His mother is white and comes from
Kansas, a central U.S. state. His father was a Kenyan man. They met and
married in the United States and Obama was raised in the United States.
But what is he? Is he white? Is he black? Is he biracial? In this case there is
no choice. He is black. He is called an African-American (and in this case
the term really does properly identify him). He is not referred to as
biracial or white because he doesn’t look biracial or white. His
appearance places him in a socially constructed category in the United
States. He may choose to call himself something other than black or
African-American, but this would not be socially accepted, because of the
color of his skin. Has he chosen this as an individual? Not at all, which is
not to say that he isn’t comfortable with that categorization—he simply
does not have a choice. People are defined by what they are not.6 If
appearance indicates that they are unlike members of the dominant
societal group then they will not be included in that group. The fact that
some people in a society might have a choice regarding their ethnic
identity and others might not is a social distinction with political
consequences. James Baldwin had argued in the American context that
“Color is not a human or a personal reality; it is a political reality”
(Baldwin, 1963: 118). Barack Obama’s skin color puts him in a socially
constructed racial category. We can think of other circumstances in which
the use of a particular language or sharing of a regional accent might
have the same effect.
People who find themselves placed into a socially constructed
category that is not of their own choosing face a situation of inequality.
That inequality may not always carry a negative connotation. If I live in
England and my clipped manner of speaking identifies me as one of the
well-educated elite, my social categorization is likely to bring me no ill
effects. However, if my language or appearance identifies me as a
member of a group that is discriminated against, then the situation is
much different in terms of immediate and lasting effects. I would
immediately suffer the consequences of my categorization and every
instance of discriminatory treatment would define the boundaries of the
group and establish the group as “other.”
If one group in a society is set apart for unequal treatment, either
economically or politically, then the boundaries of that group become
clearly defined. Those who remain in the oppressed group are typically
those who have no choice because their identities target them for political

Multiculturalism and the Politics of Naming

251

or economic exclusion. For example, people of Chinese descent living in
Indonesia suffer from various forms of discrimination. They are not
always allowed to buy land or houses, and even if they do so, their
property rights are not always respected. They are treated with suspicion
and often find their freedom of movement restricted. They have
frequently been the target of violence. These types of discrimination
make it unlikely that, as generation passes to generation, Indonesians of
Chinese descent will be fully integrated into Indonesian society. In fact,
the presence of discriminatory treatment over past generations makes it
more likely that people of Chinese descent will actually view themselves
as distinct from other Indonesian citizens for some time.
This section has addressed the role that society plays in defining
groups and individuals, and established two methods of ethnic group
determination. The first method is self-identification, and the second
method is group or societal categorization. Political and economic
circumstances play a role in determining which one of these methods
dominates.
One last player in the naming of ethnic groups and assertion of
ethnic identity is the government, both local and national. The
government is the ultimate arbiter of which groups are and are not
accorded formal recognition. The government is also responsible for
counting people of particular ethnic, regional, and language groups. This
counting might be for specific political purposes, for example to ensure
that service provision in a particular area occurs in a variety of languages
so as not to penalize a particular language group. It can also occur for
very innocuous, bureaucratic purposes which would not necessarily have
direct political consequences for a given group. The U.S. government
conducts a census every ten years and allows people to choose their
ethnic category. Checking a particular box gives a person no particular
rights or special treatment; it merely allows the government to report
how many people of a given ethnic identity live in an area.7
A person can have a strong psychological or emotional attachment to
a group and that group may not receive any political recognition at all.
Alternatively, it is possible for a group to receive political recognition
even if not all of the people within that group have a shared emotional or
psychological attachment. I will use an example from the United States to
illustrate this point. During World War II many Latvians emigrated to
the United States. Today, Latvian-Americans are a very well-organized,
culturally distinct, and relatively homogeneous group. Second generation
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Latvian-Americans were born in the United States, but spoke Latvian at
home and learned Latvian customs and dancing by attending weekend
Latvian classes. Yet, the Latvian-American population is not formally
recognized by the state as a distinct ethnic group. On U.S. census forms,
there is no box to check for Latvian ethnicity. There are no special
programs for Latvian-Americans or state scholarships to encourage their
enrollment in universities.
Latvian-Americans meet all of the objective criteria for an ethnic
group. Moreover, they are well-organized and at times politically active.
However, there are not enough Latvian-Americans to make the group
politically important to the state and elected officials. They are an ethnic
group only insofar as they recognize themselves as such.
As sensitivity to multiculturalism has grown, many countries
around the world have begun to formally recognize such groups, and in
some cases now grant them certain rights or privileges because of their
ethnic status. Whether this recognition is positive or negative is contested.
Critics of this policy argue that by recognizing and defining groups the
government essentially creates ghettos (Bissoondath, 2002). Others view
official state recognition of ethnic groups as a positive development
because they believe such recognition leads to increased recognition and
cultural rights for the ethnic group in question (Parekh, 2000).

III. Multiculturalism and Political Institutions
The rise of multiculturalism has arguably been most positive in states
where it is based on a fundamentally democratic and open dialogue
among groups. “Multiculturalism” is not always benign or uncontested.
It not assured that naming ethnic groups, giving them some sort of
recognition, and then funneling their political activity through a
particular institution is “good,” or at worst, neutral. Awarding groups
some sort of recognition beyond citizenship is a political process. Political
processes create winners and losers. Moreover, they are usually created
with a specific intent in mind. Is the intent everywhere the same? Is it
everywhere positive? The answer to these questions is obviously no. In
examining the political institutions of multicultural representation we are
following up on the warning of Anthony Appiah that there is no bright
line between the politics of recognition (what I have referred to herein as
the politics of naming) and the politics of compulsion (Appiah, 1994). The
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political nature of multiculturalism’s institutions will be discussed in this
section of the chapter.
Once a group is identified as an ethnic or minority group, there
remains the important question of how the group will or will not be
incorporated into the political functions of the state. One of the critical
divisions in literature on institutions of representation for ethnic groups
is the debate about which underlying justification should motivate the
establishment of such institutions—equality or justice.
One argument is that there is a fundamental problem with defining
special interests for particular groups, as these accompanying institutions
undermine the basic liberal concept of equal rights and equal treatment
for all (Barry, 2001). From this perspective, the concerns of ethnic groups
are the concerns of everyone in society so there is no need to create
special forms of representation for such groups. For example, a good and
equal educational system is necessary for all citizens, not just members of
minority groups. Similarly, if representation and political voice are issues
of concern for an ethnic group, then they should also be of importance to
the entire citizenry. Thus, while there might be some need for
institutional reforms to accommodate ethnic groups, unequal citizenship
rights should not be established to promote the recognition or well-being
of one or more sub-state groups. The effect of such recognition would
weaken both social cohesion and support for the state. It is argued that in
democracies state unity and equality of citizenship preclude special
representation for specific groups.8 By this measure, a polyethnic
constitution, such as India’s constitution with its public service and
parliament quotas for groups such as the “scheduled castes” and tribes,
would be less desirable than a nonethnic constitutional system, such as
the U.S. constitution, where special representation is given to no
particular group.
For others this issue is conceived as one of equality. Some scholars
have argued that justice, and not equality, is the primary goal of
institutions that represent multicultural interests. They believe that such
institutions are a necessary component of a just political arena (Kymlicka
& Norman, 2000) .
Once the state begins recognizing certain ethnic groups and
endowing them with specific privileges, the state creates a new political
space for recognition. Named groups may then benefit from a variety of
cultural or political rights or privileges. Inaugural named groups
dialectically influence the definition and perception of the institution. For
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example, special recognition given to the untouchables, or so-called
“scheduled-castes and classes,” in the Indian constitution endows this
group with special rights and related institutions become defined by the
groups they are affiliated with in society. Thus, “multicultural”
institutions in India have come to be viewed as compensatory
mechanisms for groups that have historically faced discrimination. In
other cases, such institutions are viewed as fulfilling a different purpose
such as power-sharing or cultural recognition. It is in this way that the
first named group influences both the definition and public opinion of
the constructed institution.
Presumably, there are different methods of recognition and
accommodation of ethnic groups in both democratic and non-democratic
states. Moreover, not all groups that are self or internally identified will
necessarily receive government recognition. These groups must have
their political participation evaluated via methods that are used to assess
all categories of political action in democratic states. In the next section of
the chapter groups that receive special state recognition are examined.
The role and function of multicultural political participation is analyzed
through an examination of the origin and intent of institutions that are
created to facilitate or accommodate the political interests of minority
groups.

Demand-driven Political Institutions
Typically political institutions that are designed to create or
accommodate political participation by ethnic groups are viewed as
institutions that respond to these groups’ demands for greater
recognition and accommodation. Ethnic or minority groups within a
society often organize to present their concerns to the state. An excellent
example of this has been the demand for greater rights from Canada’s
francophone population. Their democratic political organization and
their leaders’ efforts led to a legal change at both the national and state
level to accommodate the group’s concerns and ensure adequate group
representation. Francophone demands also resulted in greater autonomy
for Quebec, the province where the majority of the group resides. The
relative success of Canada’s accommodation of its francophone
movement is in some ways a model for other states to follow—Canada
democratically acceded to concerns from the francophone population
and maintained the integrity of the state.
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Not all states will respond in this way and not all requests for
political expression mirror those of the Canadian francophone population.
Jacob Levy has categorized eight different ways that states can respond to
a minority group’s demands for recognition. Responses include:
exempting group members from laws that penalize or burden cultural
practices; assisting with things the majority group can do unassisted;
allowing self-government; creating external rules restricting nonmembers’ liberty in order to protect the group’s culture; enforcing
internal rules for member conduct through ostracism; incorporating
traditional or religious legal codes into the dominant legal system;
allowing special representation of groups within government institutions;
and establishing symbolic recognition of the group within the wider state
(Levy, 1997). This list is helpful as it identifies the extreme of selfgovernment as one response and symbolic recognition as another, with
many possible institutional permutations in between the two responses.
Any state response will be more effective when it is developed in
consultation with the community or minority group that is seeking
political voice or recognition.
India, for example, has embraced multiculturalism and responded to
demands for incorporation of ethnic groups into the political realm. In
2000, three new Indian states were recognized for their caste or ethnic
identity. This is an example of the government’s democratic response to
demands from the populace. India is not a developed country with the
great resources, but democratic processes have enabled the effective
representation of minority groups in the political system.
Another excellent example of demand driven institutional creation is
Australia where demands for multiculturalism and special institutional
representation for different groups were recognized via a relatively
peaceful political process.9 States such as Australia and Canada, with
their emphasis on intercultural dialogue and commitment to a
multicultural political identity, are ideal types. They represent the kind of
positive and democratic multiculturalism envisioned by scholars such as
Parekh (2000). Yet, not surprisingly, country types that embrace
multiculturalism and the political dialogue which enables it often
relatively affluent and democratic. It has been argued that
multiculturalism works well in these countries because politicians use
multiculturalism as a justification for drawing attention to the cultures
and traditions of new immigrant groups, thereby winning the votes of
citizens form those immigrant communities. In some ways examples
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from democratic countries with strong traditions of dialogue and
accommodation reveal little about how multiculturalism might be
encouraged in cultures and countries that are undemocratic or apply
weak political value to group dialogue.
It is useful to reflect on another case where violence played a role in
bringing about institutional change and representation. In Northern
Ireland decades of sectarian violence led to a situation in which
intergroup dialogue was extraordinarily difficult to achieve. The majority
Protestant population was able to politically control the minority Catholic
population with very little input from the Catholic side by using a
combination of gerrymandering and the first-past-the-post electoral
system. With a considerable amount of external involvement by both the
Republic of Ireland and the United States the two sides were able to
negotiate the Good Friday Agreement, which created new institutions of
representation in the territory. The agreement created a new assembly in
Northern Ireland to respond to demands for greater Catholic political
participation than was provided by the existing political institutions.
Demand from below led to the creation of new institutions to
accommodate some of the concerns of the Catholic minority group in
Northern Ireland. One of the critical issues was developing appropriate
voting rules for the assembly. Whereas representation to the parliament
in London occurs via the first-past-the-post voting rule, representation to
the Northern Ireland Assembly now occurs via a proportional
representation voting rule, increasing the political voice for the minority
community in a nonviolent manner. The story is substantially more
complicated than this explanation; however, this is a good example of
how institutions can be designed to meet the demands of a minority
group even when both sides have previously expressed their grievances
through violence.10
There are many examples of cases where unmet demand for political
institutions that facilitate greater minority group political participation
has led to decades of violence. Northern Ireland is a case in which such
demands were eventually peacefully negotiated. It is still unknown,
however, what sorts of political institutions might provide an
appropriate medium of representation for minority groups in Sri Lanka,
Assam, Nagaland, Tibet, Somalia, Liberia, and other countries with
ethnic conflicts.
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Supply-driven Political Institutions
Not all political institutions created to represent the interests of minority
groups are established in specific response to a demand. In these cases
the state establishes institutions to channel ethnic groups’ political
participation into acceptable areas that will not threaten the state or the
current political regime. Such institutions are developed as the result of
limited or no consultations with the minority groups they are intended to
represent.
Two examples of this process—one from Sudan and one from
China—illustrate this situation. Both cases involve ethnic minority
groups that desired some sort of political representation. In both
situations, however, what the state ultimately provided was not what the
ethnic groups demanded. Each state created an institutional arrangement
that was more acceptable to the state than the minority group.
The first indigenous Sudanese government, constructed while Sudan
was still under British control, had a disproportionate number of
representatives from the North— only 13 out of 93 members were from
the South. After independence in 1956, this disproportionate
representation continued without any explicit attempt by the
predominantly Northern government to address the inequality. The
committee that drafted a new constitution decided that federalism, the
chief demand of Southerners, would not be considered. Not surprisingly,
only three of the 46 committee members were Southerners (Deng, 1995:
137). The federal government instead attempted to eliminate the
“divisive threat of Christianity” in the South. They closed Christian
schools, deported missionaries, and changed the day of rest from Sunday
to Friday, the Islamic holy day (Lischer, 1999). The goal of the attack on
Christianity was political—the Northerners wanted to eliminate the
distinctiveness of the South and promote national unity on their own
terms, thereby eliminating the need to address political differentiation
through federalism.
In 1958, there was a military coup and the new government further
pursued the Arabization and Islamization of the South. There was no
further talk of federalism. Instead, what had been a sporadic conflict in
the South turned into a full-scale civil war.
By this time it was clear to Southerners that federalism was off the
national agenda and their political voice was muted due to “the absence
of channels for the legitimate expression of discontent and for the
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peaceful mediation and settlement of Southern grievances” (Wai, 1981:
8).
In 1964, the military government fell and a change to civilian rule
began. Southern delegates were invited to the Round Table Conference in
1965 and the issue of a referendum on independence was raised again.
Southern elites proposed the referendum to assess whether Southerners
preferred federalism, unity, regional governance, or separation. The
referendum was viewed as a non-starter by Northerners as they believed
that it would inevitably lead to separation (Albino, 1970: 54).
In 1972, the civil war ended with an agreement between Northern
and Southern Sudanese factions. It was brokered in Addis Ababa by the
Ethiopian Emperor, Haile Selassie. The agreement guaranteed Southern
autonomy through a federal arrangement. The Southern Provinces
Regional Self-Government Act created a regional assembly with a
president responsible for internal security, administration, and regional
development. The autonomy agreement also allowed for Southern
education to be conducted in English rather than Arabic, although the
national language remained Arabic.
The federal system negotiated in Addis Ababa ultimately collapsed,
and in 1983 the civil war began again. The agreement fell through
because the federalism arrangement agreed upon by both parties at
Addis Ababa was never fulfilled. The Southern Region did not receive
promised money for economic development, nor did it retain autonomy
in the areas of education and economic planning, two critical areas of
concern. Security was also an issue. Southerners wanted only Southern
soldiers stationed in the South, but fears in the North about a renewed
secession attempt led the federal government to station both Northern
and Southern troops in the South (Johnson, 2003: 42).
The Sudanese government was willing to give Southerners a role in
the governing structure to end to the civil war. However, they were not
willing to cooperate with the federalist system and address the concerns
that were driving the conflict. Instead, institutions were constructed to
end violence and funnel political expression while still maintaining tight
control over the population in the South.
Sudan is currently negotiating another federal agreement between
the North and the South. There is a focus on guaranteeing Southern
participation in a newly constructed federal model. Another central issue
is ensuring outside oversight of the agreement in order to confirm that
the federal system will accommodate and guarantee Southern political
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participation rather than simply channeling and controlling it as occurred
previously with the first federal arrangement.11
Chinese regional autonomy institutions are another example of how
political institutions are used to channel or constrain the political
expression of ethnicity. These contemporary regional autonomy
arrangements are meant to reconcile the reality of a multicultural China
with the perceived necessity of national sovereignty and the dominance
of a “Chinese” identity. China has used autonomous regions to facilitate
ethnic political representation within a narrowly defined band of political
action. At no point do the ethnic autonomous regions have veto power
over state actions. However, in addition to single ethnicity autonomous
regions China also has several multiethnic autonomous regions. In other
words, one can find multiple ethnic minority groups represented by a
single autonomous region which has been constructed to represent their
ethnic interests.
Chih-yu Shih, who conducted research in the autonomous district of
Longsheng, has noted that the individuality or uniqueness of a particular
ethnic group can be lost in the Chinese institutionalization of multiethnic
autonomous regions.12 These regions accentuate the fact that inhabitants
are non-Han, but do not necessarily affirm or enable the minority ethnic
groups’ distinct and unique ethnic identities (Shih, 2004). Shih argues
that Chinese multiethnic autonomous regions reduce rather than enhance
local agency. By combining multiple ethnic groups in one “ethnic” region
the state effectively makes them no different than a non-autonomous Han
area. Autonomous counties can receive special subsidies and exemptions.
Recognition as an ethnic minority can lead to certain privileges in China
such as a relaxed birth quota and school entrance credits. The multiethnic
regions may have special privileges but there is no incentive for officials
to foster ethnic identity.
Multiethnic autonomous regions are an example of state-led
construction of institutions that are not demanded from below. The state
creates or supplies institutions through which ethnic minority groups are
to express themselves, both politically and culturally. These institutions
are not necessarily demanded by the group. Nor, as the multiethnic
regions of China demonstrate, do they always foster ethnic identification
and the expression of ethnic interests.
Why would a state go to the trouble and the cost of providing
institutions that are not widely supported or demanded? The two case
studies above suggest several possible reasons why this might occur. A
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state might create processes of participation for ethnic groups it considers
politically “safe” in order to channel and control political voice with an
ultimate goal of preemptively diffusing demand. For example, a state
may provide institutions whereby ethnic demands remain of the cultural
variety (distinct customs and/or practices) and do not evolve into
political demands for autonomy. Political participation by ethnic
minorities is channeled in such a way as to weaken it—such as the case in
the first federal arrangement in Sudan.
A second reason why a state might choose, without demand from
below, to supply political institutions is to secure the stability and unity
of the state by shifting the locus of conflict away from the national level
and to the regional level. For example, the “holding together” federal
structures of India and Ethiopia can be categorized as state-led attempts
to address ethnic political demands at the regional level and prevent
groups from capturing the national agenda or demanding autonomy. In
these cases, federalist arrangements devolved power in order to keep the
state together.13 Similarly, the creation of regional autonomy
arrangements to represent ethnic interests in China could serve to diffuse
ethnic political agency and focus it at the local level.14 Institutions
designed to enable ethnic or minority political participation can have
reflect different types: institutions genuinely created to represent and
provide a greater political voice for minority groups—what are herein
called demand driven or enabling institutions; and institutions designed
to constrain political participation. Institutions that are created by the
state for its own purposes (whether they are positive, negative, or neutral
purposes from the perspective of the ethnic group) can also enable a
particular type of political participation.
The dichotomy between enabling and constraining institutions is
somewhat artificial. It is possible to imagine cases which might have
elements of both of these categories, particularly after the institutions
have been in place for several years. However, the differentiation is
helpful because it identifies the intent behind institutional creation.
The institutionalization of ethnic representation also suffers from a
problem of naming as the words that we use for both enabling and
constraining institutions are the same. Federalism is a good example.
Federalism can be established in response to a demand from below, as
exemplified by the U.S. and Canadian models of “coming together”
federalism. Or, federalism can be designed to constrain, channel, or even
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repress political participation, as exemplified by early Sudanese
federalism and by the former Soviet Union.
Overlaying the consideration of institutions is the issue of
democracy, or the degree of democracy that exists. Melissa Williams
argues that group representation and deliberative democracy are natural
allies (Williams, 2000). Effective democratic institutions are designed
with the active participation of the groups that they are intended to
represent. Yet, we can also have institutions designed to represent in a
particular and acceptable fashion, which are not constructed with the
active participation of those they purport to be enabling. Thus, we need
to take care with our understanding and naming of institutions intended
to represent minority political participation.

IV. Conclusion
To truly understand multiculturalism in the current era it must be
acknowledged that the naming of groups and categorization of
individuals is both political and contested. At times it is possible for
individuals to choose their own ethnic identification, and in other
instances it is forced upon them. At the level of the ethnic group, there is
an issue with naming and categorizing, plus an additional issue related
to government recognition. The political recognition of multiculturalism
has been challenged on the basis of its justifications—the pursuit of
equity verses the pursuit of justice. This debate assumes a benevolent or
neutral state and a democratic system. These elements are not always
present in countries that construct political institutions for the
representation of minority groups.
Institutions designed to ensure multiculturalism may both positively
accommodate the interests of ethnic groups, thus enabling their political
participation, or they may more negatively constrain or channel ethnic
political participation into acceptable patterns. In this chapter these
institutions were categorized as demand driven and supply driven, but
this market metaphor can be further simplified. The central issue is the
degree of consultation that is present in any effort to construct
institutions of representation for ethnic or minority groups. Institutions
that are constructed through extensive consultation will be more likely to
effectively represent and affirm ethnic identity than those that are
designed with limited involvement from ethnic groups, or worse with no
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involvement at all. Ethnic groups may not be consulted in institutional
design if the intent of the state is not to represent, but to control or
constrain, these groups’ political expression. A sophisticated analysis of
political institutions is needed to recognize that institutions carrying a
similar name can be designed to serve very different functions.

Notes
1.

2.

3.

4.
5.
6.

7.

8.
9.

At least this is one of the negative associations in the United States.
Some of the drawbacks in other countries where multiculturalism
has become institutionalized will be discussed later in the chapter.
This is a simplistic definition, but sufficient for the present purposes
with one exception. At times ethnicity can be defined on the basis of
religion. One example would be the Jewish people, or nation.
Another example is Northern Ireland where ethnic conflict over
sovereignty has occurred between two groups, Catholics and
Protestants, which are defined by their religion.
We could also identify circumstances in which certain people have
no choice at all in defining their ethnic identity because of their
appearance, geography, or language. There are plenty of examples
where standards of identity have been imposed on a group from
outside by people more powerful than the group members.
It is also the case that moderate Hutus were targeted as well because
of their political views.
Personal interview, JK, Kigali Rwanda, August 2002.
Samuel Huntington argues that identities are formed psychologically
on the basis of what we are not rather than what we are.
(Huntington, 1996)
Even this has been controversial as many people in the United States
have argued that they see themselves as members of two ethnic
groups and should not be limited to checking a single category. As a
result, in the 2000 census 6.8 million people, or 2.4 % of the U.S.
population, that they belonged to more than one racial group (US
Census Bureau, 2004).
Presumably one could argue the same for undemocratic systems.
The success of the Australian model is contested, but the process has
been nonviolent.
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10. One of the key elements of the Good Friday Agreement is that the
political representation comes at a price for the Catholic
community—the decommissioning of weapons by paramilitary
groups, and specifically the Irish Republican Army, which have used
violence to draw attention to the Catholic minority cause. Ironically,
the Good Friday Agreement is foundering at the moment in part due
to the issue of decommissioning of weapons by paramilitary groups.
11. The first experiment with federalism in Sudan was so negative, and
from the perspective of the Southerners so completely designed to
ensure Northern domination, that for some time even suggesting a
‘federal’ solution to the Sudanese civil war was a nonstarter.
12. Shih addresses the politics of naming in another context in
Longsheng. He observed that due to the multiethnic nature of the
Longsheng autonomous region it was impossible to put the names of
all the ethnic groups into the title of the autonomous region without
making the title far too long or excluding a group for the sake of
brevity.
13. Here I am using a typology suggested by Alfred Stepan of three
types of federalism: coming together federalism which is the U.S.
model, in which previously sovereign entities come together
consensually because of the perceived benefits of pooled sovereignty;
‘holding together’ federalism—such as in India and Ethopia—
devolves power to hold the state together; and ‘putting together’
federalism is forcefully imposed and undemocratic (Stepan, 2001).
14. As the Shih study demonstrates, this is more likely to occur in single
ethnic autonomies rather than multiethnic autonomies.
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10
Assimilation into Mulao Consciousness:
The Identity Institution Practiced in a
Chinese Multi-cultural Context
Chih-yu Shih

I.

Introduction

The institutional approach argues that institutions affect behavior by
appropriating incentives. Different institutions provide different
incentives, which results in different behavioral choices.1 There are still
debates on this issue within the field of institutional studies.2 Some stress
the logic of institutions and people’s rational behavior to adhere to the
institution; as part and parcel of this understanding, the wise man directs
behavior by redesigning the incentive mechanism according to his
purpose.3 Others contend that historical paths constrain institutional
evolution and that there is little room to adjust the incentive mechanism.4
Whether the institution is an intervening variable (subject to the wise
man’s restructuring efforts) or an independent variable that has its own
path is what separates the rational institutionalists from the historical
institutionalists. While the role of the wise man is critical in resolving the
debate, people still accept the constraints that institutions have on human
behavior. In other words, behavior motivated by purposes outside of
institutional arrangements is not considered relevant theoretically.5
The problem with the current institutional approach is that it
exclusively focuses on property rights institution. Before a community
familiarizes itself with the practice of identifying its members in
accordance with their relations with property, a great deal of practicing
and learning is inevitable. In fact, merging into the institution of private
property rights is often what gives rise to a sense of nostalgia toward a
previous social network that was destroyed during the process of
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“marketization.” This means that a property rights institution also plays
the role (albeit indirectly) of an identity institution since it produces
“self–other” relations through regulating and appropriating property
rights. Whether rational or historical institutionalism is a better
description depends on how well the members of a community feel
comfortable with a particular property conception. This is not something
that a property rights institution can choose for itself. Once
understanding that property rights institution is indirectly a matter of
choosing identities, one can legitimately attend to the alternative
institutions of identity that compete with property rights institutions in
defining the purpose of a community life. Since mainstream society by
and large ignores the identity issue, an ethnic community would be a
much better place to uncover the interaction between property rights
institutions and other identity institutions.
This chapter thus studies how, in an ethnic local community, change
in identity institution may affect how the current politico-economic
institution is interpreted and acted upon. The question is: How may these
seemingly “assimilating” institutions of identity lead to a higher level of
ethnic consciousness? The community selected for this study is the Mulao
nationality of the autonomous Luocheng County, which falls under the
jurisdiction of the ethnic Zhuang Autonomous District in Guangxi. The
chapter begins with a discussion of the institutional approach. Then a
literature review notes prior research that have already pointed to the
possibility of opening institutionalism to various local interpretations,
especially in regards to how different identity institutions result in
different practices under the same politico-economic circumstance.
Finally, Luocheng’s practice demonstrates how change in the
autonomous status of the county has prompted identity consciousness to
strengthen to the point of generating stronger motivation to use the
existing institution for self-actualization, despite both the institution of
autonomy and the institution of market assimilate, and not
distinguishing it from, the Mulao community.

II.

Property Rights as an Indirect Identity Institution

Institutionalism began as a reaction to the rational choice school of
thought. Ironically, the theory itself is an approach embedded in
rationality. According to rational institutionalism, as long as property
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rights are clearly defined and enforced, allocation of resource can
eventually reach the point where the efficiency of production is at its
highest. Historical institutionalism qualifies rational institutionalism by
highlighting the constraints that the existing property rights institution
has on behavior. The constraints appear to be set on a solid trajectory, to
the point that reformation can only be evolutionary, not revolutionary.
No wise man could simply rewrite the institution based on abstract
thinking and actually obtain the expected result. Historical
institutionalists acknowledge that local participants enact the legacy of
the past and disallow expected results of the wise man’s reformation
from taking place. Institutional reformation that disregards lessons
learned from history may backfire indeed. No efficient allocation of
resources could be anticipated if the wise man operates outside the
existing path.
Both types of institutionalists take property rights as a celebrated
concept. Despite their universal tone, contemporary conceptions of
individualist property rights nonetheless belong to a particular discourse
of capitalism. It is thus not surprising to expect that there exist different
and unique paths to introducing capitalist rights to each local community.
Stockholders and peasants, for example, usually have different
understandings of property rights, even though they both nominally and
legally operate under the same property rights institution. Without first
understanding how stockholders have reached the point of joining the
investment world, any explanation of how they buy and sell would be
insufficient. In short, identity path plays an important role in determining
how property rights arrangement is or is not incorporated in the
historical path of a particular local community member’s life experience.
To further qualify the relevance of a particular rights institution, one
can argue that capitalism, as a property rights institution, fails to
monopolize one’s identity. It is inappropriate to understand an
individual’s identity based exclusively upon his or her position under
capitalism. The process becomes more complicated when no identity
institution can determine one’s identity strategy. Once supported by the
state, a property rights institution might close off unlawful transactions,
while an identity institution cannot easily mediate inconsistent identity
representations. This is because one’s practices of property rights results
from public learning that is common to the majority of the local
community members under the same legal system. One’s selfunderstanding, however, comes from childhood experience that cannot
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be shared in the public arena. This lack of sharing makes it difficult for
the state to monopolize identity formation. As a result, selfunderstanding of the local community members is not entirely
compatible with the idea of citizenship, ethnicity, or legal personality,
things that the state propagates. It is therefore easier for one to appreciate
the existence of alternative ways of living if one could see a property
rights institution as being an indirect identity institution rather than a
sheer property rights institution. If self-identity affects how particular
types of property-rights institutions function, and no single purpose can
unilaterally determine self-identity, a property rights institution is
necessarily subject to constant reinterpretation in line with those
purposes unrelated to property rights.
Rational institutionalists place above the institution a “wise man”
who directs the behavior of the local participants. Both scholars and the
state occupy the position of the wise man. The source of power is
knowledge, particularly about the connection between incentive
mechanisms and behavior. The relationship is shown in Figure I.
The Wise Man → Institution → Local Community
Figure I

Rational Institutionalism and the Local Community

In comparison, historical institutionalists allow local participants
some agency for adaptation to the extent that institutions carry with them
local characteristics. Embedded in historical convention, local
participants can affect how reforms of property rights institutions are
enforced. Granted though, they are constrained by the institution in the
long run. Epistemologically, the wise man does not monopolize the
knowledge that deals with the relationship between incentive
mechanisms and the behavior of the local participants. Such ambiguous
relationship is illustrated in Figure II.
The Wise Man → Historical Institution → Local Community
Figure II

Historical Institutionalism and the Local Community

Epistemologically, the relationships among the wise man, the
institution, and the participants are somewhat different when identity
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becomes an endogenous factor. Although the way the wise man
institutionalizes identities affects how local residents represent
themselves, local residents also have a voice regarding who they are. This
sense of self-awareness affects how local participants feel about the
existing property rights institution. If the identity institution chosen by
the wise man for local residents fits the identity need of the local
community, its participation in the property rights institution should be
different from one that lacks such symmetry. One good example of a “no
fit” situation appears in the following case: stock managers from
Shanghai go to mountain villages to purchase identification card from
poor peasants, which the managers use to bypass the quota limit on stock
purchases. Rich peasants in the same area, by contrast, have no incentive
to join the stock market, despite the fact that they are financially capable
of doing so. This is not just because they lack market knowledge. This
disinterest can also be explained by their identity knowledge, which
leads them away from the stock market. The purposes of the rich
peasants and the stock managers are different.
The identity argument reverses the role of the local community in
the study of institutions. On one hand, there is no “wise man” gifted with
the perfect knowledge that enables institutional reformation from an
outsider’s position. This is in line with historical institutionalism. On the
other hand, the wise man (as well as the local community) participates in
the identity institution, which in turn affects how the local community
utilizes the property rights institution. Knowledge about one’s identity
not exclusively determined by the property rights institutions provides
the wise man as well as the local community some room to influence
property rights reformation. In other words, they are not completely
absorbed by the existing property rights path and can act upon the
property rights institution in accordance with their own purposes. This is
to some extent in line with rational institutionalism.
Evolutionary changes take place amidst the interaction between the
purposes of the wise man and those of the local residents. As the wise
man calls for a property rights reformation, he or she is at the same time
making an identity reformation. In terms of identity, the reformation
inevitably affects each community member. For example, the process of
privatization and marketization, which denounces public ownership,
might be impotent on the property rights front. Yet, the process redefines
a citizen’s identity in the state, thereby indirectly triggering a change in
attitude toward public ownership, be it alienation or participation. The
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local community is no longer a path follower, since its response to any
change in identity institution initiated by the wise man affects their
participation in a particular type of property rights institution. The
uncertainty of the relationship among the wise man, the local community,
and both the property rights and the identity institutions explains why
identical institutional configurations may lead to a variety of results. This
process is taking place in China where a single mode of marketization
and privatization (some prefer individualization) and a nation-wide (or
universal) ethnic autonomous system do not result in similar responses.
The uncertainty primarily comes from the indecisiveness of identity
institution. Figure III illustrate how, although previously conceptualized
as a constraining variable, property rights as indirect identity institution
is reduced to a dependant variable.
The Wise Man
↘
Identity Institution → property rights institution
↗
The Local Community
Figure III

The Identity and Property Rights Institutions

This chapter does not deal with specific property rights
arrangements. For the purpose of incorporating the concept of an identity
institution, when the term “property rights” is used hereafter, it is
generally referred to as marketization in substitute for such factors as
planning, privatization to expand both the scope of the market and
market incentive, and the state’s transfer to subsidize an underdeveloped
region. This evolution theoretically serves the function of dissolving
ethnic self-consciousness by individualizing as well as materializing
one’s identity. Due to the indecisiveness of identity, however, one must
refrain from trying to draw universal conclusion from these top-down
maneuverings of incentive or representation.

III. The Identity Institution
In addition to property rights arrangements, there are also other types of
identity institutions. The state-initiated system of regional autonomy is of
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particular relevance in the case of China. The Chinese government has
divided its citizens into fifty-five nationalities. Administrative
jurisdictions, where there are particular nationalities in residence, can
receive autonomous status. The acquirement of this status often involves
an intensive process of application, investigation, discussion,
consultation, as well as overall political consideration. Clearly, elements
of arbitration and luck are present in any decision to grant autonomous
status to a local administration. The level of autonomy varies in each case,
from District (parallel to Province), to Prefecture, to County. Below the
county level those townships with nationalities of residents different
from those of the county or municipality can become ethnic townships,
thereby enjoying certain autonomous privileges. Three possibilities result
from this institutional arrangement: scattered non-autonomous
nationalities, highly-concentrated autonomous single nationalities, and
autonomous multiple nationalities living in a highly-concentrated area.
The identity institution resembles the property institution in the
sense that once the institution is set, there are different incentive
mechanisms available for the state to solicit and use to mobilize support
from the local ethnic community. Policy privileges, exemptions from
regulation, and affirmative action are among these instruments. For those
individuals of ethnic background, there can still be applicable privileges
such as extra-points in the college entrance examination. Nevertheless,
the incentive of this sort is weak in urban areas to the extent that some
may choose to disguise their ethnicities, such as in order to avoid social
discrimination. Similarly, multi-ethnic areas lack clear identity to
motivate the administration to work actively for its residents.
Consequently, granting privilege to multi-ethnic autonomous areas is
like granting privilege to nationalities in the non-autonomous areas. In
comparison, only under single-nationality autonomy can the
autonomous administration advocate higher ethnic consciousness. The
interaction between identity and property institutions generates a variety
of possibilities in single-nationality autonomy. Some general
observations in the following discussion can serve as the background
information of the particular case of Luocheng, to which this chapter will
turn later.
Given the operation of autonomy as a state-initiated institution, both
scattered non-autonomous nationalities and highly-concentrated
autonomous residents are, by definition, practicing some sort of identity
politics. Comparing how they react to the state gives us a clue to what
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differences the identity institution may or may not make in one’s identity
consciousness.6 A typical case of a scattered non-autonomous nationality
is Hui. Hui’s self-consciousness relies heavily on their religious beliefs
and customs, rather than state-granted autonomous identity. Economic
reform stressing individual rights does not necessarily threaten the Hui
people’s identity. In the non-autonomous areas, there is no academic
interest in finding whether or not there are any distinctive features of the
Hui people’s participation in the market. Another non-autonomous
example is the She people in Lishui, Zhejiang. There is very a strong
ethnic consciousness in Lishui. The township communist party has
decided to dedicate itself to the work of preserving and strengthening the
disappearing ethnic characteristics. Their participation in the market
economy is, however, weak in comparison with the surrounding Han
community. Ethnic-related activities center upon school activities. The
local community has decided to hire a Han village director to explore
economic opportunities. A third case is the sporadic Shui in Yizhou,
Guangxi.7 There is no ethnic-related activities reported in the villages, nor
is the participation in the market active or successful. In short, in the nonautonomous areas, one runs into a variety of possibilities—Hui’s high
consciousness which is unrelated to their level of participation in the
market, Lishui She’s high consciousness and low participation, and
Yizhou Shui’s low consciousness with low participation.
In autonomous multi-ethnic jurisdictions, there exists no single
identity feature to provide identity-generated motivation. One case is the
autonomous multi-ethnic Longshen (in Guangxi), where there are five
nationalities, each living in a different concentrated part of the county,
and the formal ethnic title is the administrative term of “multi-ethnicity.”
There is no detectable incentive to use this autonomous status to either
enhance ethnic consciousness or engage in market activities. In doubleethnic areas where both nationalities appear in the title of the
administrative jurisdiction, there can be ethnically related incentives. In
Western-Hunan, Tujia, and Miao, Autonomous Prefecture, for example,
Tujia-led Yongshuen County consciously takes advantage of its ethnic
status to demand policy privileges, even though there is no noticeable
effort to engage in cultural activities. In contrast, the level of
development is quite low in Yongshuen. Yongshuen’s case suggests that
even if multi-ethnicity as an autonomous identity may not motivate
economic participation, it does not necessarily block the active use of
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policy incentives exclusively associated with the identity institution for
the sake of economic gains.
A wide range of possibilities appears in the single-ethnic jurisdiction.
The state is highly concerned with the economic development and
political loyalty under this type of ethnic autonomy. For the state,
identity institution is the most important channel through which the state
engages in politico-economic mobilization. Cultural activities that may
preserve or enhance self-dignity of the nationality is tolerated, but never
encouraged, by the high level administrations. As a result, ethnic
consciousness that continues outside of the state-initiated identity
institution co-exists with the economically oriented autonomous status.
In the example of Litong area in Ningxia Autonomous Hui District, a
unique identity-economic style appears whereby Hui villagers of age
forty or less spend most of their time engaged in economic activity, while
those over sixty are committed Islamic disciples. The activities in the
mosque include studying both state policies and the Koran. Party
secretaries have no need to visit the mosque and thus do not. There
seems to be a tacit negotiation between the identity and the property
rights institution to divide one’s life into two periods with a ten-year
transition period that occurs between the ages of forty and fifty. In
Changde, Hunan, a more extreme case is worth researching. Local cadres
in the ethnic villages conceptually separate religion, custom, and identity
in order to accommodate the phenomenon that some Uygurs in the areas
actually consume pork while others raise swine sold in the market.
Furthermore, the party cadre can legitimately practice Hui customs
without the risk of violating proletarian antitheism. Here, the state’s
identity institution and the style of harmonizing ethnicity in the state are
not in contradiction.
Another style of harmonizing ethnicity in the state is completely
opposite to what has been occurring in the Litong Hui’s case. This sample
is those of Korean nationality in Shenyang. In Litong, a Hui begins as a
citizen who becomes an ethnic Hui later on. The Koreans in Shenyang
begin as Koreans and then take on the identity of a Chinese citizen. The
state avoids contradiction between identities outside and inside of the
state identity institution. They do so by officially supporting the
reproduction of the local Korean identity both in economic and cultural
ways in exchange for the loyalty of these ethnic Koreans to the Chinese
identity. In comparison with the harmonized ethnicity into state,
Chengbu Miao Autonomous County in Hunan has witnessed a strong
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ethnic consciousness taking on a confrontational stance. The county
ethnic commission officials are under tremendous pressure from
education officials to dampen their efforts to enhance ethnic
consciousness in ethnic schools. One Miao education official in particular
has even de-emphasized his own ethnicity, reflecting the state’s
reluctance to sensitize ethnicity in the identity institution. The
atmosphere of resistance is registered amongst a few Miao cadres who
promote ethnic awareness.
Within the identity institution, an ethnic citizen is expected to adhere
to proletarian antitheism (as in the case with the young Litong Huis or as
Changde’s Uygur Party Secretary), to exchange utilities for loyalty to the
state (as Shenyang Koreans), or to de-emphasize one’s own ethnicity (as
the Chengbu Miao education official). On the outside, one may remain
religious (as do the older Litong Huis and Changde’s Uygur Party
Secretary), or witness strong ethnic consciousness (as Shenyang Koreans
or the Chengbu ethnic commission officials). Resolving potential
contradiction between ethnic consciousness inside and outside of the
state identity institution is not a relevant issue in other areas. For
example, in the Man autonomous villages in Beining, Liaoning, there are
no cultural activities to celebrate Man features. People of Man ethinicity
in the area are noticeably patriotic. This patriotism does not seem to
threaten the Man identity at all because the Man people have historically
ruled China. This guarantees that no one would question the existence of
Man identity. Man villages in Beining consciously desire to join in the
market, although there efforts have not been successful to date. The
backward local economy is not related to the identity institution.
It is also possible for cases to exist where harmonious coexistence of
the inside and outside identities are detrimental to economic
mobilization due to the lack of consistency between the identity and
property rights institution. One evident example is the ethnic Yi villages
in Meigu, Liangshang Yi Autonomous Prefecture. Meigu children do not
attend school but rather work in the fields. Attempts to bring this group
into the state property rights institution have not been successful.
According to official discourse, Yi has not developed far from a slave
economy. There is no positive image of Yi in the state identity institution.
Ironically, local cadres use this backward image as an excuse for not
taking advantage of any market opportunities. In response, the state
officials consider this alienation as being due to backward culture, and
hence display no urgent sense to reallocate extra resources to the area.
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The relevance of identity institution to property rights institution,
though clear, is never fixed in any one direction. The relevance depends
on the type of autonomous system at work in a particular area, the nature
of the identity formation outside of the identity institution, and the level
of consistency between various identities inside and outside of the
identity institutions as well as those between the identity and property
rights institutions.

IV. Mulao Cadres in Autonomous Luocheng
What characterizes the Luocheng case is its non-assertive style of selfidentity—conciliatory and indistinct yet self-conscious, confident, and
aggressive. A missing example in the aforementioned possibilities is
exactly a case whereby the practice of identity institution effectively
contributes to the participation in property rights reform. The western
Hunan case comes close but the active quest for policy privileges has not
been successful; Yongshuen continues to rank among the poorest
counties of the country. In addition, the residents in Yongshuen (with the
exception of intellectuals) express very low Tujia ethnic consciousness.
This missing case directs attention to Luocheng Mulao Autonomous
County. Local Mulao cadres revealed a strong ethnic identity in their
interviews. They do not resemble the She people in Lishui, however, as
the latter are not administratively autonomous. Neither do they resemble
the case of the ethnic Koreans because the state actively supports the
Korean identity for political reasons. Finally, they do not resemble the
Hui people in Litong since the Mulao people experience no double
state/religious identity. Another close case is perhaps Chengbu, where
factors of ethnic consciousness, self-empowering agency, and loyalty to
the state all exist. There is, however, no such confrontational mood in
Luocheng. One particular feature of Luocheng is that autonomous status
was granted in 1983 and is the only Mulao autonomous jurisdiction in the
whole country. The atmosphere of celebration and gratitude lingers even
today.
The Mulao population amounts to about one hundred and sixty
thousand people. Luocheng has thirty thousand citizens. The Mulao
people do not live in the mountains as many other nationalities do. They
typically live in the suburban areas, and have intensive contact with the
Han community. Psychologically, the most important recent institutional
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reformation for the Mulao community has not been marketization or
privatization. Rather, it has been the installation of autonomous
jurisdiction in Luocheng. Ten years after obtaining autonomous status,
there was a large anniversary celebration in 1993. The first history text on
Mulao was published that year. The author, Hu Xiqiong, passed away in
2001, two years before the twentieth anniversary, the time he originally
planned to publish a second volume, The Long Cultural Corridor of Mulao.
To complete this publication has become the most important mission for
a group of young Mulao cadres.
While all the cadres interviewed are highly involved in their work,
they are not all ethnically sensitive in rhetoric. The newly inaugurated
party secretary, Mr. Yang, is such a case. He took the unprecedented
move of opening up his first township party secretary meeting to nonpartisan outsiders. At the meeting, he impressively demonstrated his
depth of knowledge regarding the chronic problems of the township. In
order to resolve the financial and social difficulties inherited from his
predecessors, he began by warning all the village party secretaries not to
forget the principle that there is only “people’s government,” and no
such thing as “the government’s people.” Then he turned his position
around to speak for his township by claiming that in the eyes of county
government, townships are the people. With this principle in mind, the
new township secretary declared his confidence in resolving all historical
problems, especially the property rights issues concerning local
forestlands. Village party secretaries in attendance interpreted Yang’s
remark to mean that they should actively interfere with any dispute
involving property rights issues. In fact the township secretary received
instruction on the appropriate approach to resolving the controversial
ownership of some nearby woods—always consulting with all relevant
parties, including the country attorney general, the impartial neighboring
villages, the senior villagers, and the parties in dispute. He said that
history had prepared a way to solve the problems left by history. He was
ready to take a position.
Director Yu of the Out-reach Office (a department in charge of affairs
dealing with other counties or provinces) has shown similar confidence.
She feels that there is nothing too difficult for her to handle and that she
always takes adequate preparation before undertaking a particular task.
She has no intention to move to a higher post, however, because she
dislikes pressure (which was her main reason for leaving her previous
teaching position to start a new career in government). Yu states that she
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never listens to rumors or follows trends. She shows a sense of pride
concerning her ethnicity. She believes that, compared with other
nationalities in China, Mulao culture is most attentive to gender equality.
In addition, she also finds Mulao culture to be very open and flexible
(this is a very important point that came up repeatedly in my various
encounters in the area). She points out that Mulao people have no interest
in resisting assimilation into the mainstream Han culture. Assimilation
does not threaten Mulao consciousness. According to her, the reason is
that knowledge of Mulao ethnicity does not come from any distinctive
language, habit, or costume. It comes rather from self-confidence, which
tautologically comes from somewhere inside of the Mulao consciousness.
Yet, this self-consciousness does not help in soliciting subsidies for
culture-related activities. For example, ethnic elementary school is unable
to raise the district stipend for each student to above the RMB$12-permonth mark, a level set in 1988. In 2000 the government agreed to raise
the stipend to RMB$50, though this change was never put into practice.
Moreover, the County Ethnic Bureau has failed to pursue this issue with
the superior District Commission, which is an ethnic Zhuang
administration. School Principal Wu wanted to raise funds for a set of
Mulao costumes for the school band. Unlike what happened in Chengbu,
Luocheng education officials support this—but so far no funds have
arrived. Also, Luocheng lost to Yizhou in a competition to host the
legendary “Sister Liu” who, as the legend says, was from Luocheng. The
superior Zhuang government suggested that a Mulao area does not host
a Zhuang legend, despite the fact that the Zhuang population accounts
for the majority of Luocheng’s jurisdiction. Overall, on the cultural front,
Luocheng shows mediocre results when soliciting support from the
superior Zhuang government.
The school principal kept expressing how much he loved his job. He
stressed the fact that, when compared to Zhuang, Miao, and Yao parents
in the same school, Mulao parents are very active in pursuing
opportunities of higher education for their children. The only problem
Mulao people have in education is recruiting girls from remote mountain
sites. The County Education Director visits the mountains in an effort to
persuade the parents. In other areas, only teachers enter the mountains to
carry out this strenuous task. At one time, one local television reported
on the unusual dedication in that regard displayed by a Director Lo.
Mulao teachers do not teach Mulao history in class, but their efforts to
raise high school enrollment is an important criterion used by the
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government to judge the performance of ethnic policy in the localities.
The County Ethnic Bureau is given the task to promote ethnic-sensitive
activities. It promotes such activities on its own, without the assistance of
any project funds granted by the state.
In brief, Mulao cadres interviewed operate within the existing
institutional framework to resolve the problems at hand. They seem to
have clear orientations, experiencing no significant difficulties to adapt to
marketization or privatization despite technical disputes. No sense of
alienation, lack of confidence, inferiority, or incapacity was noted by this
author during the interviews. The following section argues that Mulao
consciousness actually plays a role in facilitating the enthusiastic
participation of the Mulao community in Luocheng and is also conducive
to current property rights reform. A final argument is that the recent
upgrade to autonomous jurisdiction enhances self-confidence.

V.

Mulao Consciousness and the Identity Institution

The granting of autonomous status to Luocheng coincided with the end
of the Cultural Revolution and the beginning of the Four Modernizations.
The combined effects of institutional reform on both property rights and
identity may ironically remind Luocheng cadres of the contradictory
effects of these two types of institutions. The Four Modernizations
campaign reinforces the merger of the already highly assimilated Mulao
community with the Han community. Mulao consciousness and the
activities to enhance such consciousness have, however, clearly been on
the rise. Part of the reason is that Luocheng—once an average
agricultural county belonging to the ethnic Zhuang Autonomous
District but now the only autonomous Mulao jurisdiction in the
country—officially represents all the Mulao population. This
representative image was strengthened when the central government
consulted with Luocheng officials about the application made by a
Guizhou Township for ethnic Mulao status. The Luocheng delegation
investigated the application and recommended rejecting it on the
grounds that neither language nor custom of the township resembled
those of Luocheng. The central government agreed, further strengthening
the impression that Luocheng represents authentic Mulao ethnicity. This
incident is more than just a simple reproduction of Mulao identity; it also
grants Luocheng Mulao community the power to distinguish Mulao from
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other like communities. The Luocheng Mulao now have the knowledge
to decide who is and who is not Mulao.8 Attaining this “othering”
capacity makes up for the loss of ethnic distinction at a time of rapid
fusion with the Han community.
Assimilation into the Han culture worries the ethnic bureau officials
in Luocheng. In recent years, the bureau has spent much time trying to
resuscitate over twenty local customs that had disappeared. These
customs are primarily athletic games, some of which are also shared by
other ethnic communities. Older cadres used to play these games when
they were young. In order to participate in district (as well as national)
ethnic games, the bureau has invited experts to bring back a select
number of games such as “rice-cake grabbing,” “torch balls,” and “Ox
Horn chess.” The event that earned the Luocheng team a national award
is called bamboo ball playing. Interestingly, bureau officials have
complained that a provincial team from Chongching stole the torch balls
game from the Luocheng team. These games are easily learned, however.
Throughout the country, it is common for different ethnic teams to
feature similar types of athletics. Any claims to authenticity based on
athletic games/paraphernalia are hardly sustainable. Yet, anxiety over
losing authenticity is prominent amongst the bureau officials. One official
has raised suspicion about a Cultural Bureau’s program to translate
Mulao mountain songs into mandarin Chinese. The suspicion is justified
on the grounds that Mulao mountain songs, once translated, will lose
authenticity. Instead, the ethnic bureau has a filming program to tape a
conventional local ritual called Yifan, which, though still being practiced
during funerals in the Mulao community, is disappearing. This is because
Yifan preachers are no longer among the popular marriage choices for
girls, thus leading a drop in their number.
Secretary You of the Ethnic Bureau points out the contradiction
between economic development and the preservation of ethnic culture.
He has interviewed a number of senior scholars about Mulao culture, and
has taken note of their worries concerning the lack of cultural
characteristics in the Mulao community. The award-winning Mulao
drama, for example, must be spoken in mandarin Chinese in order to
attract an audience. Ironically, the Mulao spoken language is the only
characteristic that allows the highly assimilated Mulao community to
remain Mulao. Emigrant workers feel no ethnic discrimination in the
coastal cities since few city dwellers are aware of Mulao, and it is difficult
to distinguish between Mulao workers and their Han counterparts based
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on appearance. For high-level government officials, their responsibility in
the ethnic area is to promote economic growth. Even in Luocheng,
ethnicity seems to mean nothing more than dusty ethnic costumes stored
in one’s office.
You is not, however, worried at all. He agrees with Director Li of the
Outreach Office that Mulao is an open-minded culture, one that adapts to
changes effectively. This suggests that intrinsically the Mulao community
has a strong attachment to the Mulao identity, and these behavioral
adjustments pose no threat to their Mulao identity. Therefore, looking for
ethnic characteristics from the outlook of the Mulao community will
result in failure. According to You, the common characteristic of their
people is the shared confidence in Mulao’s identity. Ironically, factors
considered a sign of diminishment elsewhere is an indicator of strength
here.
A secure identity reinforced by autonomous status affects the style of
conflict resolution involving more than one ethnic group. The
aforementioned property rights dispute concerning ownership of a
particular piece of woods, for example, took place between a Han village
and a Mulao village. A dispute of this sort is an ethnic affair. The
Luocheng government decided, however, that property rights disputes
should not be converted into an ethnic issue and that the Mulao
community should thus not involve Mulao consciousness when resolving
a property rights dispute. In contrast, sensitivity toward the difference
between ethnic groups is often praised in other areas. In the neighboring
Nandan County, where unique clothing is employed as a local ethnic
feature, ethnic Yao identity is so defensive that in the aftermath of natural
disaster the community refuses donations of clothes. They fear that
clothes from the outside world obscure local identity, and thus have been
nicknamed the “White Pants Nationality” (bai ku zu).
Also according to You, a group of Mulao writers who hold the same
belief in Mulao’s intrinsic attachment to the self-identity of the group
now meet regularly. They respect Hu Xiqiong’s work but feel that it is
mainly data collection. Deeper analysis is necessary to make the data
mean something. They thus systematically search for senior villagers in
an effort to gather more data or to draw out meaning from the data. You
points out that these writers work for different divisions of the county
government, and must write in the evenings after work. Unfortunately,
there is not much time left for any county officials to work on Mulao
ethnic culture. Even Ethnic Bureau officials spend most of their time on
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anti-poverty programs. This group of writers does not feel like discussing
cultural issues with anti-poverty officials, believing that these officials do
not care. The writers would rather meet with like-minded people when
off duty.
You is serious about his comment regarding the inner quality of
Mulao. He considers himself a successor of Hu Xiqiong, but lacks a
discourse to present the deeper meaning of being Mulao. Director Li
supports You’s feeling by citing the Mulao emigrant workers’ practice of
going home with their wives after getting married in coastal cities,
instead of bringing wives back home as done by most husbands of other
nationalities. Director Li believes that this is evidence that the Mulao
identity is so deeply embedded and so secure that there is no need for
any protective efforts. Hu Xiqiong wrote about the Mulao psychology in
the preface of his 1993 book:
… certain ethnic characteristics are deeply embedded. These
include those affects, attitudes, aesthetics, moral principles, and
identities which reflect as well as reproduce psychological
features of the [Mulao] nationality and do not show to the
outside world easily. These characteristics need deep
investigation, extrication, and understanding in order to be
appreciated. Due to the limitation of certain historical factors
and practical difficulties in the past … the knowledge about the
history, culture, and present situation of this nationality—and
even its existence in the present time—are hardly available.
Perhaps the same feeling revealed in this next quote was what
prompted You to take the job offer at Ethnic Bureau. Although economic
work is unfamiliar to him and claims much of his time, he is nonetheless
glad to have the opportunity to work with ethnic affairs. He describes his
dedication to his work:
Personally, if it were not for the love of home, I would not
return. I graduated from the Central-South Ethnic College. The
school asked me to stay. I turned the offer down. I remember I
was full of rigor. My career did not develop according to my
wish so I am now without achievement. Man’s way of thinking
is constantly changing, so I do not want to talk about the past. I
have been working on ethnic affairs for ten years. I never
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blindly follow my superiors, but try to work out something so I
can be accountable to my conscience. The party organization has
negative opinion about me. The party wanted to assign me to a
village post. I refused. I want to do things that I like. The village
post is like the eye of a needle, thousands of strings going
through it. This is why I want to stay where I am. I can
contribute to my community in a more substantive way. After
all, I am not interested in being promoted to other posts.
The hypothesis coming out from these field interviews is that the
autonomous status of the jurisdiction provides both the motivation of the
cadres to work hard on the Mulao affairs and the ethnic incentive to
intellectuals to work for the hometown government. Granted that
intrinsic attachment to the Mulao identity is strong regardless, without
the help of autonomous status intellectuals would not, however, come to
the government to organize cultural activities that enhance Mulao selfdignity. Hu Xiqiong may not have completed his intended goal. The
theory of Mulao intrinsic identity would not have emerged in his
publication. Furthermore, the quest for authenticity would not have felt
as real. Consequently, it is possible that assimilation into the Han culture
has actually generated a sense of pride. The attachment must also be
more secure given that Luocheng is the only administrative
representative of the nationality.

VI. Economic Incentives Qualified
With a sense of stability provided by the Mulao consciousness, the Mulao
people are able to take an active attitude toward their work. Still, such an
attitude can result in very different behavior. On the one hand, an active
attitude toward work and life may motivate one to acknowledge the
current marketization and privatization process. This means that one
would always be ready to grab opportunities that emerge. On the other
hand, the willing sacrifice for the sake of the Mulao community would be
equally attractive to someone dedicated to the collective interest. This
means that one could consciously forego opportunity under certain
circumstances. In the latter case, the contradiction between the identity
incentive and the economic incentive is not as great as it may look. Note
that individual sacrifice made for the benefit of the Mulao community is
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to contribute to the Mulao collective interest, which current economic
reform defines. In other words, it is a kind of sacrifice aimed at enhancing
the capacity of the Mulao community as a whole to take advantage of the
market opportunities that emerge. The identity and economic incentives
are not in contradiction at the collective level. Interviews held at the
Luocheng First High School bring out this point.
The school principal, Mr. Huang, spoke of both campus construction
and his philosophy of management. His believes that education must
begin with one’s environment. He wanted to renovate the campus,
making a more natural environment. He was able to work on renovation
in the mid-1990s by taking advantage of First High’s sixtieth anniversary,
which was in 1998. He raised funds from alumni. Instead of renovating
the class building like most other schools have done on similar occasions,
Principal Huang renovated the campus design. Indeed, First High today
looks very different from high schools anywhere else in the world. The
campus design has led neighboring schools to seriously consider
following suit. Now a green-park type of campus, visitors crossing the
school’s main gate instantly gain an impression of entering a huge
garden. Behind two rows of classrooms sits a small mountain on which
there is an arbor and a stream. At the foot of the mountain is a walkway
leading along a very long stone tablet recording Mulao history and
cultural features. The campus layout ensures that both students and
tourists are engrossed in an atmosphere of Mulao humanity, which
hopefully allows students to live in a relaxed environment and with a
stable identity.
Renovation would have been unlikely without donations from
alumni. Although the economy was still lagging during the mid-1990s,
most alumni donated RMB$200—the equivalent of a monthly salary at
the time. In addition to donations, Secretary You personally wrote the
text that was later inscribed on the tablet. All graduating classes donated
a piece of stone tablet. As part of the sixtieth anniversary celebration, the
principal reallocated part of the money he had raised to compensate
peasants who could no longer cultivate the area in and around the
mountain. The renovation of the campus was completed that same year.
Passing the corridor and Mulao history, students visit the far side of
the mountain during early morning and evening to study. They have also
named a number of places on the mountain. The principal reports a
noteworthy change in student behavior—fighting has significantly
reduced and the acceptance rate of the college entrance examination has
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improved steadily since 1998. Most impressive is that on average half of
the students qualified for enrollment at the Hechi Regional First High
school (which is considered the most competitive in the five-county area
that encompasses Luocheng) decide to stay at Luocheng First High every
year. The principal of the higher-ranking First High at neighboring Duan
County, a Yao community, reportedly showed disbelief at the choice
made by those top students.
Principal Huang at the Luocheng First High has to cope with various
kinds of pressure. The strongest pressure pertains to the college entrance
rate, and fund raising comes next. For example, he went to Beijing to call
on the home of the National Ethnic Commissioner in order to raise funds
for a building reserved for science class. One immediate pressure he is
facing is the outflow of top teachers to coastal schools. The living
conditions and compensation for teachers in a place like Luocheng is
obviously far behind those in coastal areas. As the school’s reputation has
increased over the years, the coastal schools have intensified their
attempts to recruit the best teachers. Note that the salary for a teacher at
the First High is RMB$800, in comparison with an offer of RMB$3,000 in
Zhejiang Province. Even salaries at other major regional High Schools in
Guangxi are higher—some offer as much as three times the pay of
Luocheng’s. Luocheng teachers who want to support their children
through college must begin saving money early in their career. This is the
incentive for them to leave for better offers. The County government has
improved the salary scale; the speed of increase is, however, far behind
the market rate.
Experienced teachers who have a competitive market value decide to
stay for one single reason: they have special feelings for the school and
want to contribute to the Mulao community. The Director of the Teaching
Department stays for exactly this reason. Principal Huang himself must
resist similar temptations; he has, for instance, received an offer from a
college to be its professor. He graduated from First High in 1977 and
returned as a teacher in 1982. He does not know how long he can resist
the offer made to him:
… looking into the future, we as a national minority, and as part
of the underdeveloped west, face the major problem of human
resources—how to breed Mulao students into talented, highquality timber, patriotic toward both the country and our Mulao
people, home-loving, and capable of contributing to the
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economic development of the hometown? From the economic
point of view, however, regional development is lagging. This
definitely leads the local talent to have second thoughts about
their career…. I once planned to leave for goods before this
year’s school anniversary, but the county government
persuaded me to stay. This is not going to work for me in the
long run, though.
The Mulao community in general sees education as an important
factor. A famous “Scholar Village” in suburban Luocheng has in total
trained over one hundred college graduates. The population of the
village is not even one thousand. Amidst the narrow mud walls of village
households is a village school made from cement. All the names of
villagers who donated money to the school are inscribed upon the tablet.
This footnotes the rigorous participatory spirit that prepares the local
community to meet competitive marketization.

VII.

The Relevance of the Identity Institution

Bureau Secretary You spends most of his time on anti-poverty campaigns;
Principal Huang, on fund raising; and Director Yu and Director Li, on
receiving visitors. Together with Party Secretary Yang’s show of
confidence and many teachers’ dedication to hometown education, all
these phenomena point to the Mulao cadres’ active attitude toward
participating in contemporary political and economic reform. Granted,
enthusiasm cannot be measured objectively; the impression from
interviews at Luocheng is, however, certainly very different from the
reservation, alienation, and even superficiality one sees at other ethnic
mountain sites. The interviewees’ attitudinal characteristics must, in my
opinion, be related to autonomous jurisdiction.
Both the representative identity the Luocheng community achieves
through their autonomy status and the psychological reflection on deeper
identification with the Mulao community are conducive to these
attitudinal characteristics. Unlike intellectuals of other mountain
nationalities (such as Tujia in Western Hunan and She in Lishui), Mulao
intellectuals do not worry too much about the waning of Mulao cultural
features. This puts the Mulao closer to the Man identity, whose carriers
show little self-doubt in front of the near-total assimilation of Man into
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the Han culture. Mulao is different from Man in the sense that Mulao
consciousness is strong and on the rise. While the Man districts are losing
autonomous status due to urbanization, the Mulao are enjoying gains.
Mulao cadres work to extricate and define Mulao authenticity while Man
intellectuals do not.
The identity institution has been applied in a top-down, or wise-man,
fashion to Luocheng County, affecting the reproduction of identity but
not monopolizing local response. The deep feelings about being Mulao
held locally allows Mulao cadres to read positive elements out of the wise
man’s granting. Both rational institutionalists and historical
institutionalists are valid to the extent that the autonomy system can
affect the local way of life, but only within the existing frame of selfunderstanding. This identity institution further affects the property rights
institution in such a way that the identity institution prepares the
individual Mulao community members either to take advantage of the
new market opportunities while remaining conscious of the Mulao
identity, or to readily make personal sacrifice in order to enhance the
whole community’s competitive capacity in the markets. The identity
institution in Luocheng successfully accommodates the Mulao identity so
that there is no potential conflict between double identities, as in the case
of Hui in Litong or Koreans in Shenyang. The installation of autonomous
jurisdiction also mobilizes local Mulao community to participate
positively. This is unlike the case of Yi in Meigu, where alienation marks
the local identity. The Mulao way of interpreting assimilation into the
Han culture, i.e. conciliatory assimilation as a proof of deep-seated Mulao
identity, shows a unique way of adjusting and self-empowering. In short,
the property rights institution does not determine behavior though the
setting up of incentives. Instead, how a property rights institution is
taken or practiced is itself something to be explained.

Notes
1.
2.

For the original version of the “rational new institutional” approach,
see Ronald Coase (1937: 386-405); (1988).
For the advocacy of the “historical new institutional” approach,
which stresses institutional path, see Douglas North (1984: 225-264);
(1981).
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3.
4.
5.

6.
7.
8.
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For intellectual intervention in China’s institutional reform, see
Steven Cheung (1982).
For intellectual intervention from the historical institutional
perspective, see Yu-shan Wu (1994).
The recognition of those purposes outside of the mainstream
discourse on institutional reform constitutes a philosophical
proposition that attends to the factor of undecidability of human
decision. For more discussion, see Michael J. Shapiro (1999).
Unless otherwise noted, all the interpretations of field experiences in
the following discussion are drawn from Chih-yu Shih (2002a).
For more discussion of diasporic Shui community in Yizhou,
Guangxi, see Chih-yu Shih (2002b).
This is ironic in light of the publication of many books on Mulao
ethnicity, see, for example, Luo Shiqing (1997); Chen Zhengjun
(2003).
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Multicultural Citizenship in the Era of
Globalization: The Case of Immigrant
Movement in Taiwan
Hsiao-Chuan Hsia

I.

May’s Longing for Taiwanese Citizenship
May has lived in Taiwan for sixteen years. Her biggest fear has
been her lack of a Taiwanese ID. She has been caught by the
police three times at the construction site where she used to
work, though the policemen let her go after witnessing her
situation. May was told by a Chinese-Indonesian marriage
broker that she could easily become a Taiwanese citizen once
she married a Taiwanese man. She came to Taiwan on a tourist
visa at the behest of this broker who introduced her to her
husband, a fisherman living in northern Taiwan. Contrary to the
promises of the broker, May was not able to become a
Taiwanese citizen and May’s husband died three years after her
daughter was born. Becoming an illegal migrant upon her
husband’s death, she has confined herself to home and
workplace for the fear of being caught and expatriated. She has
not been able to visit her family in Indonesia for the fear that she
will not be able to come back to Taiwan to take care of her
daughter and parents-in-law. Her family resents her for being
“heartless” since May never returns for a visit. May has not told
them the truth because she does not want them to be worried.
She prefers to socialize with other Indonesian-Chinese women
because she fears that Taiwanese would report her illegal status
to the police.
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Despite obvious constraints, May has not been a passive victim.
She has been trying to find ways to apply for citizenship. When
caught by the police, she tactfully convinces the policemen to
take her home so that the police would be able to understand
and sympathize with her situations. To protect herself, she has
introduced
other
Indonesian
Chinese
with
proper
documentation to work with her at the construction sites so she
would be more aware if Taiwanese co-workers plan to report
her. Not being able to read Chinese and being lacking social
capital, May still has not been able to locate resourceful persons
to help her with citizenship. She is worried that her only
daughter’s rights to inherit property would be relinquished
because her daughter has been legally adopted by her
husband’s brother given May’s illegal status.
May’s story is not an isolated case in Taiwan. Although we cannot be
certain of the number of similar cases, her case vividly points out the
essential need that immigrant women in Taiwan have to obtain
citizenship.

II.

The Problematique

Citizenship in the Globalization Era
Discussion of citizenship in the modern era has traditionally centered on
acquisition of rights and the exercise of obligations, and how rights
served to forge attachment to a particular society. Liberal and civic
republican are the two dominant traditions of discourse. In both
traditions the attendant rights and obligations of citizenship were
contained within the nation-state, which was itself conceptualized as
culturally and morally homogenous. These approaches paid little
attention to issues arising from the admission of outsiders to a society
and how these immigrants might alter the basis of citizenship as
membership of a bounded community expands and new potential
members enter. As the world becomes increasingly globalized, recent
writing has sought to decouple citizenship from its traditionally close
association with the nation-state.
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Some literature on migration claims that national citizenship has lost
its importance in the present era of globalization (Soysal 1994; Sassen,
1996) and suggests that citizenship rights are irrelevant and labor rights
take precedence (Harris 1995). Evidence from much of the migratory
experience of women, however, shows that this is not correct (e.g.
Parenas 2001; Piper and Roces 2003). Piper and Roces (2003) point out
that Soysal’s theory of post-national citizenship is derived from the
European Union context and is based on the acquisition of economic and
social rights linked to long-term residence as well as on the emergence of
an international regime of rights for migrants.
The exclusionary practices of citizenship have been recognized as
being ill-equipped to deal with an age of large-scale and heterogeneous
migratory movements. The hope was that international human rights law
would “provide a tool for sculpting a more inclusionary model of
citizenship” (Lister 1997: 60) transcending nation-state boundaries.
Despite the proliferation of international conventions and human rights
instruments, however, citizenship still to a large extent determines the
rights that different categories of migrants are able to exercise (Kofman et
al. 2000). The importance of international pressure in securing rights for
immigrants appears overemphasized in these works, as remarked upon
by Castles and Davidson (2000). In practice this international regime of
rights is weak and nonexistent outside of Europe (where migrant rights
are also limited) (Ghai 1999) (c.f. Piper and Roces, 2003).
In the era of globalization, citizenship has thus become the
touchstone for the virtues of liberalism and democracy. As Silverman
(1992:15) forcefully argues, “Immigration can represent both the liberal
republic and the threat to the liberal republic; it is the embodiment of
France’s capacity for assimilation and proof of a break-down in
assimilation; it is the embodiment of pluralism and proof of the
impossibility of pluralism.”

Citizenship and Immigrant Women
Immigration regulations are gendered in that they often do not accord
female immigrants with their own legal status but rather assume them to
be dependents of men (Espiritu 1997). Not just gendered, immigration
legislature is also based on certain notions of the family, especially within
the institutional setting of marriage. Marriage and migration are thus
linked to citizenship and to relations of power created and sustained by
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the law. For example, many migrant-receiving countries do not grant
foreign women citizenship in their own rights, but mediate their rights
through their status of wife.
Feminist engagement with citizenship debates has tended to focus
on the gendered nature of access to economic, social, civil, and political
rights associated with citizenship. In addition to studies on the
constraints women encounter in their experience of migration, much of
the feminist literature on citizenship both points out that women are not
merely passive victims of unequal characters of citizenship and
highlights the subjectivity and resistance of these women. Piper and
Roces ’s (2003) edited volume on Asian women and migration shows that
apart from acting as mothers, wives, and workers, these women also act
as citizens—although not yet so acknowledged in much of the public
discourse about them. Despite language and cultural differences posing a
major obstacle toward integration as new citizens, immigrant women’s
participation in civic work can in fact be a way of performing citizenship.
Citizenship potentially increases immigrant women’s agency and
broadens their choices.

Formal vs. Substantive Citizenship
Nevertheless, acquisition of citizenship itself does not necessarily mean
that these women would cease to be categorized as “other” because
citizenship does not magically eliminate discrimination (Piper and Roces
2003). Scholars often tend to concentrate on the extension of formal rights,
but do not adequately consider the significance of various forms of
discrimination; such an oversight could undermine their grasp of
substantive reality. Discrimination may even be sanctioned by the state.
Piper (1998) points out that there is a distinction between formal and
substantive citizenship rights, an issue which is of particular relevance to
women in general, ethnic minorities, and migrants. Formal citizenship
refers to legal matters (such as residential, civil, political, and labor
rights), while substantive citizenship covers social aspects (such as
discrimination).
Often without formal citizenship (at least initially), migrant women
find themselves in a much more precarious situation. Marriage does not
pose an immediate remedy. In most countries, international couples have
to be married for a certain number of years until the foreign spouse gains
full residential rights independent from the local marriage partner. If

Multicultural Citizenship in the Era of Globalization

295

problems such as domestic violence occur prior to the end of this period
and the foreign women seeks divorce, she risks deportation to her
country of origin. As wives to local men, foreign women lack some basic
attributes of autonomous legal agency; this can be improved when they
gain proper formal citizenship rights. Even with secure residential
permits, however, the language barriers and lack of accreditation often
ensure that migrant women remain ossified in specific niches, such as
domestic work or the sex industry.
Changes have come about in this regard in the regulations of
receiving countries. Such improvements often occur as a result of NGO
advocacy work and/or self-organization of the migrant women (Piper
and Roces, 2003). This, however, still leaves the issue of substantive
citizenship. There is, moreover, plenty of evidence for discrimination and
stigmatization of immigrants in general, and Asian women in particular.

Models of Incorporation
There are various ways in which migrants and minorities are treated in
relation to the wider society. The degree to which the identity of groups
is recognized also varies. Kofman et al. (2000) identify four models of
incorporations—including imperial, ethnic, republican, and multicultural
models.
y The objective under the imperial model was to bring together
ethnically and racially differentiated subjects of an Empire. Though
no longer operative, this model has left a mark on several European
societies.
y The ethnic model is one in which the national community is passed
on by descent, thereby excluding new minorities from citizenship
but allowing automatic access to those with cultural links who live
outside state borders. Citizenship in the ethnic model is based on the
principle of jus sanguinis and is consequently difficult to acquire. It
requires a relatively long period of residence, demonstration of a
degree of assimilation, and language proficiency.
y The republican model is one in which the nation is defined as a
political community. Newcomers may be admitted providing that
they accept the political norms and national culture. In principle this
model does not recognize the right of minorities to make claims
either cultural recognition or social rights on the basis of their group
identity.
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The multicultural model is based on the idea that the nation-state
contains a degree of plurality that allows migrants to retain their
cultural identity provided that they adhere to the appropriate
political norms. This pluralism does not negate the existence of a
dominant culture. Multiculturalism has a number of aspects so that
policies may shift over time. Multiculturalism may involve the
recognition of cultural pluralism, or provision for the specific
economic and social needs of ethnic and national groups that may
themselves take on the responsibilities for the welfare of their
communities. Multiculturalism may also include the demand for the
economic and social equality between migrants and the wider
society, thus leading to the establishment of anti-discrimination
policies accompanied by sanctions (Kofman et al. 2000).

As part of this last model, multicultural citizenship is an alternative
proposed by scholars recognizing both the importance and limits of
citizenship. The model is based on the idea that nation-state contains a
degree of plurality that allows migrants and immigrants to retain their
cultural identity provided they adhere to the political norms. For instance,
Kymlicka (1995:5) has proposes the following theory of minority rights:
“A comprehensive theory of justice in a multicultural state will include
both universal rights, assigned to individuals regardless of their group
membership, and certain group-differentiated rights or ‘special status’ for
minority cultures.”
Though multicultural citizenship seems to be a more inclusionary
model of incorporation and thus ideal for the current era of globalization,
various critics have pointed out that, among other problems, it
essentializes cultures and silences more radical forms of resistance (e.g.
Kofman et al. 2000). Being aware of the model’s faults, this chapter will
show how the concept of multicultural citizenship can be employed to
bring about a gradual change in the traditionally exclusionary model of
incorporation. As globalization intensifies, transborder migration has
greatly challenged the boundaries of nation-states and thus the concept
of citizenship. Immigrant women are particularly influenced by formal
and substantive citizenship. This essay will illustrate how immigrant
women in Taiwan are constrained by exclusionary practices of
citizenship, how they are working with NGOs to gradually transform
their situations, and how the rhetoric of “multicultural citizenship” can
be used in the process of transformation.
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III. Immigrant Women in Taiwan
Since the mid-1980s, Taiwan has moved from the “periphery” to the
“semi-periphery” in the world system. As a result, Taiwan has become a
host country for many migrants in the region. According to official
statistics, one of every four new marriages in Taiwan is between a citizen
and foreigner. The majority of the foreign spouses are the “foreign
brides1” and “Mainland brides” of Taiwanese men. In addition to
marriage migration, migrants also come to Taiwan for work. The rapid
increase in foreign-born residents has led the Taiwanese media, public,
and government to realize that the country has lacked a comprehensive
immigration policy. Numerous issues that migrants and immigrants
encounter—such as language barriers, cultural adjustment, medical care,
education, and legal disputes—are all posing new challenges to most
Taiwanese.

Root Causes of Marriage Migration: Globalization and Unequal
Development
“Foreign brides,” “Mainland brides,” and “foreign workers” are the three
major categories of foreign-born residents in Taiwan. They face many
similar situations (such as discrimination and restrictive regulations), but
also have some differences. This section focuses on “foreign brides,”
specifically Southeast Asian women married to Taiwanese men, as an
example to illustrate the citizenship issues in Taiwan.
Against the backdrop of threat imposed by the GATT and WTO to
the agricultural economy and the exodus of labor-intensive industry,
thousands of Taiwanese peasants and working-class men have, in recent
years, been leaving the countryside in search of brides. Led by marriage
brokers, these men are transported to modern international airports,
where they are faced with a combination of luxurious lounges, complex
and wordy immigration forms, and expressionless customs bureaucrats.
Meanwhile, across the South Pacific, marriage brokers and matchmakers
weave in and out of communities on the margins of cities and rural areas
in Indonesia, Vietnam, and other Southeast Asian countries, encouraging
young women to become such a “foreign bride.” During these meetings,
the men cast anxious, searching glances; the women act shyly; and the
matchmakers confidently try to unite the two together as a couple. Days
later, the engagement ceremony is held. The men return to Taiwan to
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wait for up to a year for their “foreign brides” to arrive. Transnational
marriages of this type require a large sum of money, many times half of
the savings of a family from rural Taiwan. If a man successfully marries a
woman, he must pay the broker a sum between US$10,000-$15,000, only
10% of which goes to the bride’s family as a dowry. Still, a dowry of this
size is a considerable sum to families in Southeast Asian nations where
wages are low.
This is not a new phenomenon. Beginning in the early 1980s, men
from rural areas in Taiwan began marrying brides from Thailand and the
Philippines. By the end of that decade, the Taiwanese government
stopped issuing visas to single women from Southeast Asia because
several women were caught engaging in prostitution after coming to
Taiwan on tourist visas. Since then, Taiwanese men who want to marry
“foreign brides” must travel to Southeast Asia. Since the early 1990s
Indonesia has become the primary source of “foreign brides” in Taiwan.
For each of the past few years, more than 2,000 women from Indonesia
have left their homes for their imagined “prosperous paradise”—Taiwan.
In order to reduce the number of Indonesian brides, the Taipei Economic
and Trade Office in Indonesia slowed down its processing visas for the
women. Many Indonesian brokers became impatient with the slow pace
of the Taiwan government and turned to matching Indonesian women
with Hong Kong men; Taiwanese brokers have begun looking for women
in Vietnam, Cambodia, and other countries. According to a newly
released study by the Ministry of Interior, there are 240,837 foreign
spouses (42.2% of who are from Southeast Asia and 57.8% of who are
from Mainland China), who entered Taiwan between January 1st of 1987
to August 31 of 2003. Ninety-three percent of these foreign spouses are
women. Among the women from Southeast Asia, 57.5% are from
Vietnam, 23.2% from Indonesia, 5.3% from Thailand, and another 5.3%
from the Philippines.
Many Southeast Asian women decide to marry Taiwanese out of a
hope to escape poverty, which globalization has intensified in their home
countries. Globalization entails privatization, deregulation, and
liberalization, all of which lead to unemployment, hunger and disease,
and therefore pose a threat to survival for the vast majority of laborers.
The World Bank and IMF have driven hundreds of millions of people
into poverty—accomplished under the guise of offering loans to
developing countries and promising a boost in development by carrying
out SAPS (Structural Adjustment Programs) (for further analysis, please
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refer to Hsia 2004). Under the sway of distorted development, farmers
and workers in the Philippines, Indonesia, Vietnam, and other Southeast
Asian countries have increasingly been marginalized economically and
forced to find work abroad. For women in Southeast Asia, they can
choose to find work outside of their native countries or escape their
economic plight through transnational marriages.

Stressed Economic Conditions
The Taiwanese men whom Southeast Asian women marry are mostly
farmers and laborers. Taiwan began to take on the characteristics of a
semi-peripheral country after becoming increasingly incorporated in the
world capitalist system in the 1980s; this is when Taiwan began to exploit
Southeast Asia and other peripheral countries. At the same time
globalization began to push liberalization, privatization, and
deregulation, not only resulting in distorted development in Southeast
Asian countries but also placing a great number of agricultural and
industrial laborers in distress. The poverty created by globalization was
not as serious in Taiwan as in Southeast Asian countries, but agriculture
in Taiwan was clearly hollowed out by the twin forces of continued
urbanization and industrialization, as well as by international pressure
on agriculture. Low-skilled workers were also—and have still been—
affected by the increasing threats of liberalization. These low-skilled
agricultural and industrial laborers have thus found themselves in an
extremely disadvantaged position in Taiwan’s domestic marriage market.
Under these circumstances, the economic situation of Southeast
Asian women in Taiwan tends to be bleak. According to a recent survey,
31.3% of interviewed women said that their family expenses are higher
than family income, 48.9% just manage to make ends meet, and only 2.7%
have an income higher than expenses. A full 78.5% of the families of
Southeast Asian women rely on their husband’s income and 7% of the
women are the primary earner. 40% of the Taiwanese husbands are
working-class and 65% of the interviewed foreign spouses from
Southeast Asia make less than 2,0000 NT (about US$588)(許雅惠 2004).
Since the Taiwanese husbands are mostly working-class, most
foreign spouses need to take on jobs in order to supplement family
income. They face many obstacles, however, while searching for jobs. For
example, due to language barriers and isolation in the household, they do
not have adequate access to necessary information and resources.
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Furthermore, some employers mistreat these foreign spouses, who often
are unaware of their legal rights and lack social support.

Lack of Social Network and Support
Since these “foreign brides” come to Taiwan alone, they lack a social
network to serve as effective social support after they are married. Most
of the immigrant women from Southeast Asia cannot speak and read
Chinese, especially Mandarin. This language barrier makes it even
more difficult for them to build new social network in Taiwan. Yi-Ching
from Thailand has described some of the difficulties she has faced:
I was both happy and afraid when I arrived in Taiwan the first
day. I told myself that, no matter what happens, it’s my destiny.
I didn’t realize that because of language barriers my mother-inlaw and I would have many misunderstandings and problems.
At that time, I didn’t have any friends to talk to and didn’t know
what to do. I cried alone in my room everyday … Now when I
look back, I see that it is not that they didn’t treat me well, but
rather that I thought they were being mean to me because I
didn’t understand what they were saying.
Although Taiwan has passed a law against domestic violence and
provided various services, such efforts are of no real assistance to
immigrant women due to (1) language barriers and the resulting lack of
access to information and (2) the fact social workers and other service
employees are not properly trained to handle multicultural issues.

Prejudice and Discrimination
“Foreign brides” have been commonly construed by the governmental
agencies, media, and general public as a “social problem” and often
attached to such terms as “fake marriage, real prostitution” and “the
deteriorating quality of the next generation.” Elsewhere I have analyzed
how these images are constructed by the media and governmental
agencies without any substantial data (Hsia 1997; 夏曉鵑 2001). It is
sufficient to say that governmental agencies and media have become
what Becker called a “moral entrepreneur,” and their definitional work of
the transnational marriages and those involved become the dominant
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discourse, in which immigrant women, their husbands and families are
constructed as “inferior other”.
The most recent illustration is the discourse on the “the new Taiwan
children” (新台灣之子). The rising number of children born to immigrant
women has spurred media reports that claim a propensity among
immigrant children to delayed development. Many governmental
projects have in fact aimed to solve such “problems.” Not supported by
reliable data ( 夏 曉 鵑 2004), these claims are instead based on the
assumption that since the immigrant women are from the developing
countries, they therefore lack the skills necessary to educate their own
children—an argument which clearly has racist and class overtones.
This social construction by the media and government has a strong
impact on the public perception of immigrant women. A national survey
released in November, 2003, reveals that 60% of those interviewed
believed that the government should restrict the number of immigrant
women and 20% felt that equal treatment did not need to be given to
either “foreign brides” or “Mainland brides.”
This unfriendly environment has left a cloud over transnational
marriages. For instance, during the earlier stage of the marriage, the
family of the groom often worries that the bride will run away or steal
money. This fear was heightened given that Taiwan’s immigration rules
used to state that foreign brides must leave Taiwan after their first six
months of residence in Taiwan. The women often used this opportunity
to return to their home countries—sometimes posing a crucial test of the
transnational marriage. Before returning home to Indonesia, Shei-Fen’s
mother-in-law reminded her, “You should hurry back, otherwise people
will begin to talk about you.” Although she only went home for a week,
neighbors began to ask, “Has your daughter-in-law come back?” The
mother-in-law was angry: “It was like they were watching some kind of
play, just waiting to laugh at us!” Also worried that the new bride would
run away (as many people had warned), the mother-in-law sighed, “It’s
hard to have a foreign bride as a daughter-in-law. You don’t know if
she’s sincere or not. What if she runs away?” Whenever the foreign bride
wishes to leave home or remit money to her family abroad, it strengthens
the stereotype of “foreign brides” popularized by the media. Shu-Hsien’s
first husband died, and she then married her Taiwanese husband. Soon
thereafter she started to send money back to Vietnam to help support her
child from the previous marriage. This led to a long-standing argument
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with her husband. Shu-Hsien later decided to return to Vietnam, and did
not contact her husband in Taiwan. Her husband and his family and
friends concluded this problem, “You see, it’s just like what they say in
the papers! She just came to Taiwan for money.” (Hsia, 2004; 夏曉鵑，
2002)
Even if the “foreign brides” live up to the expectations placed upon
them, they still cannot change popular preconceptions. One happily
married man said, “My wife is great, and she gets along well with my
family. But other people might not have the same luck [with foreign
brides]. I’ve heard stories about women who run away.” The force of real
experiences with “foreign brides” is not enough to overpower the image
of “foreign brides” created by the media.
There is often friction in transnational marriages that leads to conflict,
which in turn strengthens discrimination against Third World countries.
For instance, when questioned about high fees, a matchmaker retorted by
saying that, “There are a lot of procedures and you have to give ‘red
envelops’ to [bribe] officials if you want to hurry things up. You know
how it is in underdeveloped countries. Everyone wants money. Ha!” In
addition, “foreign brides” often send money home, which can be a
burden to the agricultural and working class families of their husbands,
which are not wealthy to begin with. This is often a source of conflict. I
have met many husbands of “foreign brides” who do not view their
wives’ desire to send money home as a result of Third World poverty.
Instead, they blame the women: “You see, they just come to Taiwan for
money.”
I have accompanied Taiwanese men and their families numerous
times to Indonesia and Vietnam to meet prospective brides or visit the
families of their wives. Often times the men and families reveal their
explanation of the poverty of Southeast Asian countries through casual
comments. During one such trip in Jakarta, the family and I visited a park
with a large lawn. The mother of the Taiwanese man cried out, “What a
waste of land! If this were in Taiwan, someone would have planted crops
on that land long ago.” The other companions from Taiwan all agreed,
and someone else added, “When I arrived at my wife’s home, the living
room was empty, without even a chair. If it were Taiwan, even if the
family didn’t have money for furniture, they would have piled some
stones up to make a chair.” Another added, “The people here are poor
because they’re lazy. The land here is so fertile, how can they not make
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money?” The minute differences perceived by people from the “core”
countries are interpreted as problems resulted from the essence of people
from the periphery. Even things as minute as taking a shower can often
become issues that lead to conflicts. Many husbands and families of the
“foreign brides” complain that the women take showers three times a
day: “They just don’t know how to save money. No wonder they are so
undeveloped.”
This essentialism is thus used to explain the underdevelopment of
the periphery, ignoring the historical and dynamic relationship between
the periphery and capitalism. Guided by this framework, the unequal
division of labor between core/semi-periphery and periphery constructs
the personal and gender relations among those involved in the
transnational marriages, that is, the personalization and engendering of
the international division of labor (ibid).
Immigrant women therefore have constantly encountered prejudice
and discrimination in their daily lives. Katy from Cambodia once
tearfully shared her feelings about the tremendous pressure:
We foreign mothers can only get 50 points [out of 100 perfect
points] no matter how hard we try … We are also pregnant for
10 months and since the very first day our children saw sunlight
[when they were born] I have been worried about them. How
can I not take good care of them and teach them?! But no matter
how hard we try, whenever the grandparents hear babies cry,
they say we don’t care enough for them! People think we don’t
know how to teach our children. Should anything happen to the
children, they blame it on us!”
Some scholars contend that the influx of a large number of “foreign
brides” has contributed to a more multicultural society in Taiwan,
turning the island into a “global village.” These transnational marriages
do not, however, lead to “local internationalization,” as transnational
marriages crystallize an unequal international division of labor into
personal relationships. We can therefore boldly assert that transnational
marriages are the deepest state of capital internationalization. These
commodified transnational marriages link together the men and women
most seriously affected by unequal development. The marriages are the
flip side of capital internationalization. These transnational marriages
also add an understanding and acceptance of the international division of
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labor into people’s stock of knowledge, and among interpersonal
relationships.
“Local internationalization” as romanticized by some scholars will
only come about as a result of the purposeful mass consciousness-raising
performed by a social movement. Furthermore, this social movement
cannot be achieved merely by emphasizing the importance of
“multiculturalism.” It needs to be enlightened by political economic
analyses to pinpoint the formation process of unequal status and
treatment among different cultures (夏曉鵑，2002; Hsia, 2004).

Constraints imposed by Laws and Regulations
All countries today allow the incorporation of immigrants into their
citizenry through naturalization, although the criteria they use vary.
Three principles describe extant practices: descent (jus sanguinis), place of
birth (jus soli), and place of residence (jus domicile) (Faist 2000). Taiwan’s
policy of incorporation has been based on the principle of jus sanguinis,
which is inclusive of people who can claim a common ancestral origin,
real or imagined, and somewhat exclusive of people who do not share
that commonality. The coupling of national identity and the political unit
that was established nearly a century ago by Sun Yat-Sen, the founder of
the Republic of China (ROC), reflects a traditional Chinese emphasis on
lineage and ancestry in the context of Manchurian minority rule and
foreign imperialism.
Taiwan’s rapid economic growth and slow but impressive
democratization have raised skepticism concerning the nationalist
ideology, and have led to a variety of alternative conceptualization vying
for dominance in a new nation-state building project currently in
progress (Cheng 2002). Despite recent changes in the Nationality Law,
however, it remains extremely difficult for those excluded from
nationality to become citizens of Taiwan, except for spouses and children
of Taiwanese citizens (Cheng 2002; Tseng 2004). Prior to the changes in
the Nationality Law that occurred in the 1990s, foreigners could not be
naturalized as Taiwanese citizens except for women married to
Taiwanese men. Foreign women are seen as “naturalizable” because of
their ability to continue Taiwanese “blood.” As the number of immigrant
women from Southeast Asia and Mainland China increases, the worry
about the “deterioration of the quality of next generation” has led the
government to add “proof of financial security” (財力證明) as new

Multicultural Citizenship in the Era of Globalization

305

requirements for those women to be naturalized. This traditional view of
immigrant women is reflected in the fact that among all the projects
aiming at “improving” the quality of immigrant women and their
children, none has targeted immigrant women from developed countries,
such as the United States and Japan.
Moreover, the welfare system in Taiwan is based on household units
and identification cards (proof of citizenship). Consequently, immigrant
women who have not obtained Taiwanese citizenship are often illegible
for social services and welfare benefits (潘淑滿，2004；趙彥寧，2004).
Battered immigrant women without Taiwanese citizenship are deported
if they get divorced; given that custody of the children is often granted to
the Taiwanese fathers, this deportation would make them unable to
return to Taiwan to visit their children. Consequently, battered
immigrant women often decide to endure domestic violence for the sake
of their children. The husband’s power over immigrant women is thus
sanctioned by the state. The Taiwan government does not grant
citizenship to foreign women as an inalienable right, but rather
preconditions citizenship on their status as wife of a Taiwanese man.

IV. Prospects for Multicultural Citizenship
The Struggle for Formal Citizenship Rights
As Piper and Roces (2003) point out, NGO advocacy work plays a crucial
role in changing the immigration regulations in receiving countries. This
effect is observable in Taiwan. Several NGOs in Taiwan had worked
individually on immigrant and migrant issues for a few years. Things
have changed, however, with the government’s proposal to establish a
Bureau of Immigration. NGOs labeled this proposal xenophobic because
its main functions were to police, investigate, and deport migrants and
immigrants whom Bureau officials deemed illegal or dangerous.
Moreover, the legal grounds for deportation—such as “threatening
national security” and “violating the public interest”—are vague
articulations subject to manipulation. This proposed bureau does not
provide any channels for migrants and immigrants to protect their rights.
In order to promote both the human rights of immigrants and migrants,
as well as the development of a healthy, pluralist society, a group of
organizations concerned with human rights, immigration policy, foreign
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labor, and democracy have joined with lawyers and scholars with longterm interest in these issues to form the Alliance for Human Rights
Legislation for Immigrants and Migrants (AHRLIM) in December, 2003.
The AHRLIM initiated a signature campaign to halt the deliberation
on the amendments proposed by the Executive Yuan (Taiwan’s executive
branch). After intense rounds of lobbying at the Legislative Yuan, the
proposal was defeated. The Alliance stated its position clearly during
their signature drive:
Every individual enjoys basic human rights, regardless of race,
color, gender, language, religion, political or other creed,
nationality, social status, wealth, place of birth, or any other
social distinction. We support plural social development and the
promotion of social dialogue designed to eradicate
discrimination.

y

y

Based on this position, AHRLIM first spelled out three demands:
The “Universal Declaration of Human Rights” clearly states that
national policies must not infringe upon the basic rights of the
individual for reasons of race, nationality, gender, and so forth.
Although Taiwan has signed this Declaration, the Executive Yuan’s
plans for a Bureau of Immigration combine police, investigative, and
judicial functions in a single body and make immigrants and
migrants into a population of suspected criminals. The proposed
Bureau would focus on preventive control, in effect covering up
human rights’ violations in the name of security. We ask for an
immediate halt to deliberation on the amendments proposed by the
Executive Yuan and propose that public discussion of immigration
policy be allowed to return to its basis in human rights.
Given that immigration policy in itself requires comprehensive
planning, and given the need to prevent abuse of authority, we
suggest related laws be reviewed. The draft governing the
organization of the Bureau of Immigration proposed by the
Executive Yuan is part of an organizational law that should be
amended at the same time amendments are made to the related
functional codes—i.e., the Immigration and Entry and Exit Law—in
order to establish the terms of concrete norms for a comprehensive
immigration policy. Such a policy would address such issues as the
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specific tasks to be assumed by the Bureau of Immigration, channels
for supervision of the Bureau and the handling of complaints, and
jurisdictional divisions with other departments.
The draft proposal presented by the Executive Yuan for the
organization of a Bureau of Immigration and related immigration
codes are measures that directly affect the future of Taiwan’s
immigration policy, including the organization and authority
accorded to the actual administrative organs concerned. As such, it
forms a crucial link in national immigration policy, affecting the
rights of immigrants and migrants. National immigration policy
further contains implicit ideas about social organization that will
directly affect the way Taiwanese people imagine “citizenship” and
identity. Hence, we ask that public debate on such an important
matter be expanded such that immigrants, migrants, their families,
and society-at-large may have a greater chance to participate in, and
understand the stakes of making, such policy.

Since the government’s proposal was temporarily halted, the
AHRLIM has been working on efforts to examine the government’s
proposed amendments to the Immigration and Entry and Exit Law and
draft the Alliance’s own proposal in order to establish acceptable norms
for a comprehensive immigration policy. To this end the Alliance has
held several rounds of public hearings at which they have invited NGOs,
concerned citizens, and others to discuss the current immigration policy
and related issues, including the principals of the Alliance’s draft on the
amendments to the Immigration Law.
In addition to drafting the amendments to the Immigration Law, the
AHRLIM has taken on several issues—such as condemning the official of
Ministry of Education, who publicly said that immigrant women should
not have too many children because of their “ill quality,” which is not at
all supported by any solid research and reflects sheer prejudice and
discrimination—in order to raise the public consciousness of the human
rights issues of immigrants and migrants.
The Alliance has purposefully used such international conventions
as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to push for a more
inclusionary immigration policy. Since the ROC is not recognized by
most international organizations, it has been the primary national anxiety
to prove to the world that Taiwan has achieved the international
standards on all grounds hoping to gain more support from international
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community for Taiwan to be recognized as an independent state. The
AHRLIM’s strategy is thus to radicalize all seemingly progressive
political rhetoric—such as democracy, human rights, and
multiculturalism—in order to challenge the san juanis tradition of
incorporation as well as the sexism and racism embedded in many of
Taiwan’s immigration laws and regulations.
As the result of long-term tension between the Taiwan and China,
the DPP government has made great efforts to differentiate Taiwan as a
state independent from China, not only politically but also culturally.
Long before emerging victorious in the 2000 presidential election, the
DPP had launched increasingly tense campaigns against the KMT
government, using criticism of the “national language policy” as a quite
effective means to weaken the legitimacy of KMT governance.
Revitalization of ethnic languages has become a commonly accepted
rhetoric, helping to in turn spread the concept of “multiculturalism.” The
DPP government has carefully employed the concept of multiculturalism
to portray its governance as being more democratic and progressive. For
example, in his speech after winning a second presidential term Chen
Shui-bian announced that Taiwan was a truly democratic and
multicultural society, where “everyone is equal--whether you are from
Tainan (his home county) or Vietnam.” To radicalize this politically
correct rhetoric of multiculturalism, AHRLIM has argued that the mother
tongues and cultures of these immigrant women should also be respected,
the immigration policy should not be based on assimilation, and thus the
san juanis tradition of incorporation should be changed.

The Struggle for Substantive Citizenship Rights
As mentioned previously, formal citizenship rights do not automatically
guarantee substantive citizenship rights. NGO’s advocacy work is not
sufficient to enhance the participation of immigrant women or to
eradicate prejudice and discrimination.
For the immigrant women from Southeast Asia, language barriers
are the first and foremost obstacles to their active participation in
Taiwanese society. Looking to provide a tool to increase participation in
Taiwan societies, a Chinese Literacy Program for the “foreign brides”
was initiated on July 30, 1995. Inspired by Paulo Freire’s (1970)
“Pedagogy of the Oppressed” and Augusto Boal’s (1979) “Theater of the
Oppressed,” community efforts have sought to empower these
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immigrant women (Hsia 2006; 夏 曉 鵑 2003). In December 2003, in
collaboration with local women these immigrant women have officially
founded a national organization, TransAsia Sisters Association, Taiwan
(TASAT, 南洋台灣姊妹會).
As the first step in a process of empowering immigrant women,
offering Chinese courses does not always proceed smoothly. On the
contrary, there can even be resentment among the immigrant women
themselves. Freire (1970) has pointed out the duality of the oppressed,
meaning that the oppressed often internalize the oppressor consciousness.
A few examples example are illustrative: immigrant women married
Taiwanese men are sometimes prejudiced against migrant women who
work in Taiwan on contracts, women of one nationality resent women
from another nationality, or women from one ethnic group resent women
from another ethnic group of the same nationality. Similarly, the
Taiwanese women volunteering to assist and help organize immigrant
women also can face resentment, and even have their own prejudices
against immigrant women (夏曉鵑 2004, 2005).
Generally speaking, however, learning Chinese has gradually
enhanced the civic participation of immigrant women, making them
better able to communicate with local Taiwanese and to create a network
among themselves. The involvement of local Taiwanese volunteers also
has helped create a more friendly environment for the immigrant women.
At the first protest initiated by AHRLIM, immigrant women organized
by TASAT were at the front line voicing their dissent by performing a
short play in front of the Legislative Yuan. The immigrant women of
TASAT have become significantly more active after their first protest,
often participating in AHRLIM activities, speaking at protests or press
conferences, and sharing their experiences and opinions at various
activities.
In addition to empowering immigrant women and Taiwanese
volunteers, TASAT has also made efforts to change the public
perceptions of immigrant women. Through such methods as seminars,
writings, and films TASAT and her members constantly strive to create a
sense of betweenness among Taiwanese and the immigrants. This is done
in part by pointing out the similarities that exist between the biographies
of both. Stories used to create empathy include the facts that most
Taiwanese citizens are descendents of immigrants who arrived at
different times in Taiwan’s history and that many Taiwanese citizens
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have experienced prejudice and discrimination migrating to first-world
countries.
The voices of immigrant women often are able to help subvert the
public image of immigrant women as submissive, problematic, and
incompetent. Via theater, paintings, writings, and other types of sharing
at various forums and activities, immigrant women have changed many
Taiwanese’s stereotypes (Hsia 2004). Another more recent effort to
change public perceptions is TASAT’s offering of public language and
cultural courses on Southeast Asia that are taught by the immigrant
women themselves. In September 2005, the first book of a collection of
writings, paintings, and pictures of immigrant women was published.
Entitled “Don’t Call Me a Foreign Bride” (不要叫我外籍新娘), the book
has caught public attention (The first print was sold out in less than a
month). As the editor of this book, I have noticed that one of the most
common responses from readers has been amazement over how talented
immigrant women are, and how the book has made many readers so
much more appreciative of multiculturalism and aware of their own
prejudices.

V.

The Impasse of Multicultural Citizenship

As Faulks (2003) has pointed out, values of capitalism, and liberal and
republic citizenship are in contradiction. As market values become more
dominant, values of citizenship are often forced to take the backseats.
Globalization
further
intensifies
this
contradiction
and
immigrant/migrant issues have become symptoms of this contradiction.
Although multicultural citizenship has been viewed by many as the
ideal to which we should struggle, as Kofman et al. (2000) point out,
multiculturalism is not always an entirely positive development. In
practice, multiculturalism may encourage and fix essentialist and static
views of migrant identities. To take Sweden as an example, although
associations are generously funded, the government determines which
ones are worth being funded and is thus able to exert considerable social
control. It tends to encourage organizations based on ethnicity at the local
level, thus making it difficult to build bridges and migrant political
alliances across these differences. Alund and Schierup (1993: 140) thus
speak of “prescribed multiculturalism” whereby immigrants and ethnic
organizations are co-opted into the corporatist state and are politically
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marginalized. While seemingly supportive of multiculturalism by
financing certain immigrant and ethnic NGOs, it took many years for
Sweden to pass legislation specifically banning ethnic discrimination.
Critics point out that an excessive emphasis on difference leads to
short-shrift of problems that are shared, and to a more combative antiracist stance. Such criticism has appeared in several countries, such as
Netherlands and Sweden. The Netherlands Minorities Policy was altered
in response to criticism of the government’s emphasis on culture. Just as
in other models of incorporation, official rhetoric does not necessarily
correspond to the reality of migrants’ lives. Nor does it always
correspond to any acceptance of these migrants by the wider society,
which may demand a high degree of conformity to dominant values.
Such has been an increasingly vociferous critique of and disillusionment
with Swedish multiculturalism, which has left migrants with unequal
rights and leading segregated existences (Alund 1998).
Multicultural citizenship runs the risk of essentializing and freezing
timeless cultural differences within the boundaries of homogeneous
ethnic groups. Feminists, in particular, have leveled critiques against the
patriarchal nature of multicultural policies that support male leadership
and the persistence of traditional values. These critics seek to force us to
ask ourselves who is really empowered to interpret and impose cultural
norms. State and other institutions may accept cultural norms that
communities have transplanted from their home society (such as the
conduct of women in private and public) without any real considerations
of the changes in the economic and social environment in which a custom
is put into practice. Multiculturalism may represent a more liberal
tolerance of what goes on in the private sphere of different migrant
groups; this can, however, still leave intact gender inequalities and
repressive practices towards women. The case of domestic violence
exemplifies the tolerance of practices in the private sphere on grounds of
non-intervention in the customs of others.
These critiques of multicultural citizenship are also valid in Taiwan.
Although the government cannot negate the demands for
multiculturalism, it has taken the concept in another direction. By various
cultural activities such as “traditional” Southeast Asian dances and songs,
the government aims at projecting itself as appreciating multiculturalism.
A few instances, however, indicate that a more radical version of
multiculturalism has been hindered. Recently, Council of Cultural
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Development (文建會) organized several multicultural activities and
invited TASAT to perform. When I informed the council’s contact
persons that TASAT can sing a song and perform a play, they were very
pleased. Upon hearing, however, that the song and the play were about
the lives and experiences of immigrants—including isolation and
discrimination they face in Taiwan, they immediately asked if TASAT
could perform traditional songs and dances instead. The council
eventually decided not to include TASAT in the program. Similar
incidences occurred when other governmental agencies and private
enterprises found TASAT to be too radical and decide not to offer
funding. Without funds to provide economic resources for the immigrant
women who are usually in need of work and financial support, TASAT
runs the risks of losing members given that empowerment as an ideal is
not enough to live on.
It is becoming clearer that the state and private companies can only
tolerate NGOs that advocate a version of multiculturalism that is
unthreatening to the status quo. NGOs such as TASAT that practice a
form of contentions politics (Tarrow 2003) that challenges the existent
structures—such as ideology and the legal system—find it increasingly
more difficult to gain access to governmental funds, which most NGOs
rely on. Without funding, the more militant NGOs find it even more
difficult to survive. Some NGOs are very aware of the danger of losing
funds, so they comply to the demands of the state and the issues of
immigrant women’s empowerment and subjectivity are far from their
concerns. The original objective to help immigrant women has in some
cases been replaced by the goal to gain funds, which can lead such
organizations to consciously or unconsciously exoticizing and
marginalizing immigrant women. One indicator of this trend is that the
NGOs most successful in raising funds in the name of helping immigrant
women have not joined AHRLIM—despite having been invited to join
when several NGOs initiated planning meetings for the alliance. More
disturbingly, many NGOs manipulate the image of multiculturalism in
order to acquire funding from governments and corporations. For
instance, I once observed that in order to convince a government agency
to fund its organization, one NGO had its Taiwanese staff pretend to be
Vietnamase by wearing traditional Vietnamese costume.
In short, multicultural citizenship seems ideal for challenging the
exclusionary model of incorporation. Multiculturalism can, however,
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soon be co-opted without changing the substantive rights or even formal
rights of citizenship for the immigrants. As Faulks (2003) point out,
capitalist globalization further intensifies the contradiction between the
values of market and citizenship. Without linking the struggle for
citizenship rights to the broader issues of capitalist globalization,
immigrant women—especially those in economic need—can barely
practice substantive citizenship rights even if they do manage to obtain
formal citizenship rights. While being aware of the impasses, we should
also realize the prospects of multicultural citizenship. The case of the
immigrant movement in Taiwan illustrates that multicultural citizenship
can be employed as a narrative strategy to gradually force the historically
exclusionary model of incorporation to be more inclusionary by
radicalizing the politically correct concept of multiculturalism. In other
words, from a dynamic perspective of social transformation, I would
argue that in the trend of capitalist globalization, multicultural
citizenship should be seen as a strategic rhetoric rather than an ideal goal
itself.

Notes
1.

The word “foreign bride” is common parlance in Taiwan, and
reflects the discrimination against Third World women. I use the
term in quotes to remind readers that the term is ideologically
charged.
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