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Abstract

It seems to be a common phenomenon that people in former authoritarian
regime may hold a favorable memory toward their past dictator, even long after
democracy has become an assured way of political life. While ordinary people and
politicians in Taiwan remember the former dictator Chiang Ching-guo as a
benevolent, competent and uncorrupted national leader, scholars and pundits praise
him as the initiator of Taiwan's democracy. The latter evaluation not only contra-
dicts the historical feality, it allows no place for the vital role played by the ordi-
nary people, who, with their idealism and bravery, provided the backbone for the
democratic movement. It is believed that when the time comes, this idealism on
the part of common people would again play its role in the betterment of Taiwan's
society.

This paper reassesses the role of Chiang Ching-guo in both the consolida-
tion of dictatorial rule and the transition to democracy. A careful survey of his
political career reveals that, as many other dictators of the world, his cultural taste
and intellectual level was quite low. More importantly, he had low regard for the
rule of law and human rights. He even showed little respect for human lives. He
maintained the rule of "white terror" for several decades after he succeeded the
throne from his father. He played important role in crushing down the first demo-
cratic movement under his father's rule. As the second wave of democratic move-
ment emerged under his rule, he repressed the movement much more severely
than his father did by imprisoning nearly all leaders and activists in the movement.
A powerful dictator as he was, he nevertheless was willing to compromise when
the environment required him to do so. Facing the strong demand for democracy
from the people and the opposition in the last few years of his life, he did not resist
the democratic reform for too long. The paper concludes that the only contribu-
tion Chiang Ching-guo made to Taiwan's democracy was that he swiftly removed

the only obstacle to democracy-his dictatorship.

Key words: Chiang Ching-guo, democratization, democratic transition, dictator,
dictatorship, historical memory
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