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A Pattern Analysis of the Labour Movement Leaders in Taiwan 
 

Abstract 

 

Since the 1980s, Taiwan has entered an era of rapid transformation, and the 
labour-union movement has also gained its momentum since then, but it has not lasted 
for long and died down soon.  The Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) rose to 
power by winning the presidential election of March 18, 2000.  Four years later, the 
DPP won for the second time in the presidential election.  Regarding itself as the 
voice of the underprivileged and the minority, the DPP has been accused by some 
labour leaders of increasingly distancing itself from the working class since it came to 
power, why has it been the case?  On the other hand, many labour movement leaders 
who used to struggle in the streets have joined the making of policy, the parliament, or 
worked as administrative officials, but, in retrospect, the state of Taiwanese labour has 
not changed very much, what is the problem? 
 
Verified by the data concerned, this research seeks to categorize the labour leaders and 
to clarify the possible directions of the future development of Taiwan’s labour 
movement by the historical ‘reviews’ of those who participated in the labour 
movement.  The research centers on two main axes: First, why could the de- 
velopment of the labour movement in Taiwan not effectively dominate the political 
forces, and it is found that, from the age of the KMT rule to that of the DPP rule, 
joining in labour movements becomes a ladder for, rather than a humanitarian purpose 
of, some political figures that the labour movement groups are often absorbed by the 
political parties as their dependents, what would be the cause?  Secondly, what 
would be the key problem that makes things difficult for the development of Taiwan’s 
labour movement to gain autonomy?  What would be the institutional problems?  
Why would the labour leaders polarize their power as well as activity and develop 
different political orientations?  Further, it would be followed by the inquiry 
concerning, if any, the prospect of Taiwanese labour.   

 
The research observes that the development of Taiwan’s labour movement and the 
conduct of its leaders are straitjacketed by politico-economic structures.  Based on 
the small-medium-size enterprises, the Taiwanese economy is bound by the Labor 
Union Laws and the unitary trade union in a given area, which relatively weaken the 
potential of the collective organization and action of trade unions; in addition, the 
society of Taiwan sees the prevalent illusion of being ‘a self-made tycoon,’ which also 
weakens class consciousness.  Moreover, political figures manipulate the images of 
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‘foreign regime’ and ‘indigenous regime’ by which ethnic consciousness prevails over 
class consciousness. 
 
The research also reveals that most of the labour movement leaders fighting mainly 
through the autonomous trade unions outside the system start from political enlighten- 
ment towards the labour movement, that is, ‘from the political man to the class man.’  
Because of an earlier awakening of political consciousness, they are prone to fall into 
the paradox of thinking and practicing ‘politics first, class later’; and the trade unions 
within the system are generally brought over by party-state politics, inevitably 
conditioned by the political parties.  Although some of the movement leaders have 
subtle class consciousness, they are conditioned by the labour-relative laws and the 
repression of party-state polity that no breakthrough could easily be made by them.  
 

Analyzing the background of the labour movement leaders, it is found they are from 
poor families in general, and most of them are sons or daughters of the peasantry.  
Most of them arise from obscurity, nonetheless their education backgrounds and work 
experiences are quite diverse.  Some of them who used to work in the private sector 
have been ‘laid off’ and entitled to the ‘blacklist’ of workplace, while the others who 
have worked in state-run enterprises have no problem with their job, some of those 
are even quite successful in assuming their double roles as an employee of the 
state-run enterprise and a leader of the trade union that the laurel of ‘the labour 
movement leader ’ enables them to establish a certain degree of reputation. 
 

Noteworthy, the research shows a dilemma of the alternation of generations facing 
Taiwan’s labour movement.  While being self-absorbed and clear about the reality 
facing the labour movement, most of the new generation leaders have no real 
workshop experience and only work as secretary staff in the labour movement system. 
As such, they are more easily to make compromise as compared to their predecessors.  
Finally, it becomes more difficult to find the paradigmatic figures whose workshop 
self-consciousness drives them to be the champion of the labour movement. 
 


