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In the 21st century, despite some progress, women around the world continue to
confront significant barriers to political participation and decision-making roles. In
the context of Asia, Taiwan emerges as a noteworthy outlier and a beacon of
progress regarding women'’s political inclusion. Not only did Taiwan have a woman
serving as its president for two terms (2016-2024), women as members of the
cabinet, but also nearly 42% of Taiwan's legislators are women, making it the most
equitable country in Asia in terms of political participation (Lee 2024). These
accomplishments place Taiwan among the leading countries globally in gender
equality rankings. For example, in the 2023 Social Institutions and Gender Index
(SIGI), Taiwan ranked sixth worldwide and first in Asia; in 2021’s Gender Inequality
Index (Gll), it was seventh globally and first in Asia; it also placed 34th in the Gender
Gap Index (GGI) and 12th in the 2022 Gender Equality Index (GEI) (Executive Yuan
2024).

The question arises: how has Taiwan been able to reach this level of women’s
political inclusion? A key factor has been the early adoption and evolution of
gender quota mechanisms. While the quota system gradually expanded during the
1990s and early 2000s, the origins can be traced back to the Republic of China and
its historical ties to China. Notably, Chinese women who had studied abroad and
were inspired by the United States suffrage movement as well as global feminist
discourses played a crucial role in advocating for the inclusion of explicit gender
quotas in the 1946 Constitution of the Republic of China on the Mainland—at a
time when such measures were rare and perceived as a very modern concept. Also,
the constitutional entrenchment of gender quotas is an extremely rare feature
worldwide.

As a result, in today's Taiwan, gender quotas are constitutionally guaranteed at
both the national and local government levels. In addition to these constitutional
guarantees, Taiwan has a multi-layered quota system that extends its constitutional
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provisions with several additional mechanisms aimed at enhancing gender equality.
These include:

e Candidate list quotas: All political parties are required to maintain a 50:50
gender balance on their party lists in elections. This measure ensures equal
representation of women in the candidate selection process.

¢ Reserved legislative seats: The Constitution guarantees a minimum number of
seats in the legislature that must be filled by women, providing direct access to
legislative power.

¢ Gender-neutral quotas: Beyond the electoral sphere, gender quotas are widely
applied across government commissions, advisory committees, and other
official bodies, promoting gender diversity in governance and policy-making
beyond elected positions. The most common of these is the one-third gender-
neutral quota system, which requires that at least one-third of the members in
such bodies be women, one-third men, with the remaining third open to either
gender (Huang 2016).

Over the past three decades, the global adoption of electoral gender quotas has
increased significantly, widely regarded as an effective mechanism to foster greater
gender equality and address the structural obstacles women face in entering formal
political spheres. However, the use of quota has not been without controversy. It
has been argued that quotas alone can increase the number of women in
parliament, but they cannot contribute to gender equality (Beauregard 2018); that
they have no impact or diminish various aspects of women's engagement with local
politics (Clayton 2015); and that utilizing quantitative measures alone fails to
adequately empower women for meaningful engagement in political change
(Merdanovic et al. 2023). Taiwan's case shows that quotas were decisive in boosting
women's political representation, but they only materialised—and later
expanded—because organised women'’'s movements fought for them and kept
pressure on the political system.

Taiwan's rise in women's political representation results from a mutually reinforcing
cycle in which institutionalized gender quotas provided the structural doorway,
while sustained feminist mobilisation kept that doorway open, widened it, and
ensured that women's descriptive gains translated into enduring institutional
change. As Taiwan transitioned to democracy, feminist movements actively worked
to enhance women's political participation. A key organisation in this effort was the
Awakening Foundation, which concentrated on advocating for legal and systemic
reforms to support women'’s roles in politics (Liu I-lin in personal conversation in
May 2025). Peng Wan-ru, a former secretary general of this organisation and later
director of the Democratic Progressive Party's (DPP) Women's Affairs Department,
played a pivotal role in institutionalizing gender equality within the party’s structure
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and candidate selection processes. She was raped and murdered, widely believed
to be targeted due to her advocacy. Peng’s murder sparked nationwide outrage,
catalysing important social and political reforms. Her initiative transformed the
internal dynamics of the DPP and inspired other political parties across Taiwan to
adopt similar gender equality measures. Moreover, her advocacy contributed to the
passage of Asia’s first domestic violence legislation in 1998.

In addition to organised feminist groups, the public visibility of the wives of political
prisoners in the White Terror era also played an important role. These women's
consistent presence helped normalize female political participation by shaping
public perceptions—voters became accustomed to seeing women in political
spaces, which positively influenced their willingness to vote for female candidates
(Chyn Yu-rung in a personal conversation in May 2025). Together, institutional
reforms coupled with grassroots activism, created a powerful cycle that significantly
enhanced women'’s political representation in Taiwan, making it a compelling case
of progressive gender politics in Asia.

Despite the significant progress, the struggle for full gender parity in Taiwan
continues. A debate is currently underway regarding proposed changes to the
quota system for local council elections. In early 2025, DPP legislator Fan Yun called
for amendments to the Local Government Act, suggesting an increase in the
women's quota in local councils from one out of every four seats (1:4) to one out
of every three seats (1:3), with a gender-neutral type of quota. The existing system
mandates only one female representative for every four council seats, which proves
insufficient in smaller councils with less seats. This has led to persistent all-male
representation in many small rural constituencies. While urban areas generally
exceed the 25% women'’s representation threshold, the quota system’s impact in
the countryside remains ineffective (Fan Yun in a Facebook post dated 20 May
2025). This proposed reform is framed not only as a corrective measure for the
urban-rural gender disparity—which in the 2022 local elections resulted in 22% of
constituencies having no female representatives—but also as a step towards
fulfilling Taiwan's commitments under the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) (Lin and Younger 2025).
Initially, the DPP had no plans to push for this amendment before the 2026 local
elections. However, the political dynamics have shifted thanks to the Kuomintang
(KMT), which holds the majority in parliament. By opening another clause of the
Local Government Act—related to increasing the number of deputy mayors—the
KMT has brought this law onto the parliamentary floor for discussion. Although the
KMT'’s focus is not specifically on Article 33 (the gender quota provision), but on
other sections of the act, Article 33 remains a subject of cross-party consensus.
There is a good chance of this reform being passed before the end of this year.
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In summary, Taiwan's early and constitutionally guaranteed quota system stands as
a unique and effective model for advancing women'’s political rights on the Asian
continent and beyond. Its multi-faceted quota mechanisms have successfully
elevated women'’s presence in politics, enabling Taiwan to become one of the most
gender-equitable countries globally. Nonetheless, evolving political contexts and
ongoing debates—especially those concerning local council quotas—signal that
the path to full gender equality requires sustained vigilance, activism, and legal
protection. Taiwan's experience underscores not only the power of institutionalized
quotas but also the persistent challenges in translating legal guarantees into
enduring social and political transformation.
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