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During the health crisis, the island of Taiwan is an exception, 
managing to contain the epidemic: there were 936 cases and 
9 deaths in March 2021. A sort of challenge because Taiwan is 
excluded from the WHO, the UN and the major international 
institutions. It is diplomatically isolated and politically 
unknown. Who knows that Taiwan is a sovereign, democratic 
and independent state?

 Yet it is constantly threatened by Beijing, which wants to 
attach it to the mainland as a simple province. What is Taiwan’s 
strategy for dealing with these injunctions? The answer lies in 
the principles of its state-sponsored digital democracy, with 
the support of youth, hackers and citizens. This pragmatic 
democracy has overcome the divisions of colonial history 
and has made the ethnic and cultural mix of its inhabitants a 
major strength and asset.

Pitch

 1





What do we know about Taiwan?

That this archipelago, along with Hong Kong, Singapore and South Korea, is one of the «Four Asian Tigers».
«Four Asian Tigers», noted in the 1980s for the emergence of their economic vitality. We also know that its 
relations with the powerful China are in perpetual tension. That Beijing is on edge about not being able to 
recover this small island that it considers part of the «One China». But by the way, what is the name of this 
archipelago? Formosa or Taiwan? Neither one nor the other. It is called the Republic of China and it faces 
the People’s Republic of China. During the transition from dictatorship to democracy in the 1990s, I had the 
opportunity to go to Taiwan to film for Japanese television and I made several documentaries on the political 
movements that were in full swing at that time. This is how I followed the island on its way to democratization. 
Thirty years later, Taiwan is still leading a consistent fight for democracy, tracing its path to freedom in close 
contact with its citizens and through the wise use of digital tools. It is this journey that I want to show in the 
film.

Today, during this unprecedented period of pandemic that affects the whole world, there is a lot of talk about 
Taiwan, which started a winning health strategy very early on. Two divergent methods have been noticed 
to manage the crisis. China, an authoritarian and coercive state, is keeping its population quarantined and 
under control by repressive and police means. Taiwan, a democratic and transparent state, cooperates with 
its inhabitants to defeat the virus. Isolated, it knows that it must protect itself. Taiwan is under the full force of 
a tense geopolitical environment. It is directly threatened by China, which claims it as its own territory, and it 
is militarily dependent on the United States, an actor that matters for its existence. To survive, the island has 
established firm bases for its democracy, like an opposite reflection of its powerful neighbor. The vast Chinese 
mainland and the small archipelago have forged strong economic ties, although their diplomatic relations are 
conflicting. China is resolutely embracing its authoritarian regime, while Taiwan is demanding more and more 
freedom.

I know that the people of Taiwan have a strong political awareness, shaped by their history. They have overcome 
the «three tragedies», so many identity and cultural fractures that have shaped them: the Japanese colonization, 
the dictatorial period of the Chinese from the mainland, their forced departure from the international stage in 
1972. I will tell the story of these three critical moments in order to better understand current politics. A new 
democratic horizon, supported by digital technology, is opening up on the island today, with citizens taking 
part in debates, referendums, and government decisions, mostly supported by Taiwanese youth. Taiwan has 
gone a long way in thinking and applying democratic principles governed by digital technology. The Taiwanese 
are proud of their diverse cultural, ethnic and linguistic identities. The film will be a reflection of this: vivid, 
sensitive and dynamic.

Note of intent
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Prologue
On December 31, 2019, the Taiwanese government 
heard about the transmission of a new virus in 
the Wuhan region of China. The government took 
action the very same day, anticipating the risk and 
implementing strict health controls on flights from that 
region. Although it was excluded, Taiwan immediately 
alerted the World Health Organization, which did not 
react until six weeks later in February, when they 
talked  about a «pandemic» for the first time. This 
was very late compared to Taiwan, which decided on 
January 23 - when the first case was confirmed - to 
lock its borders and ban mask exports. The protection 
of the inhabitants began at a steady pace and with 
an impeccable sense of organization: customs control 
of arrivals from China, travel warnings, distribution of 
masks and hand sanitizers to the population. The mask 
is considered a crucial weapon in the fight against 
the epidemic. It was decided to relocate the factories 
that manufactured them. Instead of bringing it from 
China, local companies were asked to manufacture it. 
The challenge was successfully met: production was 
multiplied by four in one month.

On January 27, Taiwan’s health strategy against the 
virus was strengthened by going digital with the 
strict monitoring system: tracking, isolating, putting 
in quarantine. The information collected by the 
Immigration Agency was integrated into the Health 
Insurance files. The combination of data generated 
alerts indicating a person returning from a risk 
area. Drastic measures were put in place. Patients 
identified were taken to their homes or hotels in a 
sterilized car, put on self-isolation and taken into care. 
Highly dissuasive fines of 20,000 euros were applied 
to offenders. To understand how such an efficient 
organization could be possible in such a short time, 
one must go back to 2003, during the SARS epidemic 
in Asia.

Taiwan, isolated and not being part of the WHO, did not 
have access to medical information. The experience of 
this crisis demonstrated to the Taiwanese authorities 
the necessity and urgency of preparing themselves 
for serious health crises. Since 2003, Taiwan is 
equipped and organized: equipment of thermal gates 
in the airports, method of tracking and isolation of the 
cases, supply of the hospitals with respiratory distress 
material. When the coronavirus was detected at the 
end of 2019, Taiwan was ready to face it and control 
it quickly. But how and with what means could this 
small island face such challenges alone? What are the 
energies and forces that sustain the country?

Synopsis
The “grain of rice in the sea”  and the continent
The Taiwan archipelago occupies an exceptional 
geographical position in the China Sea and the 
Pacific Ocean. Yet it is only a dot on the map, a 
«grain of rice» in the sea. But it is bordered by 
Korea, Japan and Russia to the north. It dominates 
the Philippines, Indonesia and Australia to the South. 
At 20 000 kilometers to the East, it is America and 
at 150 kilometers to the West extends the immense 
and very populated Chinese continent. The strait that 
separates it from China is a vital traffic route for the 
supply of raw materials and hydrocarbons from the 
Middle East. It is also a place of tension where China 
regularly engages in provocations: intrusions of ships 
and warplanes, military deployment in the China 
Sea. Taiwan is located at the heart of the busiest 
maritime communications on the planet, an essential 
geopolitical issue for China, for the United States, for 
the entire region.
This same route has benefited Western navigators 
since the 16th century. Portuguese, Dutch, Spanish, 
French, English, traders, pirates, shipowners were 
attracted by the safe anchorages and came to take 
advantage of the richness of the iron and copper 
mines, the profusion of tea and sugar cane. “Isla 
Formosa!», «Beautiful island!» yelled the Portuguese 
when they discovered in 1542 its tropical vegetation, 
the mountain range and the beauty of the coast. The 
name Formosa has remained, a marker of Western 
colonization and appropriation. Taiwan’s surface 
area is 36,000 km2, a little less than the Aquitaine 
region. But its population is 7 times larger: 24 million 
inhabitants. The diversity of identities, Aborigines, 
mainland Chinese, nationalist Chinese, Taiwanese 
and the diversity of languages: Akka, Japanese, 
Mandarin, Taiwanese... make this small and densely 
populated island an enigma of economic and 
democratic success. Its history has been and still is 
subject to violent upheavals, under the rule of China, 
which has threatening expansionist ambitions.

How was this democracy built when faced with the 
aggressiveness of its powerful neighbor? Taiwanese 
youth at the heart of the Sunflower Student Movement
Fang-Chung is a 27 year old man living in Taipei. Born 
just after the lifting of martial law in 1987, he grew up 
during the period of democratization of the country. 
His parents were Taiwanese, and he has always 
spoken two languages, Akka at home and Mandarin 
at school. 
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The “ three tragedies”  of Taiwan

In August 1945, the defeat of Japan was seen as 
a liberation by the Taiwanese. But instead of the 
Japanese leaving the archipelago after 50 years of 
colonization, the troops of Chiang Kai-shek, leader 
of the Kuomintang, the nationalist party defeated by 
Mao Tse Tung, arrived from China. «The Japanese 
dogs are gone, the Chinese pigs are coming,» said the 
inhabitants angrily. The Taiwanese then experienced a 
moment of total cultural, linguistic and administrative 
change. From one day to the next, they went from 
Japanese colonial rule to Chinese authority. This was 
the beginning of 38-year of a dictatorship called the 
«White Terror», marked by violent political repression, 
media surveillance, the enactment of martial law, and 
arbitrary executions. The Chinese from the mainland 
took over all the power.

In 1971, a crucial event changed the political and 
diplomatic landscape. President Nixon and his 
secretary Kissinger secretly decided to reconcile 
the United States with Mao’s China. The Chinese 
authorities set as a condition for this agreement the 
recognition of the «One-China» principle. Taiwan 
became a «region» of China. This «One-China» 
principle is brandished as an obsession by the 
mainland, until today. In 1972, Taiwan was excluded 
from the Security Council and the triumphant China 
took its seat in the UN. The island was sidelined 
from the international stage, then politically and 
diplomatically isolated.

This is the third tragedy in its history, after the 
Japanese colonization and the arrival of Chiang Kai-
shek. Taiwan no longer exists as an independent 
state, although cultural and economic exchanges 
continue with the United States, Japan and other 
countries around the world. However, no major power 
acknowledge Taiwan. Today, only about 15 countries 
acknowledge the island, as does Paraguay. China 
has «bought» some last recalcitrant countries like 
Solomon Islands and Kiribati in September 2019.

Parliament Speaker Wang Jin-pyng, born during the 
Japanese colonization, began his political career in the 
Kuomintang Party in 1975. He represents the country ’s 
«three tragedies» because he has lived through all of 
it. His struggle is to reconcile the wounded identities 
of Mainland Chinese and Taiwanese. He works to 
coordinate between generations, pacifying relations 
between the revolting youth of the Sunflower Student 
Movement, who want to cut ties with China, and the 

Synopsis
old Kuomintang politicians, committed to 
reunification with the mainland. His testimony 
reflects the diversity of the political conflicts and the 
reconciliation efforts implemented for a better social 
cohesion on the island.  Democratization, economic 
and digital development. The 1990s were crucial 
for political change in Taiwan. While the repression 
of Tiananmen in 1989 and the Chinese government 
accelerated its political reforms by following the strict 
line of the Communist Party, Taiwan at the same time 
adopted democratic institutions that accompanied 
the freedom of the press and the media. Economic 
consensus does not ease political conflicts and it 
is between confrontations and compromises that 
Taiwan is making its way towards a democratic 
model. Taiwan took advantage of the immense 
Chinese market and became the high-tech factory 
of the Pacific Ocean. The economy is developing in 
computers, semi-conductors and nanotechnologies. 
 
A young middle class is emerging, educated abroad, 
open to the world, with a strong political awareness 
that aspires to a democratic renewal. Direct 
parliamentary elections were held for the first time in 
1992. Taiwan knowingly distanced itself from China. 
As economic relations between the two countries 
flourish, diplomatic relations deteriorate. China and 
Taiwan are the world’s leading suppliers of high-
tech devices. Taiwan designs programs and software 
while Chinese workers assemble computers and 
smartphones in mainland factories.

The use of digital devices accompanies the 
democratization of the country and becomes 
widespread in all levels of society. As early as 1991, 
universities were equipped with the optica fiber. 
Computer science is taught to children at school. 
All public services are digitized and the youth is 
encouraged to become hyperconnected by having 
free access to servers. There is no control of social 
media. The elderly are assisted by social services to 
learn digital skills. This digital awareness strengthens 
social cohesion.

The downside of the country ’s digitalization is its 
vulnerability. China, very aggressive towards the 
media, launches cyber attacks and fake news at each 
presidential election and permanently tries to hinder 
Taiwan’s democratic intentions. But the Taiwanese 
youth is not fooled by these threats and reacts with 
lucidity by manipulating digital technology to defend 
itself and protect the race towards democracy. A 
personality emerges: Audrey Tang.
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Audrey Tang,  hacker,  Digital Minister and the 
“open government”

Audrey Tang is a self-taught, gifted computer scientist. 
She discovered programming at the age of 8 and left 
school at 12 to design her first software and create 
her start-up at 15. This genius programmer considers 
the Internet as a democratic tool, a model for thinking 
about politics: self-management, collaboration, trust 
in collective intelligence. Audrey Tang is a member of 
the hackers collective, «citizen hackers», one of the 
founders of the g0v «open government» movement. 
The g0v movement has no leader. The concept, which 
is revolutionary, is to have free access to government 
data, to allow citizens to better understand public 
action. We are far from data tracking or digital control 
of populations by the authorities, as China does 
or as some governments, even democratic ones, 
dream of. This g0v movement uses open source 
tools to «independently receive existing government 
processes and services and allow citizens to see 
how the state works», in a concern of absolute 
transparency.

It was with this philosophy that Audrey took part in 
the Sunflower Student Movement. At that time, the 
images of the mobilization flooded social media. Very 
involved in the movement, Audrey created computer 
tools able to free speech. With a group of hackers, she 
set up a website where the discussions were filmed, 
recorded and archived. The whole movement was 
broadcasted on a big screen installed on the front of 
the Parliament. During the occupation, this platform 
connected the inside of the occupied building with 
the outside, all along the Parliament to the boulevard 
in front of the President’s Palace where nearly 
200,000 people demonstrated. Everyone had access 
to the platform which broadcasted in live what was 
going on in the Parliament. Audrey embodies this 
new face of the pacifist demand for freedom: «Police 
officers and demonstrators behave reasonably. They 
know they are being filmed and that 60,000 people 
are watching. There are slogans, songs, but it doesn’t 
get out of hand. It ’s a demonstration of power, but of 
citizen power.» Now secretary of state, Audrey Tang 
works across departments. She defends the idea that 
«we must trust the citizens. Budgets are published 
every day and we work together on online petitions, 
participatory budgets.» 

Synopsis
The minister talks about collaborative governance, 
envisioned as a participatory public service. From the 
minister to the teenager too young to vote, everyone 
has the same rights to participate. «My role is to 
ensure a democratic use of digital tools.». Born male, 
Audrey changed her gender and name at age 26. «I 
decided to reconcile my external appearance with my 
self-image. In my mind, the individual should not be 
defined by gender, role or class. What matters is their 
value. What makes them unique. I am post-gender.»

Audrey Tang became Digital Minister following the 
2016 election and is still Digtal Minister following the 
2020 election. She is a symbol of digital democracy 
in Taiwan, a government acknowledged as one of the 
most open-minded in the world. «In Taiwan, digital 
technologies stimulate civic dialogue and infuse 
the government with a spirit of social innovation. It 
is through more direct communication between the 
government and citizens via online platforms that 
new ideas are injected by identifying key public 
service demands. By giving everyone a voice, Taiwan 
is strengthening its democracy.»

Thousands of young people, programmers, high-
tech engineers are taking part in the movement. 
Kao is a young engineer who created his company 
«Infuse AI» in 2020. He has been close to Audrey 
Tang since the Sunflowers Student Movement and 
is an active participant in g0v. He is involved in the 
«hackaton». He speaks passionately about this digital 
tool: «The «hackaton», the hackers’ marathon, is a 
technological competition between citizen hackers 
to develop programs and propose improvements to 
public services. For example, the judicial system has 
been made more readable and transparent thanks to 
the creation of an app that allows citizens to better 
understand the legal penalties for driving under the 
influence of alcohol. 

All the proposals made by the government are on 
g0v and every citizen can debate them and make 
proposals. It ’s a very positive political act, and very 
creative too. We call it the «civic library community.» 
Kao introduces us to his friend, a hacker who works 
directly with the government.
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Citizen hackers and democratic institutions 

In Taiwan, we don’t talk speak of «hackers» or 
«whistleblowers» but of «citizen hackers». «Hackers» 
are seen as people who threaten existing institutional 
structures, but here they have taken a different 
approach: «We can’t beat them, so we must join 
them». Hackers work with the government in an open 
and transparent way.

Haward Wu, a young hacker who lives in Tainan in the 
south of the island, is a member of g0v and creates 
digital apps. He says: « On February 6, 2020, at the 
very beginning of the pandemic, I realized that the 
management, storage and distribution of masks 
was a problem. The authorities were having trouble 
rationing the quantities. In one day, I created an app 
that updates every 30 seconds the stocks of masks 
available in pharmacies or stores throughout the 
country. I submitted this app to Audrey Tang through 
g0v. She immediately asked the government for the 
mask stock data. Consequently, the population is 
informed in real time about the stocks. The 3 masks 
per person quota is respected, no panic, no waiting, 
no shortage. I think that this app is one of many that 
have allowed the country to control the virus. Added 
to that was our complete trust in our government and 
our compliance.»

  Another key element in the advancement of 
democratic reforms is the PCI, (the Popular or citizens 
Initiative). The entire population can take part in the 
PCI from the age of 18.  One of the biggest successes 
of the PCI is the legalization of Marriage for all. Taiwan 
is the first and only country in Asia to legalize same-
sex marriage. The law has set the PCI to be held every 
2 years. It is the citizens who collect signatures on an 
issue that concerns them and if 280,000 signatures 
are reached, then the issue is submitted to the PCI. 
This is how the issue of the Aborigines emerged as a 
social issue.

President Tsai ing-Wen has appointed a woman of 
aboriginal origin, Kolas Yotaka, as her spokesperson. 
This is the first time that a government position has 
been held by a woman from the island’s ethnic groups. 

Synopsis
Kolas Yotaka represents the discriminated minorities, 
she works to make them visible and to defend their 
cause: «I militate so that the Aborigines can officially 
write their name in the Roman alphabet and not 
in Chinese ideograms, which was mandatory for 
a century. This is a violation of our freedoms and a 
denial of our culture. We are working for the respect 
of identities and the appreciation of minorities.»

Beyond the strength of its digital democracy led by 
a connected youth, Taiwan is putting everything in 
place so that society lives in the most harmonious 
and egalitarian way possible, with a political will for 
transparency, without social stigma. A society based 
on respect for differences, on respect for the memory 
of the past, including wounds, and on respect 
between generations and cultures.

Taiwan has realized that a democratic policy is its best 
defense against the threat of invasion by China, which 
is furious at seeing the island conquer its freedoms. 
Taiwan is theoretically in a state of war with China, 
with the threat of 1200 Chinese missiles permanently 
pointed at its territory. As Stéphane Corcuff, historian 
and specialist in the region, rightly says: «Part of the 
world’s future is at stake in Taiwan. 

Because the island is a border country where 
political models clash. Between the protective and 
opportunistic United States and the expansionist and 
threatening China, Taiwan represents a considerable 
stake and must defend itself and fight, determined 
to exist at all costs. And this, despite the intimidation 
and gesticulations of its powerful neighbors who use 
it as a simple geopolitical playing card when tensions 
escalate. This is what is at stake and the meaning 
of the fight that this fresh, young and innovative 
democracy is leading.
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The people of Taiwan are very aware of their diverse identities and they like to talk about 
it. So I will listen to them, capture their voices and their reactions to the world, especially 
to China, the United States and Japan. I want to tell the three «tragedies» of their history 
thanks to the archives and also report on the current events of the country, by being 
as close as possible to the people and their testimonies. Historical references will be 
combined with current events to better understand today’s society. 

The testimonies of young people, politicians, entrepreneurs, high level engineers, 
aboriginal women and also computer hackers, from different generations, all have a 
strong awareness of the history of their country and their words in the present will make 
the past resonate. This is not a dive into history, but the historical point of view will shed 
light on the issues that cross society today: tensions with China, democratic advances, 
cultural diversity, digital commitment, health crisis, the stance of youth...

I want to show this exceptional situation: Taiwan is neither a region nor a nation. But it 
is nevertheless an economy, an identity, cultures, a sovereign state, a democracy that 
irritates China. This particular situation will allow me to make an original film that will 
capture the political sensitivity of the people and be attentive to the geopolitical tensions 
and pressures. The situation of permanent tensions that the country experiences 
paradoxically gives its inhabitants a great freedom of thought and feeds the society ’s 
vitality.

Kenichi Watanabe

Director’s note
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