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Abstract

The Tsai administration has deftly used Taiwan’s success in con-
taining the COVID-19 pandemic to counter international isolation
and increasing all-round pressure from Beijing through the stra-
tegic communications of a local ‘democratic model’ to fight the
virus. This approach, in fact, is the result of a broader shift toward
promoting the island’s ‘techno-democratic statecraft’ to domes-
tic and foreign audiences, aiming at positioning Taiwan as both
a new global leader in the fields of cyber defence and digital in-
frastructure and as an outpost of a futuristic strand of ‘digital de-
mocracy.’ The emergence of this strategy, which is a result of both
domestic and cross-Strait drivers, on the one hand, and of the
current competitive path of Sino-American relations, on the other,
shows how great power competition and technological develop-
ment are affecting the strategic communications of state actors in
the Asia-Pacific.

Introduction

The widely uneven paths in the containment of the COVID-19
pandemic around the world in the period preceding the rollout of
vaccination programmes triggered a global search for ‘solutions’
and ‘models’ that other states could follow and adapt. This pre-
dicament, in turn, has created a highly receptive environment for
those states able to ‘package’ their best practices in the struggle

against the virus into ‘content’ designed to favourably structure EU-Asia project
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the perceptions and attitudes of foreign audiences,
a type of political currency which can be spent to
facilitate the achievement of strategic objectives.
In short, the pandemic has triggered among mul-
tiple state actors a surge in the dissemination of a
distinct strand of strategic communications, namely
the “use of words, actions, images or symbols to
influence the attitudes and opinions of target audi-
ences to shape their behaviour in order to advance
interests or policies, or to achieve objectives.”

In this global search for virtuous examples to follow
in the fight against the virus, Taiwan has stood out.
Theisland succeeded in managing the viral outbreak
without resorting to lockdowns, totalling only 1116
cases and 12 deaths among a population of 23.57
million, as of April 2021.3 The Tsai administration, in
turn, has consciously put this success at the cen-
tre of its strategic communications effort, promoting
a Taiwanese “democratic model of excellence” to
fight the pandemic via diplomatic pro-activism, sus-
tained engagement with Western mainstream me-
dia through public officials and “mask diplomacy”
campaigns.* The explicit objective of this strategic
communications push has been to put internation-
al pressure on China, as Beijing continues to pre-
vent Taiwan from participating in the World Health
Assembly (WHA). This, in fact, was an unrealistic
objective, given the Xi administration’s pursuit of a
hard line against Taiwan since Tsai won the elec-
tion in 2016 and refused to commit to Beijing’s own
formulation of the ‘One China principle,” known as
the ‘1992 Consensus.’ Instead, Taiwanese strategic
communications has aimed at sourcing broader in-
ternational support from both foreign governments
and public audiences at a critical juncture in cross-
Strait relations, as the island withstands the impact
of all-round pressure from Beijing, and especially
rising military pressure by sea and air.

Starting from these premises, this paper argues that
the dissemination of a Taiwanese ‘democratic mod-
el to fight the virus is only the most immediate facet
of a more comprehensive effort to favourably shape
foreign, and in particular Western, perceptions of
the island. The pandemic has provided Taipei with

a unique opportunity to showcase to a global audi-
ence what can be defined as a “techno-democrat-
ic” approach to statecraft, one purposely shaped
to stand out from what critics of Beijing have de-
fined as a paradigm of “digital authoritarianism.”
Techno-democratic statecraft is “a comprehensive
approach to technology policy” that is proactive, all
inclusive, whole-of-society, flexible, values-driven,
multilateral and pragmatic. It is designed to navi-
gate “21st-century technology competition” through
a focus on strengthening cybersecurity and secur-
ing supply chains, establishing collaborative R&D
on beyond-5G technologies and funding “fair and
secure” digital infrastructure.® The concept can be
understood as part of the efforts by the epistemic
communities (professional networks) in the Anglo-
sphere to shape the gradual transformation of the
Australia-India-Japan-US ‘Quadrilateral’ from a se-
curity dialogue into a platform for strategic coopera-
tion in infrastructure-building and the establishment
of new technological standards and regulations — a
process still in its early stages but evident from the
March 2021 summit, if not earlier bilateral and pluri-
lateral interactions.” Beyond the Quad context, this
dimension of statecraft can be understood as an
approach that combines a forward-looking and na-
tional-security-oriented technology policy focused
on rising challenges in the cyber domain, with the
championing of liberal democratic values, both in
international politics as a new era of great power
competition looms, and at home, as the meaning
of democratic political participation is questioned by
the impact of new technologies on the information
environment.

The rest of this paper proceeds as follows. The first
section provides a brief account of the political and
civic experiences behind the emergence of the Tsai
administration’s techno-democratic agenda. The
second provides a profile of the three main channels
through which Taipei articulates this agenda. The
third and fourth sections, instead, cover the crafting
and the dissemination of strategic communications
centred on technology policy and democratic val-
ues, respectively before and after the COVID-19
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outbreak, as well as the decisive inputs coming
from shifting great power politics in the Asia-Pacific
that enabled these processes.? The conclusion as-
sesses the results of and prospects for Taiwanese
strategic communications and comments on the im-
plications of Taiwan’s experience for the European
Union (EU) and its member states.

The Sources of Taiwan'’s
Techno-Democratic Statecraft

Since it came to power in 2016, the Tsai administra-
tion has pursued a techno-democratic agenda aim-
ing at enhancing Taiwan’s defences against Chi-
nese policies and operations for unification across
the diplomatic, information, military, economic,
financial, infrastructure and legal domains. The
sources of this agenda can be traced back to two
distinct phases in Taiwan’s recent past: the Demo-
cratic Progressive Party’s (DPP) earlier experience
in control of the executive branch during the Chen
Shui-bian presidency (2000-2008) and the 2014
Sunflower Movement.

The Chen years saw the development of a new
technology policy concerned with national security
in the aftermath of the Third Strait Crisis of 1995-
1996. Grey literature from this period shows state
actors’ preoccupation with a set of interrelated chal-
lenges such as: the disrupting impact of technologi-
cal development on Taiwan’s position in global sup-
ply chains and on the island’s recently democratised
society; its systemic vulnerabilities in the emerging
cyber domain; and the wide-range implications of
Beijing’s shift from overt military coercion to non-ki-
netic forms of confrontation, known under the um-
brella term ‘Three Warfares’ (psychological, public
opinion and legal).” The ambitious plans designed
to meet these challenges, however, failed to trans-
late into tangible results, as the Chen presidency

grappled in the second term with a sluggish econ-
omy, rising tensions with Beijing due to ill-designed
experiments with independence via referendum,
a deteriorating rapport with Washington, and the
Kuomintang’s (KMT) control of the parliamentary
maijority.'® The Chen administration was, however,
more successful in its pursuit of an aggressive cul-
tural policy aiming at ‘indigenising’ ROC institutions
and Taiwanese society in order to create a distinct
local ‘subjectivity’ — a process that Chinese author-
ities and local critics define as ‘de-Sinification.’""
The connection between national technology policy
and the affirmation of a distinct Taiwanese identi-
ty in which democratic values constitute one of the
multiple markers differentiating Taiwan from China
remained, however, largely implicit and under-de-
veloped during the Chen years and would only be-
come central to the emergence of a techno-demo-
cratic agenda under Tsai.

The second constitutive phase was the 2014 Sun-
flower Movement. Originally a student protest trig-
gered by the signing of a trade agreement between
Beijing and the Ma Ying-jeou administration, it rap-
idly morphed into a broader civic movement focus-
ing on broader issues such as democratic account-
ability and deliberation mechanisms, reflecting a
broader preoccupation with what was perceived as
the ‘black box nature’ of cross-Strait dialogue be-
tween Beijing and Taipei during KMT rule.'> More
importantly, the movement kickstarted a popular
backlash against the process of socio-economic in-
tegration with China championed by the Ma admin-
istration, paving the way to the Pan-Green victory
in the 2016 elections, with which Tsai won the pres-
idency and the DPP won a parliamentary majority
for the first time, and in the up-ending of Beijing’s
strategy to pursue peaceful unification through eco-
nomic integration with Taiwan."
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The legacy of the Sunflower Movement, however,
goes beyond the collapse of the rapprochement
between Beijing and Taipei and the DPP’s return
to power. The civic tech activists at the heart of the
protest, rallying under the ‘gOv.tw’ (gov-zero) um-
brella, played a fundamental role in establishing not
only a set of practices and platforms for the emer-
gence of a ‘digital’ democracy on the island but
also a civic ethos that has ‘survived’ the success
of the protests and has become embedded in Tai-
wanese politics and among the younger sectors of
society.’ The civic tech activism that came of age
with the Sunflower Movement created a ‘grammar’
that would eventually allow the Tsai administration
to weld together a technology policy focused on na-
tional security with cultural and social policies that
put Taiwan’s democratic character at the centre.

At a deeper level, Taiwanese civic tech activism
can be understood as a spontaneous civil society
reaction to an information environment that since
the late 2000s has become rife with internal and
external disinformation.”™ Together with slow eco-
nomic growth and the fragility of an industrial sector
centred on the semiconductor industry (which re-
lies on Chinese demand while at the same time is
threatened by Beijing’s attempt to reach ‘semicon-
ductor independence’'®), the potential impact of en-
trenched political polarisation driven by disinforma-
tion on Taiwan’s security has loomed large behind
the policies of the Tsai administration.

The Articulation of the Tsai
Administration’s Techno-Democratic
Agenda

Taiwanese techno-democratic statecraft aims at fa-
cilitating the emergence of a domestic environment
characterised by a safe cybersphere and secure
digital infrastructure through industrial policy, legis-
lative actions, and dialogue with civic actors. This
‘sanitised’ environment, in turn, would not only insu-

late Taiwan’s democracy from ‘malign’ external in-
fluences and operations, but would also provide the
tools for perfecting democratic institutions on the is-
land, considered as the immediate bulwark against
unification with China. Since coming into power in
2016, the Tsai administration has been developing
this agenda through three different channels.

The first is a technology policy designed to link the
enhancement of public and private cybersecurity to
the development of digital infrastructure on the is-
land. It is also worth noting that this technology poli-
cy traces a possible path to shift Taiwan’s role in the
global economy from global leader in the semicon-
ductor industry to that of frontrunner in a new global
cyber defence industry.’”” Two institutions were es-
tablished to guide the elaboration of this process in
the early stages of the administration, the Depart-
ment of Cybersecurity (DCS) within the Executive
Yuan in August 2016 and the Information, Commu-
nication and Electronic Force Command under the
Ministry of National Defense in June 2017 — the lat-
ter concerned exclusively with the military domain.
The development of digital infrastructure on the
island has been instead articulated through a set
of industrial policy plans issued between 2016 and
2017: the Digital Nation and Innovative Economic
Development Program — branded ‘DIGI+,” the For-
ward-Looking Infrastructure Development Plan and
the 5+2 Innovative Industries Plan.

The second channel in the articulation of the agen-
da is the setting up of a legal and regulatory ‘san-
itary cordon’ against ‘malign’ external actors who
could affect the domestic cybersphere and, more
broadly, its information environment — a feat made
possible by the DPP control of the parliamentary
majority in the Legislative Yuan following its victo-
ries in the 2016 and 2020 legislative elections. The
centrepiece of this operation has been the prom-
ulgation of the Cyber Security Management Act
(CSMA) in June 2018, which was followed by a set
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of corollary regulations concerning enforcement,
audit, incidents, information-sharing and classi-
fication. In short, the CSMA requires government
bodies and private actors to set up and implement
plans for cybersecurity and to notify state authori-
ties of cybersecurity incidents.'® Another legal tool,
the Telecommunications Management Act (TMA),
passed in June 2019, was instead introduced to re-
define the responsibilities and tasks of the National
Communications Commission (NCC), the indepen-
dent administrative body which grants the licenses
for telecoms in Taiwan, including frequencies for
5G." Prior to the passing of the TMA, the NCC had
also banned the Chinese companies Huawei and
ZTE on national security grounds earlier the same
year.?’ Other legislative tools introduced between
2019 and 2020,%" while not directly concerning the
regulation of digital infrastructure, also contribute to
the techno-democratic agenda by closing potential
avenues for influence in Taiwan’s political and me-
dia environments to external actors.

Finally, the third channel is the continuous en-
gagement with the ‘civic tech’ environments that
emerged from the Sunflower Movement. The key
figure in this process has been Taiwan’s Minister
without portfolio Audrey Tang, who had previous-
ly been one of the protagonists of the Sunflower
Movement as a civic hacker in the gOv.tw collective.
As Taiwan'’s ‘Digital Minister,” Tang has coordinated
the establishment of ‘policy incubators’ such as the
Public Digital Innovation Space (PDIS) established
in 2016, which acts as a Cabinet-level organ, and
the Social Innovation Lab (SIL) launched in 2017.
These organs constitute a critical junction in the ar-
ticulation of the techno-democratic agenda, provid-
ing the administration’s approach to technology pol-
icy with an actual ‘whole-of-society’ character. The
PDIS and the SIL set up spaces where government
actors, such as Tang herself, can disseminate nar-
ratives on digital democracy to the general public,
favouring divulgation to older, less educated or less
politically engaged constituencies. The PDS and

the SIL also function as clearing houses through
which the central administration can receive pro-
posals and feedback from civic society. Taiwan’s
emerging approach to the fight against ‘fake news,’
which relies on the collaboration between civic and
government actors for both fact-checking and on-
the-spot debunking of online disinformation, is the
most relevant case in point, having achieved no-
toriety among Western observers and media even
before the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.?

Taiwan’s Strategic Communications of
Techno-Democratic Statecraft before
the COVID-19 Outbreak

While the Tsai administration began to pursue its
techno-democratic agenda after coming to power in
2016, the articulation of a strategic communications
that promotes Taiwan as a global leader in cyber-
security and an outpost of digital democracy fully
emerged in 2018. State actors had, in fact, over-
seen the dissemination of information on Taiwan’s
new course for foreign audiences since the very be-
ginning of the administration. For instance, official
translations and sleek webpages were provided for
all the major policy plans launched between 2016
and 2017. Similarly, the activities of all cabinet-lev-
el organs, including the PDIS directed by Audrey
Tang, have also been extensively covered on En-
glish-language institutional websites since the very
beginning of the administration. However, until 2018
Taiwan lacked both meaningful avenues to dissem-
inate its strategic communications and, above all,
an international information environment which was
truly receptive to what Taiwan had to offer.

The Trump administration altered this scenario in
2018. Its assertive turn on China, which gained mo-
mentum between late 2017 and early 2018, led first
to the trade war and then to a freefall of the bilateral
relation with the COVID-19 pandemic. At the same
time, Washington paired hostility to Beijing with a
comprehensive upgrade of its ties with Taiwan to
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levels unseen since the end of diplomatic relations
in 1979.2 This broader shift in regional politics has
provided Taipei with new opportunities to promote
its agenda to foreign audiences, in line with recom-
mendations in the recently declassified 2018 US
Strategic Framework for the Indo-Pacific, which
aims at “developing public and private messaging
and promoting activities that show the benefits of
democracy and liberty ... including economic, tech-
nologic, and societal benefits.”?

The key platform through which Washington has
helped the enhancement of Taiwanese strategic
communications is the Global Cooperation and
Training Framework (GCTF), a forum originally
launched in 2015 to provide an alternative platform
for Taiwanese public and private actors to engage
with their American counterparts in various fields
related to public management. By late 2017, the
GCTF agenda began to assume a marked political
character along the techno-democratic themes of
the Free and Open Indo-Pacific strategy, with new
workshops focusing on themes such as ‘Defend-
ing Democracy through Media Literacy’ (with the
presence of Audrey Tang), ‘Network Security and
Emerging Technology’ and ‘Good Energy Gover-
nance in the Indo-Pacific.’?® More importantly, the
involvement of third countries in the GCTF work-
shops began to expand dramatically: Japan be-
came a full partner in 2019, while Australian, Swed-
ish and Dutch personnel joined different workshops
as guest co-hosts.?¢

In a context of international isolation and all-round
pressure from Beijing, the GCTF has emerged as a
vector for strategic communications targeted at for-
eign governments and epistemic communities. The
impact of sustained engagement with professional
networks through cooperation and training, such
as that pursued through the GCTF workshops, in
fact, should not be underestimated, as the case of
Prague mayor Zdenék Hfib shows. By refusing to

comply as a city mayor with Beijing’s One China
policy, Hfib, who in his youth trained as a medical
doctor in Taiwan, was at the forefront of a wider
national backlash against China that eventually
swept Sino-Czech relations, leading to a switch in
sister-city ties from Beijing to Taipei in 2019 and to
a high-profile visit by a Czech parliamentary dele-
gation to Taiwan in 2020.%#

Outside of formal platforms such as the GCTF, Tai-
wanese strategic communications on techno-dem-
ocratic statecraft between 2018 and 2019 relied in-
stead mostly on the divulgatory work of the ‘Digital
Minister’ Audrey Tang, who, through articles and
interviews on Western mainstream media such
as The New York Times, the BBC, France 24 and
Deutsche Welle,?® disseminated Taiwan’s state nar-
ratives to the general public in Western countries.

Taiwan’s Strategic Communications
of Techno-Democratic Statecraft after
the COVID-19 Outbreak

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in Janu-
ary 2020 provided Taiwan with a unique opportunity
to effectively project its strategic communications
focused on techno-democratic statecraft outside of
the narrow perimeter of GCTF workshops, and to
enhance its outreach to the foreign public. Taiwan’s
success in containing the viral outbreak on the is-
land by March 2020 primarily relied on: advanced
intelligence on the earliest developments of the
pandemic in Mainland China; a set of public health
management best practices developed on the basis
of the 2003 SARS epidemic; timely and effective
coordination between bureaucratic actors to estab-
lish quarantines and ‘trace, test and treat’ protocols;
and carefully calibrated government communica-
tion with the public.?’

These achievements allowed Taiwan to launch a
worldwide campaign dubbed ‘Taiwan Can Help.’
At a time of mounting international criticism of Chi-
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na for its management of the earliest stages of the
pandemic, the Tsai administration’s strategic com-
munications emphasised a Taiwanese ‘democratic
model of excellence’ to fight the pandemic through
‘transparency and honesty.” The campaign’s cen-
trepiece was the donation of millions of items of
medical personal protective equipment and sup-
plies to 80 countries across every continent in a
phase of global shortage — given China’s predom-
inance in the global supply chain of the products
— but the campaign also engaged in ‘anti-pandemic
knowledge-sharing’ activities (namely videocon-
ferences) with officials of EU member states, the
UK, the US and Canada.?*®* The immediate aim of
‘Taiwan Can Help,’ officially launched in April, was
to muster international support for Taiwan’s partic-
ipation in the 72" and 73 WHA, held in May and
November 2020. Even though Beijing, predictably,
did not lift its veto, the campaign cannot be deemed
a failure, as it vocalised and bolstered international
support from friendly partners, with endorsements
for Taiwan’s participation in the WHA coming from
the American, Japanese, Canadian and British ad-
ministrations, and from a maijority of the members
of the EU Parliament.*!

In addition, mainstream Western media critical of
the shambolic and at times denialist response to
the pandemic by the Trump administration em-
braced Taiwan’s message of scientific competence
in a liberal democratic context. Beyond providing
international coverage of local strategies to man-
age the viral outbreak,*? Western media focused on
the role of Taiwanese political leaders: President
Tsai appeared on the cover of Time Magazine and
penned an article touting the island’s success, while
The New York Times celebrated the role of exiting
Vice-President Chen Chien-jen — an epidemiologist

— in the management of the pandemic.** The real
star, however, remained Audrey Tang, who espe-
cially since summer 2020 has further intensified
her divulgatory work on Taiwan’s management of
the pandemic through multiple articles, interviews
and seminars with the media, academic institutions
and even private corporations.** Tang’s work during
this juncture has focused on fleshing out the role
that government-civic tech synergy has played in
responding to the many challenges that emerged
during the pandemic, from logistic issues such as
the optimal allocation of surgical masks during the
first wave of contagions to the application of a ‘fast,
fair, fun’ model to contrast pandemic-related disin-
formation (the so-called ‘infodemic’) on Taiwanese
social media.*®

Overall, strategic communications vectored through
Western media and the divulgatory activity of Au-
drey Tang has focused, as may be expected, on
the more concrete dimension of Taiwan’s success
in fighting the virus. The key linkage between se-
curity-oriented technology policy and digital democ-
racy at the heart of the techno-democratic agenda
has emerged instead in more explicit terms through
formal avenues such as the GCTF workshops.
Throughout 2020, these events contributed to the
adaptation of previous narratives to the pandem-
ic, addressing issues such as ‘COVID-19-related
crimes,” ‘COVID-19 disinformation’ and public man-
agement preparedness for second-wave conta-
gions.*
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Conclusion

The emergence of a techno-democratic agen-
da in Taiwan can be traced back to internal and
cross-Strait drivers: a fragile position in the global
economy, political polarisation and rampant dis-
information at home, Chinese all-round pressure
for unification and isolation from international or-
ganisations. Consequently, the Tsai administra-
tion’s attempt to ‘brand’ the island as an outpost of
technological and political innovations for foreign
audiences has been first and foremost an attempt
to guarantee Taiwan’s de facto independence by
raising its international profile and its ‘unique’ traits
in the eyes of foreign audiences. To do so, Taipei
has attempted to carve a niche within the broad-
er international debate on the political and social
impact of Al-driven technological development — a
debate that in recent years has percolated from
academic and policy environments to mainstream
media and the general public.*’

Nevertheless, the decisive inputs in this process
came from the outside. As is clearly shown in the
recently declassified US Indo-Pacific Strategic
Framework, the Trump administration’s blunt Chi-
na policy and its Free and Open Indo-Pacific strat-
egy created a space for amplifying the outreach of
Taiwan’s strategic communications among friend-
ly countries and foreign professional networks,
mainly through the re-adaptation of the GCTF
workshops. Against this backdrop, the COVID-19
pandemic and Taiwan’s success in containing it
provided the Tsai administration with an extraor-
dinary opportunity to shape foreign perceptions
of the island among the public and to mark again
its ‘otherness’ to the PRC. From this perspective,
claims by the Chinese authorities that the Tsai ad-
ministration “makes use of the pandemic to plot
for independence”™® can be interpreted as a be-
grudging admission of Taiwan’s success.

The Taiwanese experience since 2018 provides
a window on how great power competition in the
Asia-Pacific and a brooding technological compe-
tition centred on digital infrastructure and the ap-

plication of Al to public governance are shaping
the avenues for dissemination of strategic com-
munications by state actors and its content. The
continuous development of Taiwan’s techno-dem-
ocratic statecraft, and consequently the effective-
ness of its strategic communications in the next
three years of the Tsai administration, however,
will need two key developments. The first and
most obvious of these is continuing support from
the Biden administration, together with continuing
emphasis on themes concerning techno-democ-
racy by Quad countries in the coming years. The
second, and most immediate, is a substantial im-
provement in the vaccination rollout on the island.
Given that much of Taiwan’s credibility as a rising
techno-democratic polity has relied on its success
in fighting the first stages of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the current slow pace of vaccinations on
the island could begin to damage its brand.

To conclude, a note on the significance of the Tai-
wanese experience forthe EU. The member states
of the union do not face the pressing challenges
that motivate Taipei’s expansive use of strategic
communications, but the ineffective public health
management of the early stages of the pandem-
ic and the stuttering beginning of the vaccination
roll-outs among its member states have empha-
sised pre-existing trends such as deepening eco-
nomic inequality, diminishing popular trust in in-
stitutions and an increasingly fraught information
environment. The organised disinformation cam-
paigns targeted at the EU during the first wave of
the pandemic®*? executed by state actors following
socio-political models divergent from the liberal
democratic norms that Brussels champions sug-
gest a need to link technology policy with a stra-
tegic-minded approach to communication centred
on new digital democracy practices.
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