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Introduction  

 During late 1950’s to early 1990’s, the Kuomintang (KMT) regime in Taiwan banned 

numerous overseas Taiwanese from returning to Taiwan due to their open discussion of their 

political opinions under the martial law era.  Numerous people advocating for Taiwan’s 

democracy overseas were blacklisted by the KMT government and as a result their entry permit 

applications to their motherland, Taiwan, were usually denied.  With the inhumane means and the 

use of secret agents by the KMT regime, overseas blacklisted Taiwanese became even more 

active in promoting Taiwanese political freedom on the international stage (Cheng, 2017).  Over 

the years, they have contributed to the lift of martial laws in 1987 and eventually the sedation 

law in 1992 by lobbying to the United States Congress, publishing written materials and media 

overseas, and collaborating with “outside the (KMT) party” activists in Taiwan.   

 Most research on blacklisted Taiwanese has been focusing on their efforts regarding the 

political movement.  For example, the 1988 World Taiwanese Conference, collaborated with the 

first established “outside the (KMT) party” Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), was held the 

first time in Taiwan and many of the blacklisted overseas organizers and attendees made 

strenuous efforts to break through the Taiwanese custom.  It successfully sent a positive message 
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to the general public in Taiwan that those overseas activists were passionate about the democracy 

in Taiwan and not rule-breakers as the KMT government had broadcasted to the public.  Over 

the past thirty years, Taiwan has become a more democratic country thanks for the activists’ 

efforts.  However, less is known about how these blacklisted individuals adjusted their daily lives 

while being blacklisted by their home country government.  The goal of this study is to explore 

how North American Taiwanese adjusted to such a dramatic life event, being blacklisted and 

banned from returning to visit aging parents and family members in one’s homeland.  

Specifically, in the midst of social and political challenges, how the blacklisted Taiwanese 

reconstructed their meaning of Taiwan as their motherland and how their meaning in life has 

changed over the years are the main study focus. As of today Taiwan is still on the crossroad of 

remaining a democratic country from China or becoming part of the Chinese district as China 

has claimed since WWII, through this study I hope to conceptualize lessons from the former 

activists to the current generation of activists in Taiwan, and to provide future directions for 

programs and policies that support any political refugees who are forced to leave their countries.  

Current Study 

 This study focused on two male cases (aged 64 and 57 at the time of interviews) from a 

dataset interviewing blacklisted overseas Taiwanese in North America.  Unlike the other 

participants in the overall sample (Arrigo, 2006), who left Taiwan for advanced studies, the two 

individuals were immigrated with their families of origin in their late teens or early twenties.  I 

engaged in a qualitative analysis to unpack the construction of the meaning of blacklisted 

experiences in relation to the participants’ political involvement by comparing and contrasting 

the life narratives.  Specifically, I sought to understand how the men’s blacklist-related 

experiences interacted with their life course experiences in family, career, and other life aspects. 
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Method 

Participants 

 Interviews and surveys were used to explore the experiences of the blacklisted overseas 

Taiwanese.  To experience the blacklist era (1950s to 1990s), individuals were most likely to be 

aged 55 and older.  Due to the sensitivity of the research topic, a snowball sampling approach 

was used to recruit participants.  Followed by a short survey on their overall life experiences and 

satisfaction, a total of twenty-two participants were recruited for a 2-to-3-hour phone interview 

since 2017.  Each interview included eight sections: life chapters, key scenes in the blacklisted 

experiences, challenges: family and career or other aspects in life, reflection on blacklisted 

experiences, leisure activities and acculturation, future script, values and life theme, reflection 

(modeled after the life narrative protocol, McAdams, 2008).  The interviews were conducted by 

the author, digitally recorded, and transcribed by the research assistants.  Among them, two 

immigrant Taiwanese, aged 64 and 57, were included in the case study.   

Data Analysis 

 Guided by grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014; Corbin & Strauss, 2014), the analysis 

focused on the rich life narratives provided by the two blacklisted Taiwanese individuals.  

Moreover, by taking the life course perspective the author constantly explored how their life 

events and trajectories, as well as temporal and historical social contexts shaped their narratives, 

and how these patterns might contribute to their similarities and differences. 

 For the first phase of the analysis, the author reviewed the recordings and the transcripts 

multiple times to immerse in their life stories intertwined with the historical and social contexts 

of the overall political movement in the U.S. and in Taiwan.  For example, participants reflected 

on their politically suppressed childhood and teen years in Taiwan, their moves to North 
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America, how they encountered the overseas Taiwanese activists and continued to be involved 

today, life challenges, and future plans.  In the second phase, the author worked on developing 

the coding system by first open coding on the two life stories, reconciling the codes, making 

further changes as needed to the coding system.  Additional codes were developed, refined, or 

collapsed throughout the process and before continuing the second round of coding to identify 

the final codes.  Codes included immigration experiences, influences of childhood, political 

awakening period, political activities in Taiwan, involvement with local organizations to 

promote Taiwan, experiences of being on blacklist, successful or memorable experiences, 

challenges, transitions after the blacklisted era, personality, life goals, ethnic identity, the role of 

others, impact on family, and impact on career.  Emergent themes were further identified by 

synthesizing and comparing the two cases.  

Preliminary Results 

 They immigrated to North America with their families of origin in 1970s, when the 

Taiwanese government broke off diplomatic relations with the United Nations.  They shared 

similar historical and contextual experiences that shape their passion protecting Taiwan’s human 

rights and democracy from overseas.  Both supported the establishment of Democratic 

Progressive Party (DPP) in 1980s through their involvement with Taiwanese organizations in 

North America and through constant participations in events and protests.  One even traveled to 

Taiwan a few times to physically break through the “blacklist constraint” and to advocate for 

political rights to awaken the Taiwanese people.  They discussed life challenges they have faced 

and coped with religion and spirituality.  They commented on their meaningful journey to free 

Taiwanese.   

Discussion 
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 The two cases demonstrated how they have lived their “purpose in life” through lifelong 

experiences and challenges (although they might not explicitly articulate their purpose in life).  

Applying the “Life Course” perspective (Elder & Johnson, 2003), their differences in life paths 

can be discussed in terms of the “timing” when transitions happened and the formation of 

connections with “linked others.”  For example, the two individuals learned to become 

independent adults after immigrations.  However, one was pursuing professional degree to 

establish one’s career while the other was during high school years and eventually supported 

himself through college and masters.  Their voluntary involvements with local Taiwanese 

organizations, whether religious or political or social groups, have strengthened their connections 

to promote Taiwan over the years.  One remained in North America, taking care of his only child 

as a single parent while working.  He expressed some regrets not deciding to contribute with 

other political activities in person in Taiwan but also acknowledged he had tried his best given 

his life circumstances.  The other traveled to Taiwan with support of family and his wife and 

went through dramatic political interrogation during the blacklist period.  He found reassurance 

in support from people in Taiwan and overseas as well as in his deep Christian belief.  Both of 

them have continued to share how they strive to promote Taiwan since the Martial Law and 

Sedation Law were lifted.  These examples show the importance of exploring personal aspects 

among blacklisted individuals besides their political endeavors. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 The findings are not generalizable to the overall blacklisted population yet increase the 

depth of our understanding on how they put efforts to advocate for their life goals despite of 

blacklisted experiences.  Importantly, it shows how persistent involvement in promoting 

Taiwan’s human rights and democracy requires certain personal characteristics, support from 
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important others, and its tolls on other aspects in life, such as family, career, and health.  Future 

studies need to include a more holistic approach to explore blacklisted Taiwanese personal 

histories beyond political realm.  Moreover, there are more and more people gaining awareness 

that politics are not just for those who are politicians nor just about elections.  Politics influences 

our every day life experiences.  Questions remain in many aspects: How do we take our 

understanding of the pioneers’ experiences in the blacklist era to support the fragile democracy 

in Taiwan?  What is the significance for the overseas Taiwanese and for those in Taiwan?  How 

can the research bring generations together rather than dividing each other? 
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