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State, Civil Society, and Deliberative Democracy:
The Practices of Consensus Conferences in Taiwan

Kuo-ming Lin

Department of Sociology, National Taiwan University

The consensus conference is an innovative model of citizen participation that
embodies the idea of deliberative democracy. Beginning in 2004, state-sponsored
consensus conferences flourished in Taiwan. This paper analyzes the developmental
trend and characteristics of Taiwan's state-sponsored consensus conferences.
Adopting a political structure perspective, it investigates how the institutional
configuration of state-society relations, representative institutions, and
governmental decision-making structures helped shape the development and
operation of consensus conferences in Taiwan. It is argued that several institutional
factors combined to create favorable conditions for developing state-sponsored
conferences in Taiwan. Popular discontent with the functioning of representative
institutions made the appeals for deliberative democracy attractive, while the
relative openness to academic consultation rendered possible the flow of consensus
conferences' innovative ideas from the scholarly community to governmental
officials. Facing legislative battles from opposition parties and increasing pressures
of protests and participation from social groups, the minority government of the
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) strategically used state-sponsored consensus
conferences to solve problems of governance. This paper also points out the
institutional drawbacks that inhibited the sustainable development of state-
sponsored consensus conferences in Taiwan. Constrained by some features of state
decision-making structures, the normative framework and procedural rules of
consensus conferences could not be embedded in laws, institutions, and routinized
practices. As a result, operational rules were not strictly followed and procedural
neutrality was violated in some cases of the state-sponsored consensus conferences,
which hurt the legitimacy and policy effects of this innovative model of citizen
participation. The political structure perspective helps account for civic groups'
attitudes toward state-sponsored consensus conferences. On the one hand, amid the
popular discontents caused by adversarial politics, some civic groups attempted to
promote consensus conferences to improve the quality of representative democracy;
on the other hand, some social groups' undemocratic organizing and confrontational
approach led certain leaders of civic groups to have little trust in government and
civic competence, thus making them wary of state-sponsored consensus
conferences. The ambivalent attitudes of civic society groups influenced the
development and operation of consensus conferences in Taiwan.

Keywords: consensus conference, citizen conference, deliberative democracy,
public sphere, citizen participation.
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