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Abstract

This report inquires on how the authoritarian regime surveilled and controlled
universities as well as religious groups in Taiwan throughout the 1980s. Using social
scientific methods, it particularly investigates how the surveillance and controls were
put in place by the intelligence agencies through the recruitment and utilization of
informants. Drawing on both interviews with the parties involved and the official
surveillance records, we found that despite the attempts of the authoritarian regime at
building an all-encompassing surveillance network, it failed short of omniscience. Nor
could the system effectively deter students or church members from actively
partaking in student activism or social movements. This is because the intelligence the
informants gathered was highly limited by both the ability of the informants
themselves and their position in their respective organizations. On the other hand,
though most interviewees were aware of the existence of surveillance — often regarded
as inevitable — their views on the “collaborators” of the intelligence agencies differ
vastly. Their positions on transitional justice and how it is currently being achieved
also vary. This is partly because the political atmosphere in the 1980s had already
become less restrictive. We believe that, in its pursuit of transitional justice, the
government ought to avoid viewing the history of the democratic transition in the
1980s through the simplistic dichotomy of “perpetrators vs victims”. Instead, due
attention needs to be paid to the complexity of the context at the time. In addition, if
surveillance records are to be made public, we would also urge the government to be
more cautious when discussing the measures that should also be taken. Indeed,
sufficient public consensus and knowledge are the sine qua non for settling
disagreements and healing old wounds. This, in turn, is the necessary basis on which
we can restore social trust, facilitate dialogues under mutual understanding, and
eventually reach reconciliation.

Keywords: Authoritarianism, Social Surveillance, Informants, Operation An-Yuan,
Presbyterian Church
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