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My project is the term paper for GLOA 400 (Globalization in Asia). This paper is linked to one of the two presentations 

we students each gave in this class. These presentations examined current or recent events in Asia under the lens of 

globalization. I wrote this paper with some significant input from our professor (Byunghwan Son), but the research 

process was left entirely for students to conduct. I used a variety of references for my research, mostly comprising of 

newspaper and magazine articles, as well as some published organization info pages and peer-reviewed scholarly 

articles. 
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The Tsai Ing-wen Administration and Taiwan’s Identity 

Introduction 

 The Republic of China (中華民國) has governed and taken residence on the island of 

Taiwan, or Formosa, since 1949, the final year of the Chinese Civil War. Since that time, the 

Communist Party of China (CCP) has governed the Chinese Mainland as the People’s Republic 

of China, while its counterpart, the Kuomintang (KMT), has predominantly governed Taiwan. 

Whereas the CCP has maintained a firm grip on its rule in China, the KMT, initially ruling 

Taiwan as a one-party state under martial law, has overseen Taiwan’s transition to democracy by 

way of introducing formal elections and permitting the rise of opposition parties, namely the 

Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). 

 Today, Taiwan is one of Asia’s most vibrant democracies. Its unprecedented 

transformation from an authoritarian state not unlike its counterpart across the Strait to a country 

now under the rule of the traditional underdog party sees few parallels across the globe. This 
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process can be attributed to unique circumstances that surround Taiwan’s political history and 

contemporary civil society. 

 

Taiwan’s Two Dominant Parties 

 Today, Taiwan’s two main political parties are more or less divided on one key issue: the 

relationship with Mainland China. This issue evidently contains several sub-issues, including, 

but not limited to: economic relations with China, reunification vs. formal independence, and 

national identity. At the same time, both parties have undergone subtle shifts in their platforms 

throughout their existence, and the historical context of how Taiwan’s current political landscape 

has evolved into its present form must be taken into account in this analysis. 

 

The Kuomintang (Nationalist Party) 

 The Kuomintang (KMT), whose supporters and affiliated parties are together referred to 

as the pan-Blue coalition, generally supports maintaining economic ties with the Mainland with 

the hope of achieving eventual reunification under the Republic of China (Taiwan Review, 

1969). Furthermore, the KMT adamantly believes in maintaining a Chinese identity. When the 

KMT consolidated its rule in Taiwan, it strictly forbade the expression of any other national 

identities other than Chinese (Yeh, 2016). However, what “Chinese” means in this context is not 

a reference to the Mainland or Communists, but a generalized term for ethnic Han Chinese 

people (漢人 or 華人). This is so because many of the KMT’s leaders, members, and supporters 

trace their recent heritage to the Mainland, with many of their family members having fought in 

the civil war against the CCP and later fleeing to Taiwan after the KMT’s defeat in 1949. As a 

result, much of the pan-Blue remains more attached to the “motherland” and feels a stronger 
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connection with greater Chinese society, and less so to a distinctive cultural and political entity 

that is Taiwan.  

These factors together ultimately fuel the driving principle for the pan-Blue’s traditional 

ideology: a desire to retake China from the Communist Party and the People’s Republic. But 

while this principle has remained relatively unchanged in the 70 years since the civil war, the 

method by which to do so and the exact nature of what it will look like has undergone a 

significant shift. 

The initial plan by Chiang Kai-shek, the successor to Chinese political hero Sun Yat-sen, 

leader of the KMT, and first president of Taiwan, was to retake China by military force (Chung, 

2009). While the operation for this, dubbed Project National Glory, was first initiated in the 

1960s, the general sentiment of retaking China from the Communists dates back to the very first 

days of the post-war era in the early 1950s. However, Chiang waited until just over a decade 

after the war to proceed with more concrete plans, possibly having sensed the right time to strike, 

and understandably so; China was at the time suffering greatly from the failed implementation of 

its Great Leap Forward initiative. In spite of this, Taiwan never had the resources and technology 

to launch a large-scale invasion of China, and Project National Glory was eventually scrapped by 

Chiang in 1972. As audacious of a strategy Project National Glory was, Chiang never disclosed 

his plans to Taiwan’s most important ally, the United States, which was officially opposed to a 

Taiwanese invasion of China. 

Since then, the KMT has opted for a more passive approach to cross-Strait relations. The 

prevailing policy espoused today by the KMT in regard to reunification with China is the “one 

country, two systems” principle as ostensibly implemented in Hong Kong and Macau (Chung, 

2017). This is not to say that most KMT openly promote this view; preserving the status quo, 



4 
 

that is, the present-day political status of Taiwan and relationship with China, is the mainstream 

view among the pan-Blue today. Formal independence, however, remains completely off the 

table. Nevertheless, both the “one country, two systems” principle and status quo view 

correspond with the political evolution that Taiwan experienced in the post-Chiang era; Taiwan 

under Chiang, who died in 1975, was an authoritarian one-party state, not unlike neighboring 

Communist China, but a series of democratic reforms in the 1980s and 1990s, enacted in large 

part by Chiang’s son Chiang Ching-kuo and his successor Lee Teng-hui, both KMT members, 

have transformed Taiwan into a flourishing democracy. The KMT, though Chinese nationalists 

they may be, are very aware of the different paths the two countries have taken, owing much to 

their own actions. 

 

The Democratic Progressive Party 

 The much younger Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), whose supporters and aligned 

parties are known as the pan-Green coalition, is arguably the face of modern Taiwan and the 

most telling result of Taiwan’s democratization. The DPP was officially founded in a hotel 

during the presidency of Chiang Ching-kuo in 1986 by members of the Tangwai movement, a 

collection of dissidents against KMT one-party rule in Taiwan (OFTaiwan, n.d.). Ten years later, 

the first ever open elections were held in Taiwan, with DPP candidate Peng Ming-min 

conducting the pan-Green’s first major foray into Taiwanese politics (Bellows, 1996). In 2000, 

the DPP landed their first great victory with the election of Chen Shui-bian as president 

(OFTaiwan, n.d.). 

The core tenets of the DPP’s platform are a democratic form of government, the 

upholding and preservation of human rights, and a distinct Taiwanese identity (DPP, n.d.). In the 
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early days of the DPP, striving for democracy was the ultimate goal. After all, their existence 

alone was contingent on Taiwan transitioning to a democracy. Today, democracy and a 

Westernized conception of human rights are key hallmarks of 21st century Taiwan. There 

remains, however, an in-group disagreement over Taiwan’s relationship with China and the 

greater world at large. 

Incumbent president Tsai Ing-wen remains devoted to maintaining the status quo of 

Taiwan’s ambiguous political status and lukewarm relationship with China, while Chen Shui-

bian is well-known for his outspoken support for Taiwanese independence (OFTaiwan, n.d.). For 

some DPP officials, pushing for complete independence is trivial as Taiwan is already an 

independent country by practice, despite the lack of formal diplomatic recognition by the vast 

majority of the world (Nachman & Hioe, 2020). For others, opting for a more tempered status 

quo stance with a Taiwanese nationalist bent is the politically savviest position, allowing for the 

appeasement of as many players as possible. 

   

President Tsai Ing-wen’s Political Victories 

Tsai Ing-wen may not be the firebrand progressive ferociously advocating for Taiwanese 

independence that some may think or hope for, but she has taken a rather brave and firm 

approach to cross-Strait relations, refusing to submit to Chinese demands for eventual 

reunification, which is arguably the strongest deciding factor in her recent electoral victories 

(Tiezzi, 2020).  

Tsai first rose to office in 2016 (the same year as Donald Trump), succeeding Ma Ying-

jeou of the KMT. The 2016 elections saw a prominent role being played by a third party, the 

People First (PFP), which belongs to the pan-Blue coalition. PFP candidate James Soong won 
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12.8 percent of the vote, possibly having taken away a considerable amount of votes from KMT 

candidate Eric Chu. Tsai ultimately won with 56.1 percent of the vote, a comfortable majority 

(Bush, 2016). The DPP experienced similar success in the legislative elections, gaining a 

majority in the Legislative Yuan (Bush, 2016). 

Tsai was reelected to office in 2020 with a slightly more comfortable victory, winning 

57.1 percent of the vote and defeating Han Kuo-yu of the KMT and James Soong of the PFP 

again (ElectionGuide, n.d.). More interesting, however, is the remarkable 74.9 percent voter 

turnout for the 2020 presidential election, which some believe can be attributed to a higher 

turnout among young Taiwanese (Tiezzi, 2020). Therefore, not only does Tsai’s second victory 

confirm DPP dominance in Taiwanese society, but the relatively high voter turnout may reveal 

something further about the people of Taiwan. Why are Taiwanese becoming more and more 

engaged in politics? Does their preference for the pan-Green say something about their views on 

China and their own national identity? 

 

An Identity Crisis 

 In concurrence with its process of democratization and the rise of the DPP, Taiwan has 

undergone a rather peculiar social phenomenon in the last 20 to 30 years. First, a demographic 

overview of Taiwan’s population must be given. 

 The people of Taiwan can first be split into two broad categories: Han Chinese and 

indigenous Austronesian peoples, or Taiwan aborigines. The vast majority (95 percent) of 

Taiwan’s population consists of Han Chinese, who only first stepped foot onto the island in the 

17th century (CIA, 2021). Taiwan’s Han Chinese traditionally reside on the flat coastal plains of 

the northern, western, and southern portions of the island, while the indigenous Taiwanese today 
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are largely confined to rural mountain villages found in the center and east of the island (CIA, 

2021). With that being said, the geographic divisions between the two are far less stark than what 

this overview portrays, especially considering that the Han Chinese population outnumbers the 

indigenous population nineteen to one. 

 The next step in population categorization, which is the most pertinent to the analysis at 

hand, is the division between the Han Chinese majority. The first Han settlers of Taiwan arrived 

in the 17th century from nearby Fujian and Guangdong provinces on the Mainland (ROC YB, 

2014). These early settlers and their descendants belong to the Hakka and Hoklo (Holo) 

linguistic subgroups. The next major migration wave of Han Chinese to Taiwan occurred in the 

aftermath of the Chinese Civil War, with 1.2 million people from throughout the Mainland 

fleeing the newly-founded People’s Republic (ROC YB, 2014). 

 These subtle divisions in Taiwan’s Han population may explain some of the findings in 

identity polls conducted by various organizations. The most well-known of said organizations is 

the Election Study Center of National Chengchi University. Since 1992, the Election Study 

Center has surveyed a sample of Taiwanese asking them what they identify as: Chinese or 

Taiwanese. What this exactly means is quite vague; for the sake of this analysis, the nature of 

identity here shall refer to national identity. 

 In 1992, 46.4 percent of Taiwanese identified as both Taiwanese and Chinese in 1992, 

whereas a quarter (25.5 percent) identified as Chinese. Only 17.6 percent of those surveyed 

regarded themselves as Taiwanese (ESC, 2021). Taiwan was yet to officially embrace 

democracy in 1992 (the first true direct elections were held in 1996, as stated earlier), and the 

DPP had little to no presence in Taiwanese civil society at this time. However, by the 1996 



8 
 

election, the number of those identifying as Taiwanese surpassed the number of those identifying 

as Chinese (ESC, 2021). 

 The identity landscape has shifted drastically in the nearly 30 years since. In 2021, 63.3 

percent of Taiwanese identify as Taiwanese only, with a sizeable minority of 31.4 percent still 

identifying as both Taiwanese and Chinese. In contrast, a meagre 2.7 percent of Taiwanese still 

identify as Chinese only (ESC, 2021). Interestingly, the Election Study Center’s findings are 

rather tame in comparison to some other polls; the Taiwan New Constitution Foundation 

released a survey this year which revealed that 89.9 percent of Taiwanese identify as Taiwanese 

only (Chen & Chin, 2021). Of course, methodologies can vary drastically between different 

organizations, and the notion of identity itself is fluid and open to interpretation. 

 Even so, there is no denying one thing; a majority of Taiwanese today have relinquished 

their Chinese identity. The question is, why? An easy answer is that an entire generation has 

been born and grown up since the start of the survey. This generation does not remember living 

under KMT-imposed marital law and has not been subject to the same levels of patriotic 

indoctrination as older generations did. Additionally, China’s economic and military rise has 

prompted serious questions to be asked about Taiwan’s diplomatic stance towards its much 

larger neighbor. For some, an answer to these questions is to forget about China and focus on 

being Taiwanese; being further embroiled in a conflict that could potentially ruin millions of 

people’s lives is hardly worth holding on to a distant memory. Essentially, this goes back to the 

earlier divisions mentioned in Taiwan’s Han population. There is certainly an assumption to be 

made that those who identify as Chinese are primarily KMT supporters who hail from recent 

Mainland migrants, and that those who identify as Taiwanese come from families who were 

already on the island when the KMT arrived. 
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Again, identity is a complex concept and many factors can go into determining one’s own 

identity, let alone millions of people’s identity. One must take into account genetics, language, 

religion, nationality, and political views, to name just a few. For the Taiwanese, does living in a 

society that is socially, politically, and geographically detached from its cultural homeland 

triumph over the reality of genetics and even culture? Additionally, has democratization played a 

role in this societal transformation? 

  

Modern Taiwan and Globalization’s Impact 

  Since 1949, Taiwan has consistently found itself in a peculiar geopolitical situation. Its 

island geography, political status, and small size have left it isolated in some ways from the 

greater world, but its political connections to the West (particularly the United States, and later 

down the road Japan as well) and cultural connections to China have allowed for the island 

nation to develop its own unique brand of hybridized society. 

 Taiwan is not the only democracy in Asia, but it is certainly one of, if not the most, 

robust. This is made even more impressive considering the fact that there is currently no mutual-

defense treaty with the U.S. (as South Korea does), nor was its democracy nurtured by the U.S. 

(as Japan’s was), yet Taiwan’s Westernization is inextricably linked to its relationship with the 

U.S. The Allies’ role in China in the years after World War II was an utter mess, unlike the 

comparatively seamless diplomatic resolutions in Korea shortly after. Nevertheless, the United 

States still took it upon themselves to provide logistic support to Taiwan as a means of 

countering Communist China, as was Cold War policy. During this time, a diffusion of ideas 

likely took place, since Taiwan, while technically aligned (and allied) with the free West, did not 
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practice the same core values, but through steady exposure it eventually caught on by the end of 

the Cold War (Yang, 2014). 

Today, the U.S. is still considered to be Taiwan’s most important ally, especially so 

considering the tremendous power now exerted by China, a common rival (some might say 

enemy) to both countries (Tadahiro, 2021). From a sociopolitical perspective, the Taiwanese 

people’s support for Tsai Ing-wen and the DPP, who recognize this commonality with the U.S., 

may be indicative of their growing support of the U.S. as a countermeasure against an 

encroaching China, a country which they no longer identify with. 

On a final note, this globalized society that Taiwan now possesses is connected to the 

U.S. in a way its Chinese counterpart is not: through social media and the internet. Young people 

today outside of Taiwan are becoming exposed to the country’s conundrum via the internet, 

albeit through crude memes. Furthermore, Taiwanese and Westerners, as well as people from 

other Westernized societies throughout the world, share a common value in the freedom of 

expression. For many Taiwanese, being Chinese does not leave room for the accommodation of 

free speech, as the idea of being Chinese has become linked to the authoritarian Mainland, not 

the broader ethnic categorization. Therefore, the DPP’s rise in Taiwanese politics is ultimately 

linked to this detachment from China. In Taiwan, political connections with the West outweigh 

cultural connection with China, as being Taiwanese today means being supportive of democracy 

and human rights. 
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