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Abstract

There is an enduring relationship between external political crises and domestic
political action. This paper examines the case of Taiwanese political reforms in response
to the Nixon Shocks of the early 1970s. The history of Taiwanese political development
is complex. Here, | attempt to shed light on one particularly formative period of the long
road to democracy.

The Nixon Shocks had a profound effect on Taiwanese political reform, yet not in
the manner that much theory might predict. Typically, adverse external political-security
shocks tend to cause domestic political-government centralization. In Taiwan, it was
different: the Nixon Shocks resulted in pseudo-liberal political reform. I argue that three
interacting forces explain this outcome: authoritarian media control, external threat to
national legitimacy, and Chiang Ching-kuo strategic rise to power. Together, they
resulted in what may be termed a ‘liberal-authoritarian consolidation of power’.

The ROC government maintained absolute control over domestic media during
the crisis. It focused on domestic propaganda and censorship and was very successful in
managing the domestic public narrative surrounding the Nixon Shocks. This meant that
citizen objection and protests against the government were virtually non-existent.
Through this authoritarian control of the press, the ROC was able to secure political
expediency in responding to the crisis.

At the same time, however, the ROC faced a severe threat to legitimacy from

abroad, as the Nixon Shocks led to a loss of United Nations membership in 1971. The
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ROC government thus sought ways to increase both international and domestic
legitimacy. Liberalizing the political system served both of these ends in that doing so
better aligned with the norms of foreign sponsors in the West and provided a measure of
citizen empowerment at home.

Finally, President Chiang Kai-shek’s health was fading and his ability to meet
such kinds of complex challenges was waning. Animated policy adaptation was needed,
yet the government was filled with his old guard and staunch allies, many of whom
were resistant to change. His son, Chiang Ching-kuo, sought to ascend to his father’s
role as “supreme leader,” and political reform was an instrument to do so.

Thus, elements of authoritarianism, threats to legitimacy, and tactics of domestic
power transition came together to enable and cause political reform in Taiwan in the
wake of the Nixon Shocks. This occurred despite deep-rooted resistance within the
government and Parliament and at the expense of vested interests, as Chiang Ching-kuo

rose to the seat of power on the wings of political reform.
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