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Abstract

Since the early 2000s, growing economic integration across the Taiwan Strait and
increasing efforts by Chinese Communist Party to leverage these bonds to win the hearts
of the Taiwanese people have posed a dilemma for Taiwanese citizens who are called to
choose between economic prosperity and political autonomy. The victory of Ma Ying-
jeou, of the Chinese Nationalist Party, in the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections was
understood to be the citizens’ choice for economic interests over political independence,
while Tsai Ing-wen’s victories in 2016 and 2020 were interpreted as a reflection of voters’
growing pursuit for political autonomy. This paper revisits this argument and questions
its premise. By examining socio-economic development prior to the 2020 presidential
election and its results, the paper argues that the structural changes in the economic
relationship between China and Taiwan since the mid-2010s, along with the recent
strategies of the PRC to offer business opportunities and economic incentives to
Taiwanese firms and individuals, have led to changing perceptions of Taiwanese voters
concerning the dilemma of choosing between economic prosperity and political
autonomy by decoupling the conjunction of the two goals for Taiwanese voters and, in

the process, giving them greater freedom in their political choices.
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