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Abstract 

The goals defended by Taiwan and China are in conflict with each 

other; China wishes to unify, by force if necessary, and Taiwan 

seeks to resist annexation. The Chinese pressures against Taiwan 

intensified following the election of Tsai Ing-wen (DPP) in 2016. 

John J. Mearsheimer argues that deterrence is a function of the 

specific strategy available to the potential attacker. Therefore, one 

needs to understand both the attacker and the defender’s strategies 

in order to analyze the condition of a deterrence posture. 

Accordingly, this thesis will attempt to assess Taiwan’s 

deterrence by opposing China’s strategies for bringing unification 

to Taiwan and its allies’ responses. 

This study also aims to cast a new light on Taiwan’s deterrence

by considering that the Chinese threat on Taiwan is two-fold, with

two separated but mutually reinforcing strategies, one being

political, the other military. Both form a consistent whole, an

escalation process designed to push Taipei to abide by Beijing

terms.

Taiwan’s deterrence holds but the combination of China’s 

misperceptions of its adversaries, high motivations, short-of-war 

tactics, and growing military power could, over the long-term,

create the conditions for a deterrence failure. The U.S. has 

recently tightened its ties to Taiwan but this development takes 

place amid greater Sino – U.S. tensions, which is hardly a sign of 

stability. Also, Taiwan is having a tough times to modernize its

military at a pace commensurate with that of China. Finally, 

Taiwan is struggling to escape the trap set by China’s short-of-

war tactics. 
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台灣與中國捍衛的目標彼此相互衝突。如果有必要，中國甚

至不惜以武力統一台灣，而台灣則是設法抵抗對岸的併吞。

中國對台灣施加的壓力隨著蔡英文（民進黨）在 2016 年當

選總統而加劇。 

約翰‧米爾斯海默主張嚇阻是對潛在敵方可行的具體策略，

因此，我們必須了解敵方以及防守方的策略，方可分析嚇阻

評估條件。也就是說，我們試圖由反對中國對台統一策略以

及其盟友的回應，來評估台灣的嚇阻策略。 

本論文試圖以中國對台兩種不同但卻相輔相成的威脅為考量，

其一為政治，另一個則為軍事，來解釋台灣的嚇阻策略。政

治及軍事形成了一個整體不斷加劇，目標在於促使台北服從

北京所開出的條件。 

台灣尚有嚇阻能力，但是關於中國在敵人、高動機、不交戰

策略以及不斷增長的軍事力量的錯誤看法的結合，可能會造

就嚇阻失效的態勢。美國近期加強與台灣的關係，卻是在中

美緊張局勢加劇的情況下發展，這絲毫不是穩定跡象。除此

之外，台灣在軍事現代化苦於追趕中國步伐。最後，台灣在

逃脫中國所設下不交戰策略的圈套上陷入困境。
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background 

Taiwan, or the Republic of China (ROC), is a sovereign state facing the irredentism of 

a much larger country, China, or the People’s Republic of China (PRC), which has never 

renounced the use of force to bring the island under its control. The goals defended by 

Taiwan, which is to resist annexation, and China, which is to unify, are clashing.  

After its democratization, Taiwan’s identity renewed itself with a majority of Taiwanese 

unwilling to be part of China. Most Taiwanese people favor the continuation of the 

status-quo, or the continuation of de facto independence of Taiwan from China.  

On the other side of the Strait, China remains an authoritarian regime to which, despite 

its enrichment, most Taiwanese feel estranged. China is highly dissatisfied with the 

status quo which emerged after Taiwan’s democratization and shifting national identity. 

Unintentionally, Taiwan presents a threat to the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) 

ruling legitimacy over China because the island, which shares cultural ties with the 

continent, adopted a fully democratic model of governance. In addition, Chinese 

decision-makers have many geostrategic interests in mind when they contemplate 

seizing island.  

Self-determination is legitimate for the Taiwanese people. And from the necessity to 

protect this fundamental right derives the need to deter China from launching a war 

against Taiwan. Undeniably, in this situation, there is a clearly identified challenger,

China, and a deterrer, Taiwan.

China constantly tries to alter the status quo in its favor. Recently, it intensified its 

pressures against the island following the election of Tsai Ing-wen (DPP) in 2016.

Similarly, the balance of forces is increasingly shifting to China’s favor, given its rapid 

economic and military rise. 

On the one hand, whatever Taiwan does, China does not seek conciliation and will not 

compromise on its decision to take control of the island, forcefully if necessary. On the 

other, Taiwanese express a strong opposition to be ruled by China under current terms. 

Given such antagonistic goals, the risk of conflict is real: As Taiwan asserts its 

difference from China, the latter falls short of peaceful options and is left with the 

dilemma of resorting to force or to postpone its goal of unification. The resolution of 

this Chinese dilemma lies, for a fair share, in the capability of Taiwan to maintain its 

solid deterrence posture. 

This subject is timely given China’s rapid modernization of its armed forces. It is also 

engaging in relentless political warfare and all sorts of pressures to diminish Taiwan’s 

international space, inhibit the Taiwanese defense spirit, and undermine national 

stability. A war in the Taiwan Strait would be devastative for Taiwan and China and it 
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would have serious repercussions for the entire world. Also, the risk remains that it 

would drag the United States and Japan, which both regard Taiwan as a strong, albeit 

informal, ally, into an escalating confrontation with China. Arising dangers against 

peace drive the necessity for Taiwan to maintain a solid deterrence.  

The goal is then to persuade Chinese planners that resorting to force to solve the 

“Taiwan issue” would bring them more harm than benefits and that their pressures do 

not bear credible results.  
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1.2 Analytical Framework 

1.2.1 Definitions 

According to Morgan, “in a deterrence situation one party is thinking of attacking, the 

other knows it and is issuing threats of a punitive response, and the first is deciding 

what to do while keeping these threats in mind”. (Morgan 1983, PP. 33-42) For this 

leading author on deterrence, to successfully implement deterrence is about finding how 

best to threaten, and in the case of deterrence failure, how best to punish.1 Because 

Taiwan doesn’t have armed nuclear capability, I talk here about conventional deterrence. 

For John J. Mearsheimer, “conventional deterrence (…) is a function of the capability 

of denying an aggressor his battlefield objectives with conventional forces (i.e. non-

nuclear).”(Mearsheimer, 1983) 

For Morgan, deterrence is a rather simple idea, even a primitive one. It comes from the 

assumption that nothing besides the threat of retaliation will make an adversary think 

twice before attacking. Deterrence must involve a psychological reaction of fear within 

the attackers’ mindset, instill uncertainty about the success of his attack plans, present 

him with high risks and finally invite him to a more careful assessment of the costs of 

using force. The defender must raise the cost of an attack to levels so high so the 

challenger is rationally convinced that an attack is unworthy.  

Because rationality of decision-making is particularly flawed in deterrence relationships,

I will not assume total rationality either for Taiwan and China, and instead make use of 

Morgan’s concept of “sensible decision-making” throughout the thesis. Morgan’s 

sensible decision-making is an attempt to bridge the gap between an imperfect rational

decision-making model for deterrence and how things happen in reality. Sensible

decision makers are said to be good targets for deterrence because they know the 

rationality of their decisions are flawed by a multitude of factors resulting from the lack

of information they are given about the issues at stake. As a result, leaders are likely to

be prudent when confronted by a thick “fog of war.”

A hybrid of general and immediate deterrence 

For Morgan it is also important to know if the case I am discussing involves general or 

immediate deterrence. When it comes to Taiwan, it appears that both apply. According 

to Morgan, immediate, pure, deterrence concerns “a relationship between opposing 

states where at least one side is seriously considering an attack while the other is 

mounting a threat of retaliation in order to prevent it” (Morgan, 1977). A situation of 

1Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-0819-

9, page 17. 
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immediate deterrence is very clear and threats are clearly communicated, such as 

between China and Taiwan. In immediate deterrence situation, which is said to be rare, 

tensions could translate in war anytime. However, it is a defining element of the relation 

between Taiwan and China since 1949 because China has never abandoned the use of 

force for bringing unification.  

In the same time, both sides of the Taiwan Strait engage in a thriving economic 

relationship, people travel freely between Taiwan and China and the issue has been 

going on for almost seventy years. So, while immediate deterrence applies to Taiwan, 

so does “general deterrence”. For Morgan, “general deterrence embraces a broader 

range of military-related activities and is readily employed in tandem with other conflict 

management tools”. He adds: “General deterrence comes into play where two or more 

actors have a potential for significant conflict so the idea of war is not irrelevant or 

farfetched” (Morgan P. , Deterrence, A conceptual analysis, 1977). Admittedly, general 

deterrence is harder to break, however, tensions can escalate and go out of control very 

quick.  

A case of unilateral deterrence 

Taiwan is in a case of unilateral deterrence because, in the Taiwan Strait, China is the 

only party to consider an attack.2 Most of the time, a situation of unilateral deterrence 

implies that there is a gap in military capabilities between the attacker and the deterrer, 

it is the case in our situation, where China dominates largely.  

In unilateral deterrence, “deterrer A must understand the objectives and cost/benefit 

calculation of attacker B. But because it is hard, deterrer A will have to work with 

estimates and limited data (…). [Then] A must acquire the capability to impose costs 

on B graver than it is willing to accept”. (Morgan P. , Deterrence, A conceptual analysis,

1977)3

Taiwan’s deterrence is based on punishment 

The distinction between deterrence based on denial and punishment was first elaborated 

by Glenn Snyder in 1958. For Freedman: 

- “Denial has coercive elements but essentially tends towards control, the threat

is designed in order to control the situation sufficiently and deny the opponent

2 Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-0819-

9, page 83. 
3 Ibid. 83. 
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strategic options. In calculating costs, the opponent would have to consider 

those that would be incurred in the battle for control; 

- Deterrence through punishment by contrast, is pure coercion in that the

opponent is not denied choice, but is given powerful incentives to choose in a

particular way;” (Freedman, Deterrence, 2004)4

Against China’s, “deterrence through denial” was possible when Taiwan’s military used 

to dominate the PLA in terms of capabilities but such is not the case today anymore. 

Taiwan doesn’t possess the “denial” option because it cannot convince China anymore 

that opting for war is bound to fail. Then, because China has reasons to believe that it 

could take Taiwan by force, threatening punishment, or the promise to incur 

inacceptable costs to an invading force, would be Taiwan’s remaining option.  

1.2.2 Thesis Architecture 

For the main body of my thesis, I will use the framework about conventional deterrence 

provided by John J. Mearsheimer in his volume “Conventional Deterrence” (1983). 

Mearsheimer’s most important teaching is that for assessing the success of a deterrence 

posture, it is needed to know what military plan the challenger has.  

In other words, for assessing the health of a defender’s deterrence, one must ask 

her/himself first about the particular strategy envisioned by the potential attacker and 

then look at how the defender is planning to defend itself. Accordingly, our plan is 

organized on a dichotomy with at first (1) the overall Chinese plan for taking Taiwan, 

and second, (2) Taiwan’s deterrence posture. 

On the one hand I separate the challenge posed by China to Taiwan into two separated 

but mutually reinforcing strategies, the one short-of-war, and the other military; then

try to explain the effects of both on Taiwan’s deterrence. On the other hand, I divide 

Taiwan’s deterrence into several and distinct forms of answers, ranging from its 

expression of commitment to self-defense, to its attempts to limit the effect of China’s 

pressure and its military capabilities. In order to give a picture of Taiwan’s deterrence,

I attempt to combine the effects of all of these factors altogether.

Within this architecture, I will discuss internal issues relevant to China’s threat and 

Taiwan’s deterrence with the various theoretical tools provided by other leading authors 

on deterrence such as Robert Jervis, Janice Gross Stein, Richard Ned Lebow, Patrick 

Morgan and Lawrence Freedman.  

4 Freedman, Lawrence, “Deterrence”, Polity Press, 2004, ISBN 0-7456-3112, page 37. 
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1.2.3 Problem Statement & research question 

The goals defended by Taiwan and China are in conflict with each other; China wishes 

to unify, by force if necessary, and Taiwan seeks to resist annexation. This clash of 

goals participate in making compromise a difficult option for both sides of the Strait. 

Therefore, China has not given up its threats and Taiwan has been seeking to maintain 

a sound deterrence posture. 

China’s objective is total. To achieve it, China makes use of a compellence strategy 

which objective is unlimited, accepting only one acceptable outcome: taking Taiwan. 

To this end, China uses both military and non-military means, with Taiwan having to 

face the threat both ways. 

(1) First, China’s attempts to achieve breakthroughs by undermining Taiwan’s

deterrence posture through actions short of war, such as military intimidations,

harassment on the international stage, economic pressures as well as political

warfare.

(2) Second, China continues to modernize the People’s Liberation Army (PLA)

with the objective to outgun Taiwan in a potential armed confrontation.

Regarding extended deterrence, the U.S. has recently tightened its ties to Taiwan

but this development takes place amid greater Sino – U.S. tensions.

Figure 1 Taiwan Deterrence in 2018, source: Hugo Tierny. 
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The goal of this work is to assess the health of Taiwan’s deterrence in June 2018. I 

determine Taiwan’s objectives this way: (1) to deter a Chinese armed aggression in 

order to (2) ensure that the future of Taiwan lays in the hands of Taiwanese people. 

Taiwan’s deterrence has to do with self-determination, however, China is inhibiting 

Taiwan’s freedom of choice with its military threats and other forms of pressures. 

Taiwan’s deterrence then encompasses the need to address China’s military and non-

military options. Our research question encapsulates what I have just written about: 

How well does Taiwan Deter China from Subjugating the island? 

The word “subjugate” implies that China’s objective is total and unrestricted. And this 

implies for Taiwan that its countermeasures should be comprehensive, with a military 

and non-military aspects.  

With this question, I aim to calculate the health of Taiwan’s deterrence, by weighing 

Taiwan’s resilience against China’s limited methods, and Taiwan’s military capabilities 

against China’s war plans.  
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1.3 Literature Review and Author’s findings 

For the main theoretical body of my thesis, I rely on six leading volumes on deterrence. 

The most important of these is “Conventional Deterrence” (1983), written by John J. 

Mearsheimer, from which I borrow the architecture of this essay. Mearsheimer built his 

theory from a comparative case study involving deterrence failures and successes in the 

past. By comparing the decision-making of actors involved in each of them, 

Mearsheimer tried to find similar patterns to explain why wars broke out at some times 

but not at others. Then he applied the teachings he gathered to the situation of Central 

Europe during the 1980s (then contemporary, the book was published in 1983) when 

NATO commanders feared a conventional Soviet offensive and were concerned about 

how to deter it. Mearsheimer said that, according to his theory the Soviet would not 

attack. He was proved right. 

Mearsheimer says about conventional deterrence that it is “a function of the costs and 

risks associated with military action [and] it is most likely to obtain when an attacker

believes that his probability of success is low and the attendant costs will be high”

(Mearsheimer, 1983). In addition, “the likelihood that deterrence will obtain in a 

specific instance largely depends on which strategy the potential attacker is

considering.”(Mearsheimer, 1983). Translated to our situation, this means Taiwan’s

deterrence will obtain if the island’s defense capabilities are capable enough and if 

China is not able to find a satisfactory attack plan. Because Mearsheimer sees 

conventional deterrence from the viewpoint of the nation that is contemplating war

(China in our case), I should ask ourselves: What are the strategies envisioned by China

for taking-over Taiwan, and what is Taiwan doing to deter them? After I answer this 

question I will be able to estimate the health of Taiwan’s conventional deterrence. 

The six other volumes about the theory of deterrence I used were written by Robert

Jervis, “Perceptions and Misperceptions in International Politics” (1976), Richard Ned

Lebow & Janice Gross Stein, “Psychology and deterrence” (1985), Patrick Morgan,

“Deterrence – a conceptual analysis” (1977) and “Deterrence now” (2003) and

Lawrence Freedman’s “Deterrence” (2004). These volumes provided many of the much

needed theoretical tools useful for identifying and discussing the patterns of Taiwan’s

deterrence. Combined to Mearsheimer’s theoretical guidelines, teachings were used

throughout the writing in order to back the argumentation with a solid theoretical basis.

There of course exist a number of other valuable discussions on deterrence, and,

however fewer, on conventional deterrence. 

Conversely, English resources are scarce when it comes to Taiwan’s deterrence. Many 

other works about deterrence cite Taiwan’s deterrence as an example among others, 

while few of them examine Taiwan as a case study. In addition, a lot of prominent works 

about deterrence focus on lessons gathered during the Cold War, rather than actual 

issues. This lack of existing literature is surprising because there is no doubt that the 
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relationship between China and Taiwan is about deterrence. Also, deterrence in the 

Taiwan Strait is a very interesting issue which bears strategic implications for the entire 

Asia-Pacific region, if not globally.  

This remark has exceptions however. There is the work of Ian Easton, the writer of a 

volume entitled “The Chinese Invasion Threat”5, in which he presents the potential 

Chinese war plan to take Taiwan, the island’s likely military response and the 

implications for America’s foreign policy. His volume is highly referenced with 

Chinese language sources and is rich of valuable details about the nature of the balance 

of forces and the decision-making of both Taiwan and China. Easton has graduated from 

the same Master degree as the author of this work, in NCCU, Taipei, Taiwan. He is now 

an analyst for the think-tank Project 2049 Institute in the United States. 

There is also the work of J. Michael Cole, a Canadian journalist based in Taipei. Mr. 

Cole became a public figure in Taiwan after he spent numerous years documenting and 

analyzing cross-strait relations. His works about China’s political warfare and Taiwan’s 

civil society are certainly ones of the best available, so I took inspiration from many of 

his analyses in this work. He is now the editor in chief of the online magazine Taiwan 

Sentinel as well as a Taipei-based Senior Fellow with the China Policy Institute and the 

Taiwan studies Program at the University of Nottingham, U.K., he is also an associate 

researcher with the French Centre for Research on Contemporary China (CEFC) in 

Taipei, Taiwan. 

Besides these references, I have relied on secondary sources including various volumes 

about Taiwan and China, relevant official and government-issued publications (from

Taiwan, the U.S. and China) such as Taiwan’s 2017 Quadrennial Defense Review and 

National Defense Report, U.S. diverse reports to Congress involving China’s armed

forces and Taiwan, China’s 2013 Science of Military Strategy and 2015 PLA White

Paper, as well as many think-tank and academic publications, which list is available 

below in the References section. For our study, I have also read and gathered in a

database hundreds of online articles which data and insights will be mobilized 

throughout the essay.

A “Non-military” aspect of Deterrence for Taiwan? 

Like the majority of the challenger states studied in the deterrence literature, China has 

good incentives to achieve its objective without declaring a war. However, the method 

chosen is unique to every challenger. Here, China has never abandoned its threat to 

attack Taiwan, but the majority of its efforts are actually short-of-war. They are pursued 

5Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The Project 

2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256. 
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over the long-term, with China seeking innovative way to persuade the Taiwanese to 

opt for unification.  

Therefore, a study of Taiwan’s deterrence could take into account the variety of Chinese 

efforts designed either to bring unification by peaceful means, or to soften Taiwan’s 

deterrence before a military option is envisioned. This limited, non-military strategy, 

would be made of the comprehensive set of economic and political warfare as well as 

of other frequent intimidation and pressures against Taiwan. Through such means, 

China would attempt to persuade the Taiwanese that the island’s inescapable fate is 

political unification with the continent.  

This idea, the existence of a non-military aspect of China’s challenge to Taiwan’s 

deterrence, is one of the central ideas of this work. It would mean that deterrence may 

be impacted, or “bypassed”, by non-military forms of influence or pressures exerted by 

a challenger state. For example, China would aim to impact Taiwan’s deterrence by 

using political warfare in order to undermine Taiwan’s national cohesion and defense 

spirit. To “bypass” Taiwan’s deterrence would mean that China seeks to achieve the 

totality of its unification objective without having to wage a war, a very attractive option. 

China could do so by decreasing the odds of using force to achieve unification, or 

diminishing the cost of force should the military option be ultimately chosen. 

If China invests time and money in such tools, it may mean that it its leadership has 

reasons to believe that it will help to bring unification. In this way, China could attempt 

to lower the Taiwanese confidence in their long-term capability to withstand the 

pressure, and seek to lower the cost of a potential unification. National cohesion is key 

for a successful defense, explaining why China aims to undermine Taiwan’s one by 

inducing doubt and division as much as it can.  

Alternatively, China’s limited-aims strategy could be dangerous because exhausting the 

stock of so-called “peaceful options” gives China a rationale for employing force later. 

Limited strategies could therefore take the form of steps in an escalation process: when

it decides that all peaceful options are exhausted, and that pressures have “born fruits”, 

China’s leadership could pursue at an unknown moment the unlimited, military option 

in order to achieve unification.  

Therefore, with regard to Taiwan’s objective to safeguard sovereignty, its deterrence 

could encompass “something else”, than its military aspect and incorporate such fields 

as economic resilience, international standing, soft power and national cohesion. 

Protecting these “fronts” would be like putting up barriers as a double layer of defense. 

According to this view, I will consider in this work Taiwan’s efforts to diversify its 

economic partnership, strengthening of national identity, and attempts to engage the 

international community as part of a “short-of-war” aspect of its deterrence posture.   
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1.4 Chapter Outline 

Chp1: In the introduction, I explained the deterrence situation at stake in the Taiwan 

Strait, replaced its context, its background and presented its main challenges. In the 

analytical framework and I presented our methodology. In the literature review I 

detailed which references I have chosen and how I used them in our analysis, then I 

presented our contribution to the existing literature about Taiwan’s deterrence. 

Chp2: I will present the logics of the current triangular Taiwan – U.S. – China relations, 

understand its implications for the security of the Asia-Pacific region, and calculate the 

health of Taiwan’s extended deterrence by assessing the current and future support of 

the island’s key security partners – first of which the U.S. and less importantly Japan.  

Chp3: I will present China’s objectives, intentions, motivations and interests in taking 

Taiwan. 

Chp4: I will detail the Chinese strategies for taking Taiwan, at first the limited-aims 

strategy and then the unlimited, war strategy. For the limited one, I will show how 

comprehensive its application is and how China’s limited actions are designed to erode, 

step by step, Taiwan’s deterrence. For the unlimited one, I will have to describe the 

modernization of the PLA and its current capabilities.  

Chp5: At first, I will present Taiwan’s formulation of its deterrence threat, its 

commitment in enforcing it and the way it is communicated to China. Then, I will

present China's limited-aims strategies’ impact on Taiwan deterrence and Taiwan’s

options to thwart them. Finally, I will try to detail Taiwan’s answer to China’s unlimited

strategy, with the island’s military doctrine and capabilities. 

Chp6: Our conclusion will strengthen our findings about the health of Taiwan’s 

deterrence. 
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2. China’s challenge to the security in East Asia and 

Taiwan’s extended deterrence 
 

2.1 The U.S., China and Taiwan 
 

2.1.1 Context 

 

Recently, the U.S. has been willing to move closer to Taiwan in the context of its 

strategic competition against China. Thus, since the election of Donald J. Trump in the 

2016 U.S. presidential elections, the U.S. and Taiwan have tightened their security 

cooperation.  

Making sure that the island is not governed by a hostile government is a strategic 

American interest and the U.S. are bound by law, and some sort of moral commitment 

to defend the island because of its democratic government. But it is possible that Trump, 

a former businessman, is using Taiwan as a bargaining chip against China in hopes to 

obtain concessions in other areas. At the same time Taiwan is only one of the multiple 

American concerns in East Asia, and the relative decline of U.S. influence in this part 

of the world participates in the renewal of calls in the U.S. for a policy of arrangement 

with Beijing over the status of the island. Also, as China’s military capabilities have 

greatly improved since the third Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1995-1996, it remains an open 

question whether the U.S. would intervene should a conflict erupt in the Taiwan Strait.  

For Mearsheimer: “On one hand, [the U.S.] has powerful incentives to make [Taiwan] 

part of a balancing coalition aimed at containing China. On the other hand, there are 

good reasons to think that with the passage of time the benefits of maintaining close ties 

with Taiwan will be outweighed by the potential costs, which are likely to be huge. Of 

course, in the near term, the United States will protect Taiwan and treat it as a strategic 

asset. But how long that relationship lasts is an open question.”6 

U.S. President Trump has constantly offset all previsions. The former business mogul 

started his mandate by taking Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen’s congratulatory phone 

call and pledged to renegotiate the One China Policy only to reverse course and 

accommodate China in the heat of the last North Korea nuclear crisis. In the same time, 

Donald Trump engaged the United States in a sound isolationist process, left vacant the 

world’s economic leadership position for China to occupy, stepped back from the Trans-

Pacific Partnership (however designed to contain China) and asked its allies to take a 

greater responsibility for their defense. He did not hesitate to start a trade war with the 

U.S. closest allies and to renegotiate treaties and agreements his predecessors had 

signed. In sum, Trump is unpredictable. 

                                                 
6 Mearsheimer, J.J., "Say goodbye to Taiwan", The National Interest, March-April 2014, URL: 

http://nationalinterest.org/article/say-goodbye-taiwan-9931?page=5. 

http://nationalinterest.org/article/say-goodbye-taiwan-9931?page=5
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For Taiwan, which relies on U.S. arms sales to defend itself, Trump’s engagement with 

China and isolationist stance was worrisome. Analysts chanted: would the new U.S. 

president play the island as a bargaining chip against China? Will Donald Trump the 

businessman arrange a deal, a “grand bargain”, to decide over Taiwan’s fate? Even 

Taiwan’s 2017 Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) acknowledged that the relations 

with the U.S., for the time being, is surrounded by uncertainty. In the meantime, China 

did not forget the humiliation it suffered during the 1996 cross-strait crisis when the 

U.S. sent a carrier group in the Taiwan Strait, forcing the PLA to back down – and 

modernizes its military with a strong focus on A2/AD capabilities, with the objective to 

deter any American involvement in a Taiwan contingency. 

However the current situation can also be seen as more comforting for Taiwan than 

during Obama’s years. A large segment of the current U.S. leadership is disappointed 

about the U.S. past conciliatory attitude towards China and have grown increasingly 

convinced that both the U.S. and the PRC are in fact strategic competitors. Therefore 

the U.S. position on China has re-shifted from conciliation to containment, and the 

Pentagon has shown greater willingness to team up with the U.S.’s regional allies. 

Accordingly, U.S. policymakers recently started to reverse course on Taiwan, 

announcing a series of friendly measures. 

 

 

2.1.2 Logics of the Triangular Taiwan-Sino-U.S. Relations 

 

“Relations with Taiwan are relations with the United States”.7 

PLA General Liu Yazhou 

 

Caught between Washington and Beijing, Taiwan’s security environment is constrained 

by a multitude of factors it cannot entirely control. Wu wrote ““The weak and small 

[Taiwan] caught between empires either become piece of the international struggle or 

they wait to be devoured by the victorious in a fight that is totally irrelevant to them” 

(WU, 2014)8 

Since 1949, the island lays at the cross roads of Chinese and American influences and 

is one of the stumbling block in the relations of both superpowers. The geographic 

situation of the island is one of the main explanation for the dispute; because Taiwan’s 

geostrategic localization at the center of the first island chain makes the island stand as 

a buffer between China and the U.S.’s strategic environments. 

                                                 
7 As cited in Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, 

Studies in Asian Security, Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, page 135. 
8 Wu R.w, “Pariah Manifesto” in Lee Shyu-tu, Williams Jack.F, “Taiwan’s struggle – Voices of the 

Taiwanese” Rowman and Littlefield, Plymouth UK, page 130-135. 
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Historically, Taiwan canalized both great powers’ energy. For the Americans, it was 

used for bartering difficult issues with China while the protection of the island reassured 

anti-communist forces at home. For the Chinese, Taiwan was the key for mobilizing the 

population against the perception of U.S. imperialist ambitions over China.9 Yu wrote, 

“if there were no such theatrical convenience as the Taiwan issue, the Sino-US 

relationship would have become much more intense, as both sides would then be forced 

to deal with some difficult and substantive issues.”(Yu, 2006)10 

The Taiwan Relations Act (TRA), an attempt to prevent the White House to completely 

abandon Taiwan at the onset of the U.S. normalization of its relations with China, was 

voted by both the U.S. Congress, Senate and ratified by President Carter in 1979. First, 

under the provision that "the United States will make available to Taiwan such defense 

articles and defense services in such quantity as may be necessary to enable Taiwan to 

maintain a sufficient self-defense capability", the TRA promised the island sufficient 

arms sales and military cooperation for credible deterrence against China. Second, and 

significantly for the present context, the TRA stipulated that it is the policy of the U.S. 

to “maintain the capacity of the United States to resist any resort to force or other forms 

of coercion that would jeopardize the security, or the social or economic system, of the 

people on Taiwan”, all of which would be considered by the U.S. as a grave concern 

and a threat to peace and security in the Western Pacific. Third, it stated that if the island 

was threatened, the U.S. would therefore “determine, in accordance with constitutional 

processes, appropriate actions by the United States in response to any such danger.”11 

However the U.S. support to Taiwan remains ambiguous. On the one hand, the TRA 

stipulates that any Chinese attempt to settle the conflict through coercion will be

opposed by the U.S. On the other, the TRA does not explicitly mandate the U.S. to

rescue Taiwan in the case of a PLA attack.12 In addition, U.S. President Ronald Reagan

signed in 1982 the third U.S. – China Communiqué, unofficially promising China to 

gradually reduce arms sales to Taiwan. But the communiqué was immediately

complemented by the U.S. “six assurances to Taiwan” which tone suggested the 

opposite. Since then, subsequent U.S. presidents have alternatively made references to 

the communiqués, the TRA and the six assurances to Taiwan. For Bush, “Washington’s 

message to both Beijing and Taipei is that it will defend Taiwan under some 

circumstances and not others”.13Hence, neither Taiwan nor China know in which 

precise conditions would the United-States intervene in the event of a cross-strait 

confrontation, thus restraining each other adventurous policies.  

Here stands what is known as the “U.S. strategic ambiguity”. For Rigger, “the policy is 

strategic because it constrains the other two players (by forcing them to make decisions 

9Yu, M., “Political and Military Factors Determining China’s Use of Force” in Tsang, S., “If China 

Attacks Taiwan: Military Strategy, Politics and Economics”, Asian Security Studies, Routledge, 

Abingdon, 2006, page 30, pp 17-34. 
10 Ibid. 
11 As cited in Goldstein Steven M, “China and Taiwan”, China Today, Cambridge UK, 2015, page 58. 
12 Ibid 233. 
13 As cited in Goldstein Steven M, “China and Taiwan”, China Today, Cambridge UK, 2015, page 183. 
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with limited information) while giving the United States maximum flexibility to pursue 

its interests in light of changing circumstances” (RIGGER, 2014).14On the one hand 

the U.S. has strategic interests in Taiwan, opposes China's use of force and fuels Taipei 

with weaponry. On the other hand, the U.S. has not promised it would support Taiwan 

in a war against China, especially not if the first declared independence.  

This being said, U.S. strategic ambiguity is logic because: (1) first, to promote the status 

quo preserves U.S. interests strategic over Taiwan and perpetuates its de facto 

independence; (2) second, to prevent Taipei to cross Beijing’s redline on formal 

independence permits the U.S. to safeguard its Taiwanese asset without provoking 

Beijing to attack, (3) third, Washington avoids any entrapment in a military escalation 

and its position can evolve with the circumstances. Strategic ambiguity nonetheless 

deters China because it involves great uncertainty regarding whether or not the U.S. 

would intervene in a war. For Taiwan and China, this ambiguity at least signals one 

thing: that the U.S. are satisfied with a stable cross – strait situation and do not see 

incentives for the situation to change.  

“To achieve both of its deterrence goals simultaneously, the US cannot be explicit about 

the conditions under which it will defend Taiwan. Ambiguity… introduces just enough 

uncertainty to dissuade the disputants from taking the risk of testing U.S commitment” 

(BENSON, Unpublished study of strategic ambiguity).  

The third Taiwan Strait crisis in 1996 tested the U.S. commitment to Taiwan by bringing 

both powers close to a deadly escalation, as the U.S. President Clinton sent carrier 

groups to the Strait in order to deter China from interfering in Taiwan’s political affairs. 

The move was felt as a humiliation by Beijing, which then focused on its military 

buildup and developed solid A2/AD capabilities so that the U.S. would not interfere 

again in the Taiwan Strait and force China to back down.  

Afterwards, Sino-U.S. relations worsened when the U.S. led-NATO coalition 

accidently bombed the Chinese embassy in Belgrade (Serbia) in 1999.15 The Bush era 

was opened on an “all out” strategy against China16 but both countries soon cooperated 

for reducing the Islamic terrorist threat. Later, President Obama led a strategy of 

“rebalancing” in order to contain the Chinese increasing influence in both Southeast 

and East Asia, and Sino-U.S. relations were further upset by China’s militarization of 

the South China Sea. Since Trump was elected, the relationship got worse, with China 

being labeled for the first time as a strategic competitor in the 2017 iteration of the 

National Security Strategy, signed by the president.  

Trump is often considered as a bully who only understands strength and has little regard 

for democratic allies whose expectations don’t fully match U.S. interests. For Taiwan, 

                                                 
14Rigger, S., “Why Taiwan matters. Small Island, Global Powerhouse (updated edition),” Rowman and 

Littlefield Publishers, Lanham, Maryland, 2014, page 182. 
15 Ibid, page 78. 
16 Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, Studies in 

Asian Security, Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, page 137. 
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this is an extra signal for a potential U.S. ambiguity: Trump certainly could care more 

about the protection of democracy, but he is likely to get closer to Taiwan as long as 

playing this card is useful in the U.S. – China strategic competition. How long will that 

work to the benefit of the island in an open question.  

In U.S. domestic politics, the image of China is generally bad and the debate is often 

divided between those who think that the U.S. should accommodate a rising China and 

the partisans of a tougher line. Democrats are often smoother than the Republicans on 

that matter. However, more liberal politicians will emphasize China’s Human Right 

issues and therefore be opposed to arrangements with the CCP, sharing a common point 

with nationalist conservatives. China often serves as a scapegoat in U.S. elections, with 

candidates regularly attributing U.S. job losses to China’s cheap labor. Diplomatically, 

the U.S. has long alternated policies of containment and engagement for approaching 

China. Both powers compete in the economic and military domain, but they maintain 

close economic ties, making them interdependent. For Courmont, diplomatic relations 

between the U.S. and China are ones of “'congagement”, a combination of “containment” 

and “engagement”. Aron wrote:“Peace impossible, War improbable” to define the 

main Cold-War trend between the United-States and the USSR; Courmont reversed the 

dictum for characterizing nowadays Sino-US relationship: “War impossible, Peace 

improbable”.17 

Since President Tsai’s refusal to recognize the so-called “1992 consensus”, China has 

shut down all communication canals with the island and redoubled its pressures. The 

Chinese government is exasperated by the presence in Taiwan of a democratically 

elected government, which disturbs the resplendence of Xi Jinping’s Chinese dream of 

national and cultural unity. The fact that the renegade province places itself under the 

protection of the U.S. and adopted its political culture adds insult to the injury. For 

Wachman, China considers Taiwan as “a territorial marker of the imagined border of 

the sphere dominated by the U.S.”.18 In sum, Taiwan being under U.S. influence is 

considered a liability for the Chinese. Therefore Taiwan is more than ever the symbol 

of the Sino-U.S. rivalry, with in the background Beijing’s accusation that Washington 

is trying to contain the China rise and the risk that, under American protection, the island 

further breaks ties with its “chineseness”, a humiliating affront for Beijing.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
17Courmont, B., Une guerre pacifique. La confrontation Pékin-Washington, Editions ESKA, Paris, 

2014, page 233. 
18 Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, Studies in 

Asian Security, Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, page 135. 
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2.1.3 Rapprochement or Detachment? 

 

2.1.3.1 Detachment over the Long-term? 

 

Asians “know that China will still be in Asia in 1,000 years’ time, but we don’t know 

whether America will still be here in 100 years’ time.”19 

Former Singapore Foreign Minister, Kishore Mahbubani 

 

Strategically, the U.S projection power suffers from the gigantic size of the Pacific, and 

the rise of China has fueled calls to reconsider the U.S. security commitment to Taiwan. 

Generally, Americans know little about Taiwan and are primarily concerned by 

American internal matters and interests.  

Obama has long conducted a policy of arrangement with China but sought to counter 

its rising influence with the “Rebalance to Asia Strategy”; Trump’s policy towards 

China has been indecisive, with an alternation of conciliation and confrontation postures. 

On their parts, many U.S. strategists have stated their disappointment by Taiwan’s 

“inability” to raise its defense effort.20 According to such view, the U.S. could find that 

upholding its security commitment to Taiwan will become increasingly costly over the 

long haul and consider that it is best to retreat in the face of the China rise.  

Calls for conciliation with China are recurrent in American foreign policy since the 

1970s. The U.S. hoped that the greater integration of China on the world stage would 

enrich its population, assuage its leadership, and lead to a political transition and a 

greater willingness to play by the current rules of the international community. During 

the 21st century, while considering that the U.S. entered a period of relative decline, 

some in the U.S. suggested that China was going to dominate in Asia over the long term 

anyway and that it was needed to negotiate in hope that multiplying pledges would 

finally lead to a friendly relationship in the future. Regarding Taiwan, this is how many 

Americans hold the defeatist view that China’s motivations to take-over the island are 

simply too strong to be opposed and that both superpowers should strike a deal over the 

issue.  

Accordingly, U.S. Admiral Owens (former Vice-Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of 

Staff) said about arms sales to Taiwan that they are “not in our best interest [and 

suggested that] a thoughtful review of this outdated legislation [the TRA] is 

warranted.”21For Shlapak, the moment when China will be capable to assemble “a 

                                                 
19 As cited by Rachman G., “When China becomes number one”, Financial Times; June 6, 2011, URL: 

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/df1be35e-9073-11e0-9227-00144feab49a.html#axzz44ZdLov1q. 
20 Cole, B., Niquet, V., “Amphibious capabilities” in Tsang, S., “If China Attacks Taiwan: Military 

Strategy, Politics and Economics”, Asian Security Studies, Routledge, Abingdon, 2006, page 156, pp 

148-156. 
21 Hickey Dennis V., “Imbalance in the Strait”, dilemmas for US strategy, 2013, page 4. 

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/df1be35e-9073-11e0-9227-00144feab49a.html#axzz44ZdLov1q
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military capable of providing the leadership in Beijing with credible options for the use 

of force against Taiwan, even in the face of US opposition” is coming. 22 Kaplan 

observed the rise of China and concluded that by 2020, the U.S. will no longer be able 

to defend Taiwan from a Chinese attack23.  

Mearsheimer himself echoed these considerations in an article titled “Say Goodbye to 

Taiwan”. He wondered: “What happens in a future world in which the balance of power 

has shifted sharply against Taiwan and the United States, in which China controls much 

more relative power than it does today, and in which China is in roughly the same 

economic and military league as the United States?”24 

Mearsheimer envisions that China will never allow Taiwan’s de jure independence and 

will soon raise its maritime power and projection capacities to a level commensurate 

with the one of the U.S. He argues that the U.S. protection of the island is too costly 

and that it may be increasingly impossible to deter a Chinese invasion of Taiwan – in 

part because the island lies at 100 miles from the Chinese coast and that the U.S is 

situated on the other side of the globe. Being a “Neo-Realist”, Mearsheimer believes 

that international relations are intrinsically anarchic and that every state tries to reach 

hegemony in its own sphere of influence. For him, China is on its way to become the 

next Asian hegemon and it will try to “dominate Asia the way the U.S. dominated the 

West”. In the end, Mearsheimer suggests that the U.S. alliance with Taiwan will not last 

long: China would inevitably attack and the U.S. would not risk a thermonuclear war 

with China for the sake of the island. This view was criticized by Cole, arguing that 

Mearsheimer does not “seem to regard the idea that China would threaten nuclear war 

– and certain annihilation – as unreasonable,” suggesting that Taiwan is not as grave

an issue for China to risk a nuclear confrontation with the U.S.25This being said, for

Mearsheimer, the only hope for Taiwan to preserve its independence would reside in a

serious economic slow-down and political instability in China, obligating its leadership 

to focus on something else than its unification agenda. 

As a consequence, advocates of terminating security ties with Taiwan say that since the 

U.S. cannot support Taiwan any longer, the best behavior would be to leave Taiwan to 

the Chinese and seek for an agreement in exchange. Neo-realists like Gilley proposed a 

“finlandization” of Taiwan, in the way the allied and the USSR had dealt with Finland 

in 1945. This position has received in 2012 the support of Brzezinski, President Carter’s 

former advisor on national security. The preferred solution for these personalities would 

be the Deng Xiaoping’s “One country two systems”, despite the evidence that this 

22 As cited in Zhang Baohui, “Peaceful unification vs. divided rule – Assessing political relations across 

the Taiwan Strait”, in Hu Weixing, New Dynamic in Cross-Taiwan Strait Relations. How far can the 

rapprochement go?” Routledge, Abingdon, 2013, page 124. 
23 Chang C. Andrew, “Westerners perceptions of Taiwan and Taiwanese anxiety”, in Lee Shyu-Tu, 

Williams Jack F., Taiwan’s struggle: Voices of Taiwanese, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Lanham, 

Maryland, 2014, page 152. 
24Mearsheimer, J.J., "Say goodbye to Taiwan", The National Interest, March-April 2014, URL: 

http://nationalinterest.org/article/say-goodbye-taiwan-9931?page=5. 
25 Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 194. 

http://nationalinterest.org/article/say-goodbye-taiwan-9931?page=5
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framework does not hold any water, as witnessed recently in Hong Kong. The main 

advocate of a “grand bargain”, a deal over Taiwan, is Charles L. Glaser, who agrees 

that the U.S. enters a phase of relative decline and that it should reconsider its 

commitment to defend Taiwan. Glaser argues that Taiwan should serve as a “bargaining 

chip” for demanding concessions to China in global affairs, thus, he hopes, paving the 

way for a friendlier Sino – US relationship. But one is left to speculate whether China 

would actually deliver on its promises.26Absent from Glaser’s study are indications that 

China’s strategic appetite would actually be encouraged after having seized Taiwan, not 

to mention the attitude of the 23 million Taiwanese who may well decide to resist 

annexation nonetheless.  

Other advocates of terminating U.S. security ties with Taiwan have put forward the 

inability of the Taiwanese to decide for themselves. Ross declared:“the Taiwan identity 

movement has not resulted in a widespread call for a formal declaration of 

independence”.27 This is a dubious argument because polls make plain clear that if not 

constrained for a Chinese attack, Taiwanese would have opted for independence already. 

As Mearsheimer himself noted in his article, “if one assumes China would not attack 

Taiwan if it declared its independence, 80.2 percent of Taiwanese would in fact opt for 

independence”.28 

Uncertainty about the future is augmented by the U.S. president Trump’s changeable 

thinking and frequent disdain toward historic allies, as evidenced recently by its 

decision to unilaterally suspend South Korean – U.S. joint military exercises as an 

appeasement measure towards North Korean dictator Kim Jong-un whom he was 

threatening of military attacks a few weeks earlier. Accordingly to his orthodox view of 

the world, Trump has reneged on several agreements and treaties ex-President Obama 

had signed. Trump’s domestic populist governance and excesses together with his 

erratic foreign policy blew a serious blow to the credibility of the democratic model in 

the world. For Xuan, Trump’s policy “disheartens the US-led order’s supporters while 

gladdening its opponents,”29 first among which, Xi Jinping.  

Against Taiwan, the CCP is waging an ideological battle to defend political autocracy 

and criticize democracy by arguing that democratic values are not universal and that 

liberal democracy is a hypocrisy practiced by decadent countries. Trump’s behavior 

disinhibits this effort by threatening the attractiveness of the liberal model, already 

facing a grave crisis in the world: since 2000, the world has lost about twenty 

democracies, all of which have adopted a more or less acute form of authoritarianism. 

                                                 
26 Glaser, Charles S., "A U.S.-China Grand Bargain? - The Hard Choice between Military Competition 

and Accommodation", International Security, Volume 39 | Issue 4 | spring 2015 p.49-90, MIT Press 

Journal, URL: https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00199. 
27 Chang C. Andrew, “Westerners perceptions of Taiwan and Taiwanese anxiety”, in Lee Shyu-Tu, 

Williams Jack F., Taiwan’s struggle: Voices of Taiwanese, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Lanham, 

Maryland, 2014, page 155. 
28 See: Mearsheimer, J.J., "Say goodbye to Taiwan", The National Interest, March-April 2014, URL: 

http://nationalinterest.org/article/say-goodbye-taiwan-9931?page=5. 
29Xuan, L.D., "Trump is weakening America and empowering its foes", Asia Times, June 17, 2018, 

URL: www.atimes.com/trump-is-weakening-america-and-empowering-its-foes/. 

https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00199
http://nationalinterest.org/article/say-goodbye-taiwan-9931?page=5
http://www.atimes.com/trump-is-weakening-america-and-empowering-its-foes/
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Tsai Ing-wen took office in this global context of dissatisfaction and disillusionment 

with the performance of democratic governance. The risk with the trend that President 

Trump is setting could mean that Taiwan’s democracy may not be a compelling 

argument anymore for supporting the island. 

For Taiwan, Trump’s disregard of democracy, allies’ interest, and temperamental 

behavior could mean that despite his administration’s friendly policies towards the 

island, the U.S. could decide to change this support into using Taiwan as a bargaining 

chip against China. 

 

2.1.3.2 Current Rapprochement and Challenges 

 

Despite calls for abandonment, the current U.S. policy towards Taiwan is actually of 

greater engagement and the Trump administration seems to be more interested in 

upholding its security commitment than ditching them. 

Many analysts have been arguing that it is actually in the interest of the U.S. to reaffirm 

its support to Taiwan, and that conciliation with China is an ill-advised idea. Most of 

these advocates are increasingly influential in the U.S. foreign policy circles. For 

example, conservative think-tanks such as the Project 2049 Institute have been 

outspoken for renewed and strengthened U.S. support for the island. Most advocates 

take Taiwan’s unique identity as a given fact and quest for normal statehood as a 

legitimate demand; they also fully support Taiwan’s democracy and progressive social 

agenda.  

Witnessing the huge Chinese military buildup in the South China Sea, they consider 

that China’s strategic objectives encompass much more than merely seizing Taiwan. 

For them, attacking Taiwan would just be a means to the end of forcing the U.S. out of 

Asia. Therefore they assess that the CCP is intrinsically hostile to the U.S. and that 

looking for conciliation will only augment China’s strategic appetite and aggravate the 

problem of the U.S. weakening credibility as a reliable security partner elsewhere. They 

argue that a Chinese seizure of Taiwan will lead to new security dilemmas and 

encourage an arms race between China and its regional competitors (Japan, South 

Korea). As a result, they make the case that the U.S. containing China’s strategic 

expansionism by drawing red lines and getting closer to its Asian partners is a much 

more productive approach for a stable Asia Pacific area than striking a deal over Taiwan. 

For them, U.S. policymakers must understand that an “abandonment” of Taiwan does 

not make much sense because it would open the door to all kinds of abuses by China. 

Therefore, they call for the end of strategic ambiguity towards Taiwan and its deeper 

integration within the U.S.-led security coalition in Asia.  

Advocates of strengthened ties support that for China, the seizure of Taiwan is not an 

end but rather a mean to obtain hegemony over East Asia. Among such views, if the 

U.S. back off Taiwan, the remnants of its credibility as a protector of the international 
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world order will vanish for good, and it will send a catastrophic message to other 

countries such as Japan and South Korea. Both could be tempted to acquire a nuclear 

deterrent against expansionist PRC to compensate the decline of U.S. support. If Taiwan 

falls, it could serve as a springboard for expeditionary missions in the Pacific Ocean. 

The U.S. security deployment in Asia will be cut in two and the U.S. Navy would have 

to retreat to the second island chain, making U.S. naval units vulnerable to Chinese 

submarines.30 In Europe, Russia could interpret the American retirement of Taiwan as 

a hint that they could repeat a Crimea land-grabbing scenario in the Baltic States. 

Therefore, an abandonment of Taiwan may well go opposite to the goal of securing 

international stability.31 

They also argue that letting Taiwan down would cause extensive damage to the U.S. 

credibility as a leading democracy in the world and the current norms-based 

international system. For Cole, “dumping Taiwan would be a sign that the world has 

abdicated to tyrants and that, however valid or noble the cause may be, those who seek 

freedom are waging their battle alone. It would convince smaller powers that we have 

returned to the premodern state of Hobbes’ Leviathan, in which the strong eats the 

weak.”(Cole, 2016) 32 The United-States are often accused of applying a double 

standards by China regarding Human Rights and democracy issues. The 2003 George 

W. Bush forceful intervention in Iraq, the stalemate in Syria are, with Trump's numerous

excesses, all highlighting examples that the U.S. credibility in regard of defending its

core values have suffered enormously. But striking a “grand bargain” deal over Taiwan

would be the icing on the cake. Should it happen, the United States’ pretension to defend

democracies would stand as farcical.

For Easton, strategic clarity for the U.S. would mean to openly confront China on its 

territorial claim over Taiwan, by gradually normalizing diplomatic relations with the

island, support its quest for an enlarged international space, and by providing it with 

advanced weaponry for ensuring a credible deterrence.33 At the same time, he calls for

a relationship that is not dependent on arms-sales alone, with a large increase of Taiwan 

– U.S. near-official interactions and the multiplication of high-level visits (now

permitted by the Taiwan Travel Act), closer military contacts and enhanced defense

industrial collaboration.

This vision of the situation then calls the U.S. to reestablish a firm, long term, clear 

strategy on Taiwan, so as to avoid misunderstanding with China and future huge 

strategic costs for the U.S. For Stokes and Easton, this makes that more “can and should 

be done to synchronize the interests and policies of Washington and Taipei going 

30 Loo Jay Tsu-yi: “America’s security and Taiwan’s freedom”, in Lee Shyu-Tu, Williams Jack F., 

Taiwan’s struggle: Voices of Taiwanese, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Lanham, Maryland, 2014, 

page 167. 
31 Hickey Dennis V., “Imbalance in the Strait”, dilemmas for US strategy, 2013, page 4. 
32 Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 190. 
33 Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 253. 
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forward to adapt to changing facts on the ground”. (Stokes-Easton, 2018)34 The U.S. 

would do so by closely abiding to the TRA and the “Six Assurances” to Taiwan. Despite 

the current Taiwan – U.S. rapprochement, these policy recommendations are likely to 

be seen as highly provocative by China. The price to pay by the U.S. would be 

significant: implementing such recommendations will aggravate existing tensions 

between China and the U.S., and Washington may lose Beijing’s support over many 

other important matters than Taiwan. 

Policymakers in Washington, where both executive and legislative powers are rather 

China skeptics and favorable to the strengthening of the U.S. security ties in Asia, could 

nevertheless be quite receptive to these arguments. American elites are growing 

increasingly disillusioned about the health of Sino – U.S. relations. It was the case 

already with the Obama administration which started a push-back against China’s 

building up of comprehensive military facilities in the South China Sea. It is even more 

so with the Trump administration in which China-skeptics personalities such as John 

Bolton and Peter Navarro are well-represented. These “hawks” support that both the 

political system and national interest of China and the U.S. are clashing essentially. 

They have the tendency to make China responsible for a large share of the country’s 

difficulties, ranging from the level of the U.S. financial debt to job losses. Regarding 

the U.S. policy toward China, they consider that the policy of conciliation has failed, 

that China has taken advantage of it for decades, and that the CCP is adamantly hostile 

to the U.S. and its interests. Recently, the Trump administration has been disappointed 

with China’s apparent lack of support in the North Korea nuclear crisis, and was 

frustrated in its attempts to limit the abyssal $400 billion trade deficit with 

China.35Therefore, Trump has recently launched a “trade war” not only against China 

but also against the U.S. European allies. The Chinese leadership has signaled that it 

was ready to retaliate and if needed, escalate to the diplomatic and military fields.36 

China – U.S. trade war is worrisome because it further augments the rivalry between 

both superpowers. If tensions escalate, Taiwan will be in an extremely delicate 

conditions. Developments should be followed closely.  

Despite calls for the U.S. to retreat from the area, the current tendency is the opposite 

with the U.S. recently sent unambiguous signals that it intends to stay in Asia. U.S. 

policymakers multiplied initiatives to counter the China rise in East, Southeast and 

South Asia, as exemplified by the renaming of US Pacific Command (PACOM), 

responsible for all U.S. military forces in Asia-Pacific, into the Indo-Pacific Command 

(INDOPACOM). Admiral Harris, answering the just replaced U.S. PACOM 

commander, declared “China remains our biggest long-term challenge” and that the 

                                                 
34 Easton, I., Stokes M., Armitage, R., “U.S.-Taiwan Relations in a Sea of Change”, The Project 2049 

Institute, March 16, 2018, page 6, URL: https://project2049.net/2018/03/16/u-s-taiwan-relations-in-a-

sea-of-change/. 
35Bradsher, K., "As China Puts Pressure on Taiwan, Signs of a U.S. Pushback", The New York Times, 

February 22, 2018, URL: https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/22/world/asia/taiwan-us-china.html. 
36Goldman, D.P., "A tragedy in the making as the US confronts China", Asia Times, June 25, 2018, 

URL: www.atimes.com/article/a-tragedy-in-the-making-as-the-us-confronts-china/. 

https://project2049.net/2018/03/16/u-s-taiwan-relations-in-a-sea-of-change/
https://project2049.net/2018/03/16/u-s-taiwan-relations-in-a-sea-of-change/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/22/world/asia/taiwan-us-china.html
http://www.atimes.com/article/a-tragedy-in-the-making-as-the-us-confronts-china/
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U.S. should “stand ready to confront them when [it] must.”37 Taiwan is thus a place 

among others where the U.S. intend to demonstrate their comeback. Therefore the 

current rapprochement between Taiwan and the U.S. takes place in a context of a 

heightened Sino – U.S. rivalry and is to be understood as one of the many stakes in such 

a great power struggle.  

The U.S. policymakers are not doing that for Taiwan, and they certainly use the island 

against China. This should call Taipei to caution, as Taiwan is usually the first to pay 

when Beijing gets enraged by Washington over cross-strait relations. Following several 

U.S. announcements signaling renewed support to the island, China threatened several 

times Taiwan that China would turn to aggression if any of the U.S. decisions were 

enforced in reality. 

- The Taiwan Travel Act:

The Taiwan Travel Act is a new U.S. law (signed in March 2018) aiming at 

standardizing high-level visits between the United States and Taiwan. Although non-

binding, the TTA permits U.S. officials of all-levels to visit Taiwan. The Taiwan Travel 

Act can be interpreted as an American signal to China that its commitment toward 

Taiwan has not faded and it calls China to show restraint when it is dealing with Taiwan. 

Following the passing of the law, two U.S. official have visited Taiwan, with Ian Steff, 

Deputy Assistant Secretary for Manufacturing U.S. Department of Commerce

International Trade Administration, and Alex Wong, Deputy Assistant Secretary at the 

Secretary of State. Taiwan’s Mainland Affairs Council (MAC) Minister Chen Ming-

tong will also visit Washington D.C in July 2018.38 Besides, the TTA did not translate

in the presence of an important U.S. personality at the reopening of the American de

facto Embassy in Taiwan, the AIT. Was present the U.S. assistant secretary of state for 

educational and cultural affairs Marie Royce, a third echelon official, a sign of 

continuity with previous administrations.39 

- Port calls

37Adm. Harry Harris Jr., "U.S. Indo-Pacific Command Change of Command Ceremony" (speech), U.S. 

Indo-Pacific Command, U.S. Department of Defense, May 31, 2018, URL: 

www.pacom.mil/Media/Speeches-Testimony/Article/1537219/us-indo-pacific-command-change-of-

command-ceremony/. 
38CNA, "Planned visit by Taiwan MAC head to Washington confirmed", Taiwan News, June 21, 2018, 

URL: https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3463307?platform=hootsuite. 
39Yang, W., "US de facto embassy in Taiwan reopens as 'symbol of strength' of ties", The Guardian, 

June 12, 2018, URL; https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/12/us-de-facto-embassy-in-taiwan-

reopens-as-symbol-of-strength-of-ties. 

http://www.pacom.mil/Media/Speeches-Testimony/Article/1537219/us-indo-pacific-command-change-of-command-ceremony/
http://www.pacom.mil/Media/Speeches-Testimony/Article/1537219/us-indo-pacific-command-change-of-command-ceremony/
https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3463307?platform=hootsuite
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/12/us-de-facto-embassy-in-taiwan-reopens-as-symbol-of-strength-of-ties
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/12/us-de-facto-embassy-in-taiwan-reopens-as-symbol-of-strength-of-ties
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On December 12, 2018, Donald Trump authorized the resumption of port calls between 

the U.S. Navy and the Taiwanese Navy, and allowed some lingering doubt about the 

possibility of a visit by an aircraft carrier in Taiwan in 2018.  

The decision immediately triggered a very emotional response from the Chinese 

leadership. After Li Kexin, a Chinese diplomat posted in the United States threatened a 

Chinese military attack on the island by declaring:“The day that a US Navy vessel 

arrives in Kaohsiung, is the day that our People’s Liberation Army unites Taiwan with 

military force,” Beijing formally responded by stating that Taiwan’s attempts to secure 

the support of "foreign powers" will all be conducted in vain, adding that "the island 

being Chinese territory," it is opposed to any form of military cooperation between 

Taipei and Washington.40 

The measure, again, is quite symbolic and nothing says that large U.S. Navy ships will 

do port-call in Taiwan this year. However, the news was well received in Taiwan, with 

Kaohsiung harbor authorities declaring that the port is ready to host such a ship.  

 

- De-bundling of arms sales 

 

After a period marked by long freezes of U.S. arms sales to Taiwan, a June 2018 

Reuters report citing an anonymous U.S. official signaled that the U.S would change 

their arms sales policy to Taiwan, adopting a more convenient “case-by-case” method.  

The announcement came after Taiwan’s MND made public its U.S. weapons 

acquisition processes. For decades, U.S. arms sales to Taiwan took the form of 

bundles, to the contrary of other U.S. security partners who could order items 

separately and obtain their purchase faster. Therefore, the bundling method was 

inconvenient, the negotiations and approval process protracted, and the delivery of the 

items to Taiwan was often delayed. The MND reacted by stating that it “hopes any 

change in the U.S. approach to confirming arms sales to Taiwan will make it easier to 

predict the timing of arms deals and better earmark military expenditures when 

making annual arms sales requests.”41 

And indeed, Taiwan is badly in need for more arms sales, on a more regular basis.  

 

 

                                                 
40Seidel, J., "China to attack Taiwan ‘the day a US warship visits’: diplomat", News.com.au, December 

10, 2017, URL: https://www.news.com.au/world/china-to-attack-taiwan-the-day-a-us-warship-visits-

diplomat/news-story/46bb21e192b0f9387a61a0ca6a6ccb3e. 
41Yu, M., Kao, E., "Taiwan welcomes reported shift in U.S. arms sales policy", Focus Taiwan, June 5, 

2018, URL: http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201806050026.aspx. 

https://www.news.com.au/world/china-to-attack-taiwan-the-day-a-us-warship-visits-diplomat/news-story/46bb21e192b0f9387a61a0ca6a6ccb3e
https://www.news.com.au/world/china-to-attack-taiwan-the-day-a-us-warship-visits-diplomat/news-story/46bb21e192b0f9387a61a0ca6a6ccb3e
http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201806050026.aspx
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- Technological transfers 

 

We mentioned before that the U.S. recently approved the sales of new technologies to 

Taiwan, and that it could help Taiwan for the development of its indigenous submarines. 

Lately, Taipei and Washington signed an agreement permitting the sharing of defense 

research. Experts said this will be highly beneficial to Taiwan’s modernization of its 

domestically produced missiles systems Tien Kung SAM, the Tien Chien AAM and the 

Hsiung Feng ASCM.42 In May 2018, Taiwan and American military contractors met 

during a defense industry forum in Kaohsiung (held for the first time in Taiwan) and 

discussed technological exchanges, and Taiwan’s production of parts for weapons 

assembled in the United States. No further detail seems to be available for the public, 

but events such as this one may highlight a thriving cooperation between Taiwan and 

U.S. defense industries. Given Taiwan’s need to acquire key technologies for the 

development and assembling of indigenous weapon system (such as a submarine diesel-

electric propulsion system), the happening of such events does not appear to be a 

coincidence.  

 

- Opening of the new AIT 

 

In June 2018, the American Institute in Taiwan (AIT), the U.S. de facto embassy in 

Taiwan has celebrated the opening of a new, worth $250 million modern facility, and 

plans to move in September of the same year. The building of such a modern (and 

expensive)facility is significant of an enduring American commitment to Taiwan.  

Beijing is unsurprisingly unpleased by the opening and was concerned about rumors of 

the possible attendance of a U.S. Cabinet-level official to the opening ceremony, or 

worse, the attendance of John Bolton (Trump’s security advisor, hawkish on China, 

close to Taiwan). In order not to anger China, the U.S. have traditionally sent to Taiwan 

second echelon officials. In fact the U.S. government showed restraint and continued 

this tradition by sending the U.S. assistant secretary of state for educational and cultural 

affairs Marie Royce.43 

Many analysts had however suggested to elevate the rank of the visiting official to the 

AIT opening ceremony. For Richard Bush, “China chose the path of confrontation 

[with Taiwan] when conciliation was possible”, so the U.S. should have seized the 

opportunity “to signal its opposition to China’s punitive tactics [by] sending a senior 

U.S. official”. This wish was not acted upon. 

                                                 
42Lo, T.p., Tu, A., Hsiao, S., "Taiwan, US to share defense research", Taipei Times, June 17, 2018, 

URL: www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2018/06/17/2003695001. 
43Yang, W., "US de facto embassy in Taiwan reopens as 'symbol of strength' of ties", The Guardian, 

June 12, 2018, URL; https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/12/us-de-facto-embassy-in-taiwan-

reopens-as-symbol-of-strength-of-ties. 

http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2018/06/17/2003695001
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/12/us-de-facto-embassy-in-taiwan-reopens-as-symbol-of-strength-of-ties
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/12/us-de-facto-embassy-in-taiwan-reopens-as-symbol-of-strength-of-ties
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2.2 Japan and Taiwan 

2.2.1 Context 

Following the Sino-Japanese war of 1895 and until the end of the Second World War 

in 1945, Taiwan was colonized by the Empire of Japan. In fifty years, the island 

underwent a profound economic and societal transformation and has come out quite 

acculturated. While everywhere else, the memory of the Japanese occupation is very 

negative, the Taiwanese still value their proximity with the archipelago. 

Although Japan officially recognizes the PRC since 1972 and observes a one-China 

policy, unofficial contacts between Taiwan and Japan are striving. While the Japanese 

briefly worried about President Ma Ying-jeou's attempts to bring Taiwan closer to 

China, the return to the DPP to power, traditionally favorable to Japan, and the election 

Tsai Ing-wen as president reinforced the proximity between both Asian powers. Taiwan 

expects a lot from its relationship with Japan, which support is hoped for the island’s 

quest for a more comfortable international space. Taiwan has multiplied friendly 

gestures towards Japan: Tsai Ing-wen visited Japan and met Shinzo Abe before her 

election, afterwards she appointed Frank Hsieh, who makes no secret of his admiration 

for the archipelago, as Taiwan’s representative in Japan. Taiwanese and Japanese have 

a high opinion of each other, with poll showing more than 65% of favorable view among 

both populations.44 

Taiwan and Japan share many security interests and both are worried about China’s

expansionist behavior. But while the security partnership in being between Japan and

Taiwan is very promising, it will remain constrained by China’s pressures on both actors. 

And the attitude of Japan remains prosaic: Abe does not want to strengthen ties to 

Taiwan at the expense of the stability of Japan’s relations with China.

2.2.2 Rationales for Rapprochement 

We will see in this part what the potential areas of rapprochement between Japan and 

Taiwan are, before we move on in subsequent sections to the challenges and constrains 

the Taiwan – Japan rapprochement faces.  

Legacies of Taiwan’s 50 years colonization by Japan has left strong cultural affinities 

between the island and the archipelago. Historically, Taiwan’s Democratic Progressive 

Party has kept close ties with Japanese politicians, and this is reflected in the Japanese 

Diet with a strong sympathy towards Taiwan shared among all political parties. This is 

especially the case regarding Shinzo Abe's administration, which enjoys a very strong 

44Bosco, J.A., "Watch Out, China: Taiwan and Japan Are Teaming Up", The National Interest, May 26, 

2016, URL:http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/watch-out-china-taiwan-japan-are-teaming-16358. 

http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/watch-out-china-taiwan-japan-are-teaming-16358
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mandate in Japan and is favorable to a closer cooperation with Taiwan.45 According to 

Dickey, unofficial relations and people-to-contacts are facilitated by the fact that 

Taiwanese and Japanese politicians often know each other, stating that Tsai’s 

“administration’s comparative advantage lies in its intraparty connections and non-

official channels maintained by the DPP over the last several decades”.46 This close 

yet informal network of relationships between both countries’ political spheres makes 

it easier for Taiwan to advocate for stronger political and security ties. This has been 

exemplified by Tsai’s pre-election trip to Japan, where she visited Japan's LDP 

secretary general, Japanese cabinet offices, and met with Prime Minister Abe. The move 

was reciprocated by the Japanese after Tsai’s election.47 

Japan and Taiwan share a common concern vis-à-vis China’s expansionist and 

destabilizing policies. Taiwan is seeking larger countries’ support to enhance its 

international space and has been eager to diversify its military contacts with other 

countries’ than the U.S in order to compensate China’s relentless pressures and military 

might. Besides, it is not in the interest of Japan to let the island be absorbed by China, 

its historical rival. Taiwan’s geographical position at the center of the first island chain 

makes that the island serves as a buffer between China and Japan – and a friendly 

Taiwan ensures the safety of the sea lanes of communication on which Japan depends 

for its energy supplies.  

For Dickey, “the “gray zone” situations in northeast Asia highlighted in Japan’s 2013 

National Defense Program Guidelines incentivize greater military-to-military links, as 

does the reality that a Chinese reclaimed Taiwan will put Beijing’s forces significantly 

closer to Japanese territory.”48 

The U.S., which demanded that its Asian partners take a larger role in their defense, 

welcomes the rapprochement. And Taiwan’s deterrence against China would be well

augmented if a security triad between the U.S., Japan, and Taiwan would come to reality.

In all cases, the U.S. expects that Japan, which is revising its defense policies in favor 

of more military presence in the region, takes a larger role in regional security. All of 

these make Japan a natural ally for Taiwan, and Taiwan a logical ally for Japan.

Greater security cooperation between Japan and Taiwan could take several forms. 

At first, both countries could augment their military-to-military contacts through joint 

military exercises, such as with Taiwan re-inviting the Japanese military to take part in 

the annual Han Kuang exercises. 49  Taiwan and Japan could also strengthens 

cooperation in maritime security, increasing joint Coast Guards patrols to counter 

45Chang, C.C., Chen, C.C., "Taiwan's Puzzling New Approach to Japan", The Diplomat, September 16, 

2016, URL: https://thediplomat.com/2016/09/taiwans-puzzling-new-approach-to-japan/. 
46Dickey, L., "Taiwan-Japan Ties Deepen Amid Chinese Assertiveness", China Brief Volume: 16 Issue: 

16, The Jamestown Foundation, October 26, 2016, URL: https://jamestown.org/program/taiwan-japan-

ties-deepen-amid-chinese-assertiveness/. 
47Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
49Ibid. 

https://thediplomat.com/2016/09/taiwans-puzzling-new-approach-to-japan/
https://jamestown.org/program/taiwan-japan-ties-deepen-amid-chinese-assertiveness/
https://jamestown.org/program/taiwan-japan-ties-deepen-amid-chinese-assertiveness/
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China’s maritime salami tactics in the East China Sea and by coming to an agreement 

regarding their dispute about overlapping territorial claims in the East China Sea, which 

acts as an unnecessary stumbling block in the countries’ relationship. Both militaries 

could also step up intelligence sharing and cyber-warfare cooperation to counter 

regional challenges, ranging from China’s military adventurism and cyberattacks to 

North Korea’s missile threat.50 And as Taiwan needs greater technological cooperation 

with its key partners, it would be pleased to receive Japanese engineering support 

(Mitsubishi, Kawasaki) for the development of its domestic fleet of diesel-electronic 

submarines.51 

In the economic realm, Taiwan could take advantage of being Japan’s third largest 

trading partner for obtaining Japanese support regarding a greater integration of the 

island within Asia’s regional economic order. 52  Japan has offered its support for 

Taiwan’s admission to the Transpacific Partnership, and efforts could be made to create 

the favorable conditions for a FTA between both countries. To this end, Taiwan could 

offer incentives such as ending its ban on Japanese food imports from areas touched by 

the Fukushima nuclear incident in 2011 (the food has been proved to be safe to eat since 

then). 

 

2.2.3 Building Trust 

 

Despite all the surveyed areas of potential cooperation, actual advances are largely 

symbolic with either limited actions designed to signal the rapprochement or friendly 

declarations. Current Japan – Taiwan rapprochement has therefore resulted mainly in 

“expectations” and “hopes” rather than substantially increased cooperation. All of the 

visible actions that Japan has taken in favor of Taiwan have fell under the threshold of 

Beijing’s tolerance, provoking mild condemnations and reminds to Japan to abide to its 

One China Policy.  

Among cordial signals albeit unfollowed yet by significant policy changes are Shinzo 

Abe’s warm welcoming of Tsai’s election, his declaration that both countries’ 

friendship supersedes their dispute in the East China Sea, and characterization of 

Taiwan as a “special partner” that shares mutual values and interests.53 

                                                 
50Cole, J.M., "Why strengthening the Taiwan-Japan alliance makes perfect sense", The Lowy Institute, 

March 23, 2017, URL; https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/why-strengthening-taiwan-japan-

alliance-makes-perfect-sense. 
51Dickey, L., "Taiwan-Japan Ties Deepen amid Chinese Assertiveness", China Brief Volume: 16 Issue: 

16, The Jamestown Foundation, October 26, 2016, URL: https://jamestown.org/program/taiwan-japan-

ties-deepen-amid-chinese-assertiveness/. 
52Ibid. 
53 Bosco, J.A., "Watch Out, China: Taiwan and Japan Are Teaming Up", The National Interest, May 

26, 2016, URL: http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/watch-out-china-taiwan-japan-are-teaming-

16358.  

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/why-strengthening-taiwan-japan-alliance-makes-perfect-sense
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/why-strengthening-taiwan-japan-alliance-makes-perfect-sense
https://jamestown.org/program/taiwan-japan-ties-deepen-amid-chinese-assertiveness/
https://jamestown.org/program/taiwan-japan-ties-deepen-amid-chinese-assertiveness/
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/watch-out-china-taiwan-japan-are-teaming-16358
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/watch-out-china-taiwan-japan-are-teaming-16358
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Among other symbolic moves are the appointment of pro-Japan’s Frank Hsieh as 

Taiwan’s representative in Japan, the renaming in 2017 of Japan’s de facto embassy in 

Taiwan from the original Association of East Asian Relations to Taiwan Japan 

Relations Association54, Japan’s support for the participation of Taiwan at the WHA,55 

the 2017 visit to Taiwan of Japanese State Minister for Internal Affairs and 

Communications Jiro Akama, the renaming of Japan’s main opposition party to an 

appellation very close to the one of Taiwan’s DPP and appointment at the head of this 

party of Renho Murata (who has family links to Taiwan, critic of China).56 

This being said, the Taiwan / Japan rapprochement has barely started, and one should 

be patient before witnessing direct consequences on their security relationship. For 

Yujen Kuo, a Taiwanese academic who plays a direct role in the rapprochement, both 

administrations’ respective personnel are only beginning to establish contact and meet 

each other. The stated goal is to strengthen personal contacts so as to foster mutual trust 

between both governments. The more the cooperation goes, the more Japanese and 

Taiwanese administrations will get to know each other. Once this will be done, then 

more significant areas of cooperation could be explored. Right now, talks are taking 

place regarding greater Coast Guard cooperation, law enforcement cooperation and 

regulation of fishing quotas in the East China Sea, as well as disaster-relief operations 

(HA/DR). For Kuo, it seems important that Taiwan does not leapfrog steps in its 

relationship to Japan, first given the risk it entails for the stability of cross-strait relations, 

and also because of the Japanese temptation to play Taiwan as a bargaining chip with 

China. Kuo believes Taiwan has time to strengthen its links to Japan, with Shinzo Abe 

being likely to stay in power at least until 2021. Likewise, Kuo considers that as long 

as the Taiwanese and the Japanese don’t rush and communicate to China their intentions, 

the latter will have less incentives for ramping up pressures. In other words, the current 

rapprochement of Taiwan and Japan is an open secret, a timely signal to China that 

Taiwan and Japan are teaming together, and an attempt to elevate Beijing’s tolerance 

by not engaging in drastic steps. By approaching Japan, the Taiwanese then hope to 

make China more prudent, not more aggressive.57 

Of significance for Taiwan’s deterrence, Japan’s 2013 White Paper identified a Chinese 

aggression on Taiwan as likely to bring China and Japan into open conflict. This at least 

is a credible indication that Japan has been signaling its willingness to oppose a coercive 

scenario in the Taiwan Strait.58 There is also the fact that should the U.S. be involved 

in a Taiwan contingency, Japan may have no other choice than to take part in the 

                                                 
54 Chai, S., Hou, E., "Taiwan-Japan relations expected to continue to grow: official", Focus Taiwan, 

June 6, 2017, URL: http://m.focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201706060029.aspx. 
55 Chung, L., "Japan backs Taiwan’s bid to take part in UN global health forum", South China Morning 

Post, May 9, 2017, URL: www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2093562/japan-backs-

taiwan-taking-part-un-global-health-forum. 
56 Chen, E., "Japan's practical Taiwan policy", The Diplomat, April 14, 2017, URL: 

https://thediplomat.com/2017/04/japans-practical-taiwan-policy/. 
57 Tierny, H., "Taiwan’s Budding Security Relationship with Japan", Taiwan Sentinel, May 16, 2017, 

URL: https://sentinel.tw/taiwan-security-japan-kuoyujen/. 
58Bosco, J.A., "Watch Out, China: Taiwan and Japan Are Teaming Up", The National Interest, May 26, 

2016, URL:http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/watch-out-china-taiwan-japan-are-teaming-16358.  

http://m.focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201706060029.aspx
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2093562/japan-backs-taiwan-taking-part-un-global-health-forum
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2093562/japan-backs-taiwan-taking-part-un-global-health-forum
https://thediplomat.com/2017/04/japans-practical-taiwan-policy/
https://sentinel.tw/taiwan-security-japan-kuoyujen/
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/watch-out-china-taiwan-japan-are-teaming-16358
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ongoing struggle since a number of U.S. military assets are located on Japanese soil 

(Okinawa), very close to Taiwan, and that it would likely be in China’s interest to 

destroy them in order to clear the way for a successful invasion of Taiwan. This would 

obligate Japan to respond vigorously and defend U.S. forces under attack. In the end, 

there is a chance that if the U.S. enter the fight, they will be followed by the Japanese; 

and at the same time the Japanese have their own reasons to support Taiwan in a conflict. 

China, which fears more than anything an internationalization of the fight, is well aware 

of this possible development. This plays directly in favor of Taiwan’s deterrence. 

Figure 2 US Military Bases in the Western Pacific, source: Easton, The Chinese Invasion Threat, p.262 

Overall, all such developments have been poor of substantial changes in Taiwan – Japan 

security relations. This is not to say that they will not produce results at all, but rather 

that it remains to be seen whether closer contact, cordial declarations and symbolic 

moves will translate into something more significant. For most analysts, the 

rapprochement has just started so it would be premature to draw conclusions about the 

Taiwan – Japan rapprochement right now.  

2.2.4 Limitations 

The current Taiwan – Japan rapprochement remains constrained by the China factor 

against which Taiwan has a limited leverage over Japan.  

Japan has good reasons to be worried that strengthening ties to Taiwan may alter the 

stability of its own relations to China, which are already very sensitive. Tokyo does not 
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want to provoke Beijing by giving the appearance of creating an anti-China coalition, 

with even stronger security links with Taiwan and the U.S. For Chen, “Tokyo certainly 

understands the risks of approaching Taiwan” and “it would be farfetched to assume 

that Tokyo is ready to provoke Beijing by moving away from the One China 

policy.”59Beijing has kept its condemnations at a low level, but it clearly understands 

the trend at play between Japan and Taiwan, condemning Japan’s “passive move” on 

Taiwan and hinting that such rapprochement would be sanctioned by China if it went 

further.60 

Internally in Japan, despite Shinzo Abe administration’s strong mandate and popularity, 

Japan’s bureaucracy and legislature tend to value stable relations with China, which is 

important for trade, more than an abstract security rapprochement Taiwan, likely to 

trigger economic sanctions from China. This acts as a road block for greater Taiwan / 

Japan cooperation. For Taiwan, China’s pressures may redouble if Beijing finds that the 

rapprochement is going too far.  

Because of the China factors, Japan may also be reluctant to agree on technological 

transfers relevant to Taiwan’s burgeoning defense industry, let alone arms sales for 

which the Japanese don’t have any experience. In addition, for Kuo, Taiwan and Japan 

did not set up workable canals of communications yet – so talking about military 

exchanges of any kind remains a distant objective.61 This makes that Japan may not be 

able to assist Taiwan for developing its own weaponry, such as submarine, anytime 

soon. Trust between Japan and Taiwan has to be built first. 

So right now, Japan and Taiwan’s actual cooperation remains very limited: cooperation

in the area of defense industry, maritime security, intelligence sharing are all being 

discussed right now, but none has fully materialized yet. Meanwhile, both countries’ 

dispute in the East China Sea regarding respective fishing areas and quotas has not been

resolved yet. 

This reality contrasts with the perceptions of a greater partnership.62 In the end, Taiwan

and Japan are Japan may not be willing to sacrifice the stability of its relationship to 

China for the sake of supporting Taiwan in its quest for greater security and 

international space.  

59Chen, E., "Japan's practical Taiwan policy", The Diplomat, April 14, 2017, URL: 

https://thediplomat.com/2017/04/japans-practical-taiwan-policy/. 
60Dickey, L., "Taiwan-Japan Ties Deepen amid Chinese Assertiveness", China Brief Volume: 16 Issue: 

16, The Jamestown Foundation, October 26, 2016, URL: https://jamestown.org/program/taiwan-japan-

ties-deepen-amid-chinese-assertiveness/.  
61Tierny, H., "Taiwan’s Budding Security Relationship with Japan", Taiwan Sentinel, May 16, 2017, 

URL: https://sentinel.tw/taiwan-security-japan-kuoyujen/. 
62Chai, S., Hou, E., "Taiwan-Japan relations expected to continue to grow: official", Focus Taiwan, 

June 6, 2017, URL: http://m.focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201706060029.aspx. 

https://thediplomat.com/2017/04/japans-practical-taiwan-policy/
https://jamestown.org/program/taiwan-japan-ties-deepen-amid-chinese-assertiveness/
https://jamestown.org/program/taiwan-japan-ties-deepen-amid-chinese-assertiveness/
https://sentinel.tw/taiwan-security-japan-kuoyujen/
http://m.focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201706060029.aspx
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2.3 Taiwan Deterrence, a Function of the Balance between 

Great Powers? 

The current rapprochement with the United States and Japan is promising for Taiwan, 

but China’s powerful leverage permitted by its increasing economic bargaining power 

and military buildup, will influence the actions of both of Taiwan’s key security partner, 

and ultimately determine whether the rapprochement is conjectural or structural.  

Regarding the U.S. support: 

Regarding the U.S., the principal risk for Taiwan resides in a conjectural rapprochement 

followed by a policy of detachment, should a future U.S. administration decide that it 

is in its interest to renege its security guarantee to the island and accommodate China in 

the hope to secure a better relationship. This may not happen overnight given the current 

renewal of U.S. support to Taiwan, but the Taiwanese should look at the day after 

tomorrow when it will be possible that China grew even bigger and that a U.S. 

leadership more amenable to concessions will be in place.  

To the contrary, Taiwan may not benefit from a U.S. administration which abandons all

wishes to negotiate with Beijing and include Taiwan in an anti-China coalition: the

island would be at the frontline of such a great power struggle. Ultimately, Taiwan’s

hope could reside in a U.S. administration that does not choose a zero-sum approach to

Taiwan and China, and adroitly leads a policy of both reassurance to Beijing, and closer

relationship to Taiwan: but given Beijing’s position on the issue, both may be hard to 

reconcile. To achieve this, Washington may be well advised to not only support Taiwan 

in the security area, as it is the issue that is the most sensitive for Beijing, but also to

assist Taiwan’s economic prosperity and quest for international space. In sum, finding 

the good U.S. approach to Taiwan will be a complex task and Beijing will hardly be

pleased with any form of rapprochement. 

The direction the Taiwan – U.S. relations will take might be decided by the future of 

the Sino – U.S. strategic competition. The result could be a function of the scale of 

China’s rise in both the economic and military realms relative to the power of the United 

States. If the U.S. are able to safeguard their economic and military edge, Taiwan’s 

deterrence will have better chances to obtain because the U.S. will be more likely to 

ensure their security commitments in Asia. If China continues to grow, Taiwan’s 

deterrence might erode accordingly because the U.S. will be less able, and/or willing, 

to defend the island.  

Doubts about the long-term future of the U.S. position on Taiwan indicate that the 

relationship may remain ambiguous and volatile, and that the current rapprochement 

could only be conjectural. It is imperative for Taiwan to seek closer relations with the 

U.S. because, for all its strength, the island has few chances to be able to compete in a 

protracted 1 vs. 1 fight against the PLA.  Nevertheless, Taiwan is ultimately on its own 
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if the U.S. suddenly decides to pull out. Again, this requires Taiwan to strengthen its 

own deterrence posture, by itself, and not to place too much hope on a U.S. intervention 

in case the water of the Strait starts boiling. 

Regarding Taiwan and Japan’s rapprochement: 

The conclusion reached about China’s rise and the U.S. future attitude towards Asia 

will also impact on Japan’s foreign policy. However, while China’s pressure alone 

could compel Japan to reconsider its policy of rapprochement with Taiwan, a U.S. 

retreat from Asia could lead to the opposite scenarios. In this case, there are two options: 

either Japan strengthens its link to Taiwan in order to better protect itself from China’s 

expansionism, or to the contrary, and it seems more likely, Tokyo also seeks 

conciliation and lowers its support to the island as a result. In the event the U.S. 

experiences no decline, remains in Asia and upholds its security commitments, 

optimism is warranted regarding the future of the relations between Japan and Taiwan. 

Regarding the current bilateral relations between Taiwan and Japan, things are equally 

complex.  

Japan and Taiwan do share many strategic interests, which is indeed promising for an 

increased cooperation in many areas. Regarding deterrence, there is also the fact that 

Japan may not stay immobile in the case of a cross-strait contingency, providing that 

the U.S. gets involved first. But it should not be forgotten that the Taiwan – Japan 

rapprochement has just started, that its progresses will be pro-tracted, and that the China 

factor will always weight on the scale of its feasibility – perhaps so heavily that there 

may be some disappointment for the Taiwanese at the end. 
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3. The View from Beijing

3.1 Concepts and Context 

It is understood that in a conventional deterrence relationship the challenger’s overall 

motivation is the most important factor for deterrence success or failure, hence the need 

to understand it and calculate its weigh. At the end, it is always the degree of resolve of 

the challenger state that matter. So in this chapter, we aim to show that China’s 

motivations and interests are sound and plural. Therefore, its commitment to put an end 

to Taiwan’s existence as a sovereign, independent state cannot be taken lightly.  

The challenger’s motivations to attack a defender are often fed by internal politics and 

history. Lebow said about national leaderships that they are “inner-directed”, meaning 

that their countries’ internal matters primarily influence their decisions.63 Motivations 

and challenges to one’s security often come from the challenger’s own frustrations and 

domestic political pressures. The risk is that the deterrer state does not perceive or 

misperceives the challenger’s rationales, or consider them irrational. Therefore the 

potential adversaries’ perceptions of the issue at stake rarely match. Very often, 

combination of clashing national interests and misperceptions bring about deterrence 

relationships where common understanding between the challenger and the deterrer 

states is very limited.  

So, in order to understand a deterrence relationship, one has to spend some time working 

on the perceptions of the matter by the actors involved. This is what we would like to 

examine here.  

China is highly dissatisfied with the status quo which emerged after Taiwan’s 

democratization and shifting national identity. Its objective, remains the same: the 

political integration of Taiwan to China, by using force if necessary. 

For the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), the (re)covering of Taiwan by China has 

multiple aims: (1) the (re)unification of Taiwan and China will signify the end of foreign 

encroachment on Chinese national sovereignty and the finalization of the national 

construction process, (2) the (re)unification will reinforce the legitimacy of the CCP 

power over China while putting an end to the existence of the Republic of China 

(Taiwan), and finally (3), the (re)unification comports many geostrategic interests for 

the CCP because Taiwan could serve as a springboard for China’s maritime ambitions.64 

A challenger state’s rejection of a status quo is often provoked by domestic 

considerations, its strategic situation, or perceptions of adverse trends: China’s 

motivations encompass all those elements. These are rooted in a deep, complex net of 

63 Lebow, R.N., “conclusion”, in Jervis, R., Lebow R.N., Stein, J., “Psychology and Deterrence”, 

London, The John Hopkins Press Ltd, 1985, page 232, pp 203-232. 
64Cabestan J.P., Vermander B., « La Chine en quête de ses frontières, la confrontation Chine-Taiwan, » 

Sciences Po – Les Presses, Paris, 2005, page 61. 
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misperceptions and, very often, tragic history between both sides of the Taiwan Strait. 

To cite Morgan, China is a state “dissatisfied with a fundamental relationship or system, 

seeking rightful compensation”.65The Chinese perception of Taiwan is backed by hard 

interests, from the need to fulfill the longstanding CCP quest of legitimacy over China 

by finally ending national division, eliminate an ideological adversary, and secure a far 

safer geo-strategic security environment by breaking China’s isolation from the Pacific 

Ocean and enable it to monitor nearby seas and communication knots.  

In other words, Taiwan presents for China an interesting target for solving its own 

problems. 

3.2 A History of Evolving Chinese Perceptions of Taiwan 

China nowadays claims that Taiwan is a Chinese land since “ancient times”. But there 

is no certainty about the exact date when Taiwan and China began to relate to each other. 

What we know for sure is that the Dutch, expelled by the Ming Dynasty from China 

and the Pescadores Archipelago (currently known as the Penghu Islands) established in 

what is now Tainan, Tamsui and Keelung during the 17th century. Taiwan was taken 

from the Dutch by the Chinese Zheng (國姓爺) in 166166, after China fell under Manchu 

power (the Qing Dynasty). Zheng was a Ming supporter and was dissatisfied with the 

Qing seizure of power over China in 1644. 

The Zheng family, which had found refuge on Taiwan, denied the Manchu’s legitimacy

to rule over China67 and organized resistance from Taiwan, which triggered a Qing

intervention on the island in 1683. From that time, Taiwan indeed became dominated 

by the same power as China. 

The Qing intervention on Taiwan, an attempt to secure the Empire’s borders,

highlighted Taiwan’s geo-strategic significance – with Wachman talking about the “Shi

Lang Rationale”, 68 from the name of the Qing admiral who first recognized the

geographical significance of Taiwan. In Chinese hands, Taiwan acts as a shield 

protecting China’s eastern shores from invasion or foreign encroachment. Conversely, 

if not controlled by China, Taiwan can serve of bridgehead for the enemy. Thus, at the

beginning, Taiwan was certainly not seen as “Chinese sacred territory”, but it already

made sense to control it for geostrategic purposes. The current Chinese claim is still

based on the same rationale. 

Although Taiwan became the new land of an increasing number of Han migrants during 

the 17th century, the province was often disregarded by central authorities. A Qing 

65Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-0819-

9, page 106. 
66 Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, Studies in 

Asian Security, Stanford CA, Stanford University Press, page 53. 
67 Ibid, page 12. 
68 Ibid, page 55. 
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emperor once said “Taiwan is a place beyond the seas; it is of no consequence to us 

(…) it would be no loss if we did not acquire it”. At best Taiwan was seen as a “Great 

Wall for the ocean frontier”69. No Han power in China ever controlled Taiwan, and the 

first Chinese settlers were attracted by the Dutch who controlled the island at the time. 

Then, for most Qing policy makers, Taiwan was a salvage territory and only a few 

administrators and military garrisons were stationed there. Only the west coast of the 

island’s coast was effectively controlled, while the east remained off charts. Taiwan 

only gained a provincial status in 1887, and in 1895, Taiwan was lost to Japan. The 

Shimonoseki Treaty, like other “unequal treaties” was and is still felt in China as a 

historical humiliation – however, in 1895, a little importance was given to the cession 

of Taiwan to Japan. The Japanese colonization transformed and modernized the island, 

despite a rough rule of law.  

Back in China in 1912, Sun Yat-sen (孫中山)founded the Republic of China (ROC – 中

華民國) and the Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT –國民黨). The father of the ROC was 

primarily concerned by political development in China and gave little importance to 

Taiwan. According to Dai Jitao (戴季陶), one of Sun’s confidants, Sun even thought 

about Japan giving complete autonomy to the peoples of Taiwan and Korea as a peace 

building measure with China.70 His successor Chiang Kai-shek (蔣介石)neither had 

much interest in the island. In one of his first mentions about Taiwan in 1939, he equated 

the situation in Korea and Taiwan: “we must enable Korea and Taiwan to restore their 

independence and freedom.”71But because of the war, that situation changed. During 

the Cairo Conference on November 16. 1943, the allied powers agreed to restore 

China’s sovereignty over Taiwan, as part of a “package of promises to Chiang”.72Then, 

Chiang endorsed the geo-strategic view of Taiwan we wrote about above,“(…)… 

Ryukyu islands, Formosa, the Pescadores, Mongolia, Xinjiang (…) and Tibet are all 

strategic regions for safeguarding the nation’s existence”.73 

At first, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP – 中國共產黨) was equally uninterested by 

Taiwan and the fate of the Taiwanese was considered similar to other “oppressed people” 

like the Koreans and the Vietnamese.74Zhou Enlai (周恩來)insisted: “the CCP has 

opposed aggression from the other nations (…) it should sympathize with 

independence-liberation movements of other nation states, including those of Korea 

                                                 
69 Teng E.J., “Taiwan's Imagined Geography: Chinese Colonial Travel Writing and Pictures, 1683-

1895”, Harvard University Asia Center; Revised edition, Harvard East Asian Monographs, 2006, 

Cambridge (MA-US), page 58. 
70 Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, Studies in 

Asian Security, Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, page 73. 
71 Ibid. 75. 
72 Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, Studies in 

Asian Security, Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, page 77. 
73 Ibid. 80. 
74 Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, Studies in 

Asian Security, Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, page 93. 
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and Taiwan”.75The CCP changed its stance around 1942-1943 but references are vague 

about why it happened – for Wachman:“one is left to speculate”76. 

In October 1945, the Nationalist landed on Taiwan, which had been occupied by the 

Empire of Japan for 50 years. After the KMT disastrous management of the civil war 

in China, Chiang started to consider Taiwan as a place for retreat in 1948.77 During the 

next years, more than one million Chinese exiled to Taiwan, to form a ruling 

“Mainlander” minority of the island. Formosa was not seen as a place to stay for the 

ROC, but rather as a stepping stone to take back the mainland from the CCP. Chiang 

made on Taiwan the recovering of the “mainland” the “raison d’être” of its regime and 

its main source of legitimization.78Mao Zedong (毛澤東) founded the People’s Republic 

of China (PRC – 中華人民共和國) in Beijing in 1949, vowed, and still vows to eradicate 

of the ROC, surviving on Taiwan, to finally and formally end the Chinese Civil War. 

When it signed the 1951 peace treaty, Japan formally renounced its sovereignty on 

Taiwan but did not transferred its right on the island to another regime. As a result, 

Taiwan has never been officially handed to anyone, neither the ROC nor the PRC.79 

In 1950, the U.S., which government was shocked about the level of corruption and 

incompetence of the ROC leaders, was still hesitating whether to support or abandon 

Chiang and Taiwan. Truman initially considered that the sacrifices of protecting Taiwan 

against the CCP would be too high, but the U.S. endorsing of a containment policy 

against communism as well as North Korea’s invasion of South Korea in 1950, saved 

the ROC. The U.S. Navy 7th fleet was sent in the Taiwan Strait in order to deter the CCP 

from invading. Fully surrounded by U.S. forces, the People’s Republic of China quickly 

saw Taiwan as a bridgehead for the U.S. military against China and the island stepped 

in the Sino-U.S. strategic standoff. Despite suffering several changes, this overall 

Taiwan Strait security architecture perpetuated ever since.  

Here, one can make an analogy between the 17th century Shi Lang rationale we 

mentioned above and the current situation: China is embarrassed because Taiwan is 

seen as the bridgehead of an alien adversary, putting its shores in danger.  

We could also draw a comparison between the 17th century’s (pro-Ming) Zheng power 

on Taiwan against the Qing dynasty, and today’s survival of the ROC against the PRC. 

The element that prevented the PRC to suppress the ROC, like the Qing did for Zheng, 

is the natural defense of the Taiwan Strait and the security umbrella provided by the 

                                                 
75 Ibid. 89. 
76 Ibid. 96. 
77 Corcuff, S., “The Liminality of Taiwan: A Case-Study in Geopolitics”, Taiwan in Comparative 

Perspective, Vol. 4, December 2012, pp. 34–64 ISSN 1752-7732 © Taiwan Research Program, London 

School of Economics, page 9. 
78 Corcuff, S., “Liminality and Taiwan tropism in a postcolonial context - Schemes of national 

identification among Taiwan’s ‘Mainlanders’ on the eve of Kuomintang’s return to power”, 2011, page 

6. 
79Cabestan J.P., Vermander B., « La Chine en quête de ses frontières, la confrontation Chine-Taiwan, » 

Sciences Po – Les Presses, Paris, 2005, page 26. 
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United States.80 In 1949, China was divided once again, a trauma for both the CCP and 

the KMT. 

But history did not repeat itself. From 1950 to now on, the island has been efficiently 

protected from invasion even if major cross-strait crisis happened in 1954, 1958 and 

1996 (the latter was felt by China as another humiliation). Also, despite his lifelong 

autocratic rule, Chiang Kai-shek could not prevent the regime to be progressively 

“Taiwanized”. After its democratization, Taiwan fully adopted the representative 

democratic governance and the national identity of the island renewed itself. 

Consequently, support for unification with China has decreased to marginal levels. This 

development fundamentally upset the rules of the game in the Taiwan Strait. 

Taiwan now regards China as a foreign country and affirms itself as a fully independent 

nation state. But as Taiwan and most other parties favor the situation as it stands now, 

the PRC continues to claim that Taiwan and China are part of the same nation. In the 

end, the way China sees the situation has nothing in common with the Taiwanese 

perceptions of the issue. Both Taiwanese and Chinese want the land for purposes of 

national completion, but not of the same nation! Therefore Taiwan and China’s 

objectives are clashing fundamentally. 

In sum, China’s view of Taiwan evolved throughout history, from indifference to 

geostrategic interest. From a place “far, far away beyond the sea”81, Taiwan became 

“China’s core interests” and a place of “internal affair”. Historically, this shift was 

fed by the Chinese leaders’ realization that failing to control Taiwan is a liability for 

China’s security. The shift is also the result of China’s particular history and trauma, 

with the century of humiliation, the legacy of the division of China into two competing 

regimes, and the trauma of a land that has yet to be recovered. All fuel Chinese

nationalism and still have implications on Beijing’s perceptions of the issue. 

3.3 A Sense of Victimhood 

For Morgan, “war proneness of a state rests on the presence of a distribution of power 

and status that it deems fundamentally illegitimate, so much that it considers the system 

in its present form threatening to its existence (…) The leaders of this state simply wish 

to redress an inappropriate status that has been attached to their state”(Morgan, 

1977).82

China’s claim on Taiwan is fed by a national trauma which ramifications explain much 

of its international relations today. In China, Taiwan is seen and portrayed as a remnant 

80Corcuff, S., “Ma Ying Jeou China leaning policy and the 1683 fall of the Zheng in Taiwan: A cross 

century’s geopolitical comparison”, Palgrave MacMillan, New York City, 2012. 
81 Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, Studies in 

Asian Security, Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, page 120. 
82Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-0819-

9, page 149 to 151. 
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of the Century of Humiliation during which China suffered from the lust of foreign 

powers. While the CCP has been emphasizing the issue for propaganda purposes, the 

issue of Taiwan bears a heavy symbolic weigh on Chinese thinking, and the recovering 

of Taiwan is understood by Beijing as a rightful, almost sacred, civilizational mission. 

“The modern history of China was a record of subjection to aggression, 

dismemberment and humiliation by foreign powers. (…) The origin and evolution of 

the Taiwan Question are closely linked with that period of history”.83This quote from 

the “The Taiwan Question and the Reunification of China” greatly summarizes how 

the PRC presents the “Taiwan issue”. 

During the 19th century, the imperial Qing Court was weak and western power such as 

Great Britain, France, Germany and Japan imposed several “unequal treaties” over 

China, forced its opening to trade (establishment of “concessions” in China) and 

undermined its political stability. This period is known as “the Century of Humiliation.” 

Famous events such as the Opium Wars (1839-1842 and 1856-1860) and the repression 

of the Boxers revolt (1900) symbolized China’s deliquescence. 

Since then China has recovered both economically and politically. This conflicted 

history made of China’s former exceptionalism and pride followed by a dramatic loss 

of face inflicted by foreign powers and retrieved influence in world affairs has been 

called “U development” by Hu An-gang.84For most Chinese, the century of humiliation 

is simply an accident of history.85Therefore, the on-going separation with Taiwan is 

seen as an incongruity and a painful reminder of the past. 

For Cabestan and Vermander, the PRC, will demonstrate a sense of “hostile

unconsciousness” toward other countries until the “Rise of China” is not completely

achieved, especially when it comes to recovering “lost” territories. Thus China 

perceives, or present, Taiwan as the last territory that China has not yet recovered. 

Resuming sovereignty on Taiwan would be presented by the CCP as the end of foreign 

interference in Chinese politics and of the division of China, which in turn would 

reinforce the legitimacy of the Party's power over the Chinese population.86As Zheng

Wang argues, the century of humiliation, more than any other hardship in China’s

history, shapes the country’s international relations 87 . It is the “master narrative”

(Callahan) of modern Chinese history, and one which feeds a powerful feeling of

victimization in today’s Chinese thought. 

83 As cited in Rigger, S., “Why Taiwan matters. Small Island, Global Powerhouse (updated edition),” 

Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Lanham, Maryland, 2014, page 171.  
84 Hu a.g., “China in 2020, a new type of superpower”, The Thornton Center – Chinese Thinkers Series, 

Brooking, Washington, 2011, page 27. 
85Cabestan J.P., Vermander B., « La Chine en quête de ses frontières, la confrontation Chine-Taiwan, » 

Sciences Po – Les Presses, Paris, 2005, page 69. 
86 Ibid. 61. 
87 Zheng Wang, “Never forget national humiliation, historical memory in Chinese politics and foreign 

relations”, Columbia University Press, New York (US), 2014, page 47. 
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Because Taiwan was a Chinese land lost to Japan in 1895 after the “unequal” 

Shimonoseki Treaty, the claim on the island fully fits into the Chinese collective 

memory of “national humiliation”. Consequently, Taiwan is a highly symbolic stake for 

China. As a result, China’s leadership communication on the issue has been constant, 

with high-ranking officials repeating that Taiwan is such a vital interest for China that 

they would be ready to pay an exorbitant price for national “reunification”. 

3.4 China’s Nationalism and Taiwan 

China has a long tradition of sino-centrism and its politicians continue to cultivate this 

sense of national exceptionalism largely fed by the recent and tremendous China rise. 

Minzner wrote in the Los Angeles Times, “China is again slowly turning in on itself. 

New party slogans stress “traditional” culture and values. The language of 

Confucianism is increasingly being invoked to legitimize a new dynasty of red 

emperors”.88 

Cole has talked about a “civilizational nationalism” when it comes to China, a

nationalism which takes roots in sino-centrism, a certain idea of Chinese superiority,

bloodline, and the national stance of victimhood we just mentioned. This would feed

China’s hyper-sensibility when it comes to territorial matters and make the existence of 

Taiwan as an independent nation unacceptable.89 Cole says China’s nationalism knows

“no borders”, so that all Chinese people, regardless of their country of residence and the 

duration of their stay, are supposed to be part of the same race, the same nation, and are

expected to demonstrate their attachment to their motherland. This is how the CCP

expects that people from Chinese origins overseas bandwagon its line on Taiwan and 

relay its propaganda.90The same goes for the land. In other words, China presents the

Taiwan issue as being one of internal matter and finds important to regularly remind 

Taipei that its inescapable fate is to go back to the “motherland” sooner or later. 

However, Beijing is extremely anxious about the birth on Taiwan of an insular, 

particular national identity, which historical roots, recent and geographically limited to 

the island, grew independent from China. Taiwan’s nationalist manifestation is also 

different since it emphasizes the existence of Taiwan as an independent, multicultural 

and democratic nation, in opposition to China’s centralist and authoritarian tradition (to 

be developed in chapter 4). China’s strident nationalism and aggressive claim on the 

island has inadvertently strengthened Taiwan’s national consciousness by outlining the 

contrast between both societies. The Chinese leadership unable to limit the surge of 

Taiwan’s national consciousness or to come up with other solutions for Taiwan than the 

88 Minzner, C., "China is again slowly turning in on itself", The Los Angeles Times, Oct 18. 2014, 

URL: www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-1019-minzner-end-of-china-reform-20141019-story.html. 
89 Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 126.  
90https://intpolicydigest.org/2017/09/11/china-s-united-front-seeks-to-undermine-u-s-support-for-

taiwan/. 

http://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-1019-minzner-end-of-china-reform-20141019-story.html
https://intpolicydigest.org/2017/09/11/china-s-united-front-seeks-to-undermine-u-s-support-for-taiwan/
https://intpolicydigest.org/2017/09/11/china-s-united-front-seeks-to-undermine-u-s-support-for-taiwan/
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full integration of the island within China under the one country-two system framework, 

which is unattractive for Taiwan91.  

Short of an actual understanding about how to reconcile Taiwan’s quest for difference 

and China’s desire for unification, Beijing relies on rigidity and coercion to bring 

Taiwan back in its fold. For Cole, “Beijing’s current rigidity on the Taiwan issue and 

its unwillingness to recognize the dynamics within Taiwanese society that militate 

against unification were made very clear in its latest white paper [China’s 2015 defense 

white paper], which states that it is the “responsibility” of every Taiwanese compatriot 

to make sure that reunification happens and to combat “secessionism.”(Cole, 

2016)92However, the Chinese are not fools and have well understood that a great 

majority of Taiwanese reject the idea of unification. Easton wrote: “Internal documents 

show that the Chinese military refers to all Taiwanese governments and military 

personnel as “separatist enemies”, with no distinction made for political party 

affiliation or self-identity (…)All those who want to maintain the status quo are painted 

as China’s enemies.” According to him, this explains why, “intimidation, not 

accommodation, remained the hallmark of China’s cross strait policy”(Easton, 2017).93 

Politicians in Beijing are also influenced by the Chinese population affects. Decades of

domestic propaganda on Taiwan have triggered a strong sense of nationalism in China. 

As a consequence of continued propaganda against the island, the Chinese population

has fully internalized, as Emma Teng put it, Taiwan as a part of the “imagined

geography of China”94. The reactions of Chinese netizens to the election of Taiwan’s

new President Tsai Ing-wen ( 蔡英文 ) are symptomatic of the Chinese people’s

perception of the Taiwan issue, reflecting the vision of state owned Medias and 

authorities. On Weibo (Chinese social network -新浪微博), one said “As far as I can see, 

China simply gained a new female governor; I would like to ask the leaders of Taiwan

to recall a law called the ‘Anti-Secession Law’!”9596

Steve Tsang talked about “the power of emotion” regarding China’s reactions to events

relating to Taiwan. No Chinese leader can appear weak on cross-strait relations and 

Taiwan has then become a huge legitimacy issue for Chinese leaders. Backpedaling on 

91Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 147. 
92 Ibid. 
93 Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The Project 

2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 21. 
94 See Teng E.J., “Taiwan's Imagined Geography: Chinese Colonial Travel Writing and Pictures, 1683-

1895”, Harvard University Asia Center; Revised edition, Harvard East Asian Monographs, 2006, 

Cambridge (MA-US). 
95 To be understood as a reference to the “2005 anti-secession Law” in PRC which formalized the long-

standing policy of the PRC to use "non-peaceful means" against the "Taiwan independence movement" 

in the event of a declaration of independence. 
96  McLean-Dreyfus, M.A., “VOTE 2016: China’s State Media, Netizens React to Tsai’s Victory,” 

Thinking-Taiwan, January 19, 2016: http://thinking-taiwan.com/chinas-state-media-react-tsai/. 

http://thinking-taiwan.com/chinas-state-media-react-tsai/
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the issue would be a terrible humiliation and the CCP failure to bring Taiwan back to 

the Mainland would put the Party’s survival at risk.97 

For Tsang: “every leader in Beijing tends to compete fiercely to be seen as the most 

hawkish on Taiwan, and to gain more credit through nationalist appeals (…) when 

threatened to lose influence, CCP leaders tend to take a strong stance against Taiwan. 

It was the case for Jiang Zemin (江澤民) as he was perceived “soft” on Taiwan, but 

ordered a missile firing test in 1996 when his mentor Deng was aging. Zhu Rongji (朱

镕基), China’s former Premier, who had been most renowned for his non-involvement 

in hardline policy, when his position and prestige were threatened, suddenly became 

the most recognizable hawk against Taiwan during 2000s elections”(Tsang, 2006)98. 

 

3.5 Taiwan as China’s “Internal Matter” 
 

China tries to portray itself on the international stage as a peace-loving Confucian nation. 

It emphasizes multipolarity in international relations and has spent colossal energy to 

develop an image of self-restraint and “peaceful development”. In Kosovo in 1999 or 

in Iraq in 2003, it stood firmly against Western intervention, as part of a general posture 

of non-interference in other countries’ affairs. But for many, this position is not 

consistent with China’s stance on territorial issues, such as Taiwan.  

China considers the issue to be internal matters, thus facilitating the justification of 

using of force to settle the issue and the ignorance of the globally acknowledged 

international norm of non-aggression. The same remark applies to territorial issues in 

the East and South China Seas. Scobell has talked about a “cult of defense”99, with the 

Chinese presenting their strategic tradition as pacifist and solely defensive when dealing 

with other countries, but which also encompasses down-to-earth realpolitik methods 

typical of Westphalian international relations. Accordingly, China would certainly 

present a war of aggression in the Taiwan Strait as being purely defensive in nature. 

When China presents disputes such as the one with Taiwan as being internal matters it 

relies on such a realpolitik, and not as a “peace loving nation.” 

China is not the only country that is willing to circumvent or outright ignore norms-

based behaviors in its international relations, the Western powers already having a very 

solid record. International law is a weak deterrent for states willing to protect their vital 

interests, especially when it comes to strong states. Strength, rather than norms, will 

govern countries’ behavior. In the end, the stronger the violator state, the lesser the 

chances that it will abide by the rules. And China is a very strong state, with a profound 

                                                 
97Tsang, S., “If China Attacks Taiwan: Military Strategy, Politics and Economics”, Asian Security 

Studies, Routledge, Abingdon, 2006, page 12. 
98 Ibid. 22. 
99 Andrew S., “China and Strategic Culture”, Strategic Studies Institute, Carlisle: U.S. Army War 

College, 2002, page 3. 
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disdain for the international relations’ current architecture. Therefore, the chances that 

it will abide to them in the Taiwan Strait is illusory.  

In the meantime, China attempts to “buy” legitimacy in its dealing with Taiwan by 

creating “legal” basis for the aggression of Taiwan with for example the 2005 “anti-

secession” law100 (which could well be completed in the future with a clause including 

a deadline for unification), 101  or by efforts to suppress Taiwan’s global visibility 

through legal actions against foreign businesses that list Taiwan as a separated state. 

The logic at play here is explained by Freedman:“State A[China] will ensure that state 

B and C [other states],when they have dealings with A, have little choice but to recognize 

the claim, so that it acquires an inherent legitimacy that makes it harder for B [or A] to 

assert a contrary claim”(Freedman, 2003).102 

China has another rationale for presenting Taiwan as an internal matter: the CCP can 

justify its opposition to Taiwan’s self-determination by stating that the resolution of the 

island’s status should not be the choice of the Taiwanese alone, but of the whole 

“Chinese nation”. This way, China negates the legitimacy of Taiwan’s democracy and 

takes advantage of its enormous numeric comparative advantage to dilute the weak 

support for unification on the island. Thus whatever the choice of the Taiwanese is, it 

will be deemed as illegitimate by China, as highlighted by the following extract on the 

question of a referendum: 

“The Taiwan separatists attempt to change Taiwan’s status as a part of China by

referendum on the pretext that “sovereignty belongs to the people” is futile. The

sovereignty over Taiwan belongs to all the Chinese people including Taiwan

compatriots, and not to some of the people in Taiwan. (…) The only future for Taiwan

is reunification with the China mainland, and certainly not separation. Any attempt to

separate Taiwan from China through so-called referendum would only lead Taiwan 

people to disaster.”103

The Taiwan Question and the Reunification of China, 1993

Generally, the CCP simply propagates the vision that the Taiwanese, roughly speaking, 

desire unification with China and that the increase of autonomist feelings are the 

consequence of “trickery of an extreme minority of separatists”. China’s general 

misperception of the political situation in Taiwan and the lack of communication 

between the two sides have made Beijing increasingly impatient and paranoid, viewing, 

100 Article 8 of China’s March 2005 Anti-Secession Law states that China may use “non-peaceful 

means” if “secessionist forces…cause the fact of Taiwan’s secession from China,” if “major incidents 

entailing Taiwan’s secession” occur, or if “possibilities for peaceful reunification” are exhausted. The 

ambiguity of these “redlines” preserves China’s flexibility. Source: Annual Report to U.S. Congress, 

"Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China in 2017", Office of the 

Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 75. 
101Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 42, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
102Freedman, L., “Deterrence”, Polity Press, 2004, ISBN 0-7456-3112, page 117. 
103 As cited in Rigger, S., “Why Taiwan matters. Small Island, Global Powerhouse (updated edition),” 

Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Lanham, Maryland, 2014, page 171.  

http://www.uscc.gov/
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for McCready, “apparently innocuous actions and statements by Taiwan’s leaders as 

covert moves toward independence”.104This is even more the case since Xi Jinping 

came to power in 2012. During the early stages of his mandate (which could last 

indefinitely), he made the commitment to bring Taiwan back in PRC’s fold and declared 

that the issue “cannot be passed on from generation to generation”, which however is 

no indication about whether, and when China will launch an attack. But verbally, this 

has created an important precedent about China’s commitment to attack Taiwan, and 

the Chinese leadership might feel more incentives to uphold it for credibility purposes.  

China has specified the conditions under which it would resort to force to bring about 

unification, and the ambiguity of which preserves its leadership’s flexibility: formal 

declaration of Taiwan independence; undefined moves toward Taiwan independence; 

internal unrest on Taiwan; Taiwan’s acquisition of nuclear weapons; indefinite delays 

in the resumption of cross-Strait dialogue on unification; foreign intervention in 

Taiwan’s internal affairs; and foreign forces stationed on Taiwan.105 

China has a credibility problem with Taiwan because ease off on the pressure on the 

island would be an important signal for emancipation in other Chinese provinces of 

disputed status such as Tibet, Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia. The Chinese authorities are 

thus trapped in a deadlock: addressing the Taiwan issue more fiercely would jeopardize 

their effort on the international stage; whereas appear vulnerable on Taiwan would 

trigger internal instability or even separatism, in order word, exactly what Beijing seeks 

to avoid. 

“Taiwan is the frontline for China to contest with international anti-Chinese forces, 

separatist forces, and terrorist forces. If “Taiwan independence” is allowed, there will 

be a domino effect, which will give excuses to other separatist forces. The consequence 

would be unimaginable. So China must never retreat”106 

Major General Peng Guangqian(彭光谦) – PRC academy of Military Sciences 

 

3.6 Ideological Misperceptions 
 

In the meantime, democracy presents a serious challenge to Beijing; at 100 miles away 

from the Chinese coast is standing a vibrant democracy in a Chinese cultural setting, an 

important roadblock on the way to “peaceful unification” demanded by China.  The 

CCP regime has never liberalized and certainly not democratized. Wei Jingsheng (魏京

生), one of the most famous Chinese political dissidents, insisted in 1979 that Deng’s 

                                                 
104 McCready, Douglas, "Crisis Deterrence in the Taiwan Strait", Strategic Studies Institute (SSI), U.S. 

Army War College, 2014, page 8. 
105Annual Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 

Republic of China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 75. 
106 As cited in Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, 

Studies in Asian Security, Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, page 144. 
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four modernizations would be incomplete if they were not completed by a fifth one: 

democratization. Verdict: 15 years of imprisonment. In 2017, Liu Xiabo (劉曉波) was 

not as lucky. Over the past35 years, many observers thought China’s growing wealth 

and economic openness would lead to democratization. Instead, China has grown richer 

and more repressive. 

For Cole, Taiwan’s democracy is a “technical” obstacle for unification: “The CCP 

resents Taiwan’s democracy because this system of regulating policy decisions and 

contention, with competitive political pluralism at its core, makes it substantially more 

difficult for China to get to unification with Taiwan.”(Cole, 2016)Being used to 

authoritarian, centralist, and consensual management, China misunderstands the 

dynamics of Taiwan’s democracy. Taiwan politicians’ decisions have to reflect the 

overall will of the whole population, and stick to a moderate line with Beijing while 

protecting Taiwan’s sovereignty. 

Accordingly, China hoped it could start political discussions when the more China-

leaning Kuomintang (KMT) was in charge but was disappointed as the KMT was 

constrained by a Taiwanese public opinion unfavorable towards unification. Taiwan’s 

civil society is also increasingly active to remind the government that it is accountable 

to the people, with the Sunflower Movement during spring 2014 and the students’ 

occupation the Legislative Yuan, together with a series of nationwide protests. The 

extent of discontent made very clear that the Taiwanese population was anxious about 

the risk that Taiwan’s sovereignty was being undermined by then-Taiwan President Ma 

Ying-jeou’s (馬英九) rapprochement with China. There is also the possibility that 

because Taiwanese are accustomed to live under a free regime, they find China’s 

authoritarian model unattractive.  

Taiwan’s democracy highlights the different paths that Taiwan and China have taken, 

with an obvious contradiction between China’s increasing repressiveness and Taiwan’s 

political openness. Put differently, Chinese leaders only start to understand that given 

Taiwan’s democratic system they have no choice but to convince the majority of the 

Taiwanese that unification is in their interest, a very difficult task. 

This is why, for Cole, Taiwan’s democracy acts as a “firewall” Beijing has troubles to 

bypass.107 Notwithstanding some Chinese comments calling Taiwan’s democracy “a 

joke”,108 Beijing fully realizes that ignoring the wishes of Taiwan’s populace and solely 

rely on the island’s leaders to bring unification is very unlikely to achieve results. This 

is how the prospect of peaceful unification is drifting away because of the Taiwanese 

people’s refusal to consider political integration with China. Cole writes that as long as 

the Taiwanese succeed in maintaining the good health of their democracy, China will 

have troubles for standing as an attractive, alternative model. So Beijing relies on under 

the table tactics to undermine Taiwan’s democracy, all-out coercive diplomacy, 

                                                 
107 Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 63. 
108Tsang, S., “If China Attacks Taiwan: Military Strategy, Politics and Economics”, Asian Security 

Studies, Routledge, Abingdon, 2006, page 29. 
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political warfare and various incentives to lure the Taiwanese (mainly under the form 

of material benefits), complemented with periods of brutal rhetoric and coercion. 

Currently, the bamboo bends in the wind, but does not break. Ultimately, although it is 

not the option Beijing likes most, the military option remains a real possibility.  

For Cole, China is stuck to unification under the One Country Two System (OCTS / 一

國兩制) framework, because it would simply have no other viable options.109 While 

recognizing Taiwan’s sovereignty would arguably be the easiest option for all but the 

Chinese, other options for bringing Taiwan and China together could exist such as the 

proposition to create a confederation or any other model of closer partnership. However, 

so far, the Chinese have not argued for other model for integration than OCTS 

framework, which credibility have been seriously hurt after the Taiwanese witnessed 

the experience of Hong-Kong where Beijing’s growing influence makes the picture 

increasingly looks like “one country – one system”. While any Chinese unification 

project will likely be a non-starter for the Taiwanese, more openness from China about 

Taiwan would perhaps face less rejection, but China has not come up with any 

proposition. For Cole, it is because any arrangement would imply the ongoing existence 

of two Chinas, which is ideologically inacceptable for the CCP. 

Also, China’s internal political situation would not allow for more consensual solutions.

National unity has been a daunting task for all Chinese leaderships since immemorial

times, thus explaining the long authoritarian tradition of the country: democracy, by

allowing discontent to emerge anytime, would threaten the stability of the country. 

Likewise, China brandishes democracy and human rights as attempts of foreign powers

to “culturally invade” China and cause division and instability internally.110As a result

of this anxiety, as Stokes and Hsiao write “the CCP leaders undertake active measures

to shape the international system in its image in order to ensure state security and

counter perceived political challenges.”(Hsiao-Stokes, 2013)111For Beijing, to shut

down democracy and sovereignty in Taiwan has some appeal as it would permit the

PRC to present a unified “Chinese” culture on the world as well as to eliminate a

democratic regime which very existence at China’s gates negates the convenient 

assumption that Chinese culture is incompatible with democracy. 

However, one can wonder the cost the integration of 23 million Taiwanese used to 

freedom and democracy would bear on China’s internal stability. Unification would 

allow difference and discontent to disrupt the political “harmony” the Chinese 

leadership is already struggling to enforce on the mainland. Despite China’s pledges 

that nothing would be too costly to bring about unification, the troubles caused by the 

109 For more details, read Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of 

peace?” Routledge, 2017, page 150. 
110Cabestan J.P., Vermander B., « La Chine en quête de ses frontières, la confrontation Chine-Taiwan, » 

Sciences Po – Les Presses, Paris, 2005, page 58. 
111Stokes, M., Hsiao, R., “The People’s Liberation Army General Political Department – Political 

Warfare with Chinese Characteristics”, The Project 2049 Institute, Arlington V.A, 2013, page 42, URL: 

https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-

warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/. 

https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
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integration of people hostile to Beijing’s authoritarian system within China, Taiwanese 

or Hongkongers, is likely to undermine China’s political stability. Also, repressing 

“Taiwanese dissent” after unification would probably require a wide campaign of 

repression and “reeducation” on Taiwan which won’t go unnoticed abroad. So unifying 

would not be an easy task for China anyway, inviting credible doubts on the actual 

willingness of China’s leaders to push for immediate unification, not to mention a 

highly risky military attack.    

“Undoubtedly the prospect of “losing Taiwan” is an accomplishment that no Chinese 

leader would want to add to his or her résumé. But a far greater nightmare still would 

be to become a “Chinese Gorbachev” by launching a process that ultimately leads to 

the dismantlement of the entire system. Thus, preserving the integrity of the PRC and 

the primacy of the CCP under a socialist system will always trump the desire to reunify 

with Taiwan, however much of a core interest it might be.”(Cole, 2016) 

 

3.7 Taiwan's Geography and China’s Global Ambitions 
 

For Wachman, “Taiwan matters not only for what it is but because of where it is.” 

The Taiwan case cannot be thought in isolation from other stakes in Asia and China’s 

quest for strategic dominance in the region.  

China is actively seeking a place on the world stage that is commensurate with its great 

power status. President Xi Jinping considers the first two decades of the 21st century as 

a “period of strategic opportunity”, and assessed that during this time the international 

context will be favorable to the rise of China’s national power.112To achieve this, China 

needs to push the influence of the United States away, and keep Japan at bay.  

Taiwan has unparalleled geostrategic value for achieving these goals, making the need 

of national unification even more pressing. For Wachman, “the geostrategic 

perspective about Taiwan makes it seem that the PRC’s ambitions for security and 

prosperity – goals that dovetail with a hunger for national rejuvenation and prestige – 

hinge on unifying the state. Taiwan is presented as the key”(Wachman, 2007).113 

China’s maritime containment within the first island chain, which runs from Japan to 

the Philippines, limits China’s ambitions and prevents its navy to access to the “blue 

waters”, the open seas of the Pacific Ocean. As a consequence, breaking such island 

chain by taking over Taiwan would help the Chinese to expand their influence and 

projection capability. Indeed, Taiwan enjoys an extraordinary strategic position. The 

island lays as a formidable unsinkable aircraft carrier; secondly, its eastern coasts 

overlook deep waters in which PLAN’s (People’s Liberation Army Navy) submarines 

                                                 
112Annual Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 

Republic of China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 37. 
113Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, Studies in 

Asian Security, Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, page 152. 
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could navigate more quietly than in the shallow East China Sea.114 For Admiral You 

Ziping, Taiwan is to be understood as a “gateway to the sea”115. 

Figure 3 Taiwan's location in Western Pacific, source: Project 2049 Institute 

Taiwan used to serve as an airfield for the Japanese to bomb Shanghai during World 

War Two.116 For PRC strategists, being weak on the Taiwan issue is like letting such

events repeat themselves.117As Jiang Zhijun, a Chinese researcher for the PLA navy

stated “Our soft, weak, underbelly is exposed – As long as Taiwan issue isn’t resolved, 

we will always be hindered in our capacity to defend our nation’s maritime regions”

Thus, for Wachman, “Taiwan is imagined both as an asset in the hands of PRC and a

liability in the hands of an adversary”.118

Today, China’s energy supplies are still dangerously checked by its potential opponents. 

As Taiwan is a “hub” for maritime communication, Chinese leaders have to make sure 

that their supplies won’t be cut in the event of a conflict in the region. Because of its 

specific location, owning Taiwan would facilitate control over key sea lines of 

communication (SLOC) while pushing both United-States and Japan navies away. It 

would also facilitate Beijing’s goal to push back American influence from Asia by 

denying the U.S. military access to the region as well as cutting in two parts its 

deployment from Japan to Southeast Asia. Owning Taiwan would also bolster China’s 

leverage against Japan by allowing its military to control the sea lines of 

communications and the energy supplies leading to the archipelago.  

114 Ibid. 158. 
115Ibid. 138. 
116Ibid. 36. 
117 Ibid. 38. 
118As cited in Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, 

Studies in Asian Security, Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, page 145. 
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Once owned by China, Taiwan could serve as a shield for the mainland coastal 

provinces and a defensive outpost from which the Chinese military could operate.119For 

Wachman, in PRC hands, Taiwan and Hainan would constitute “a pair of eyes” for 

China because the island could both serve as a formidable natural barrier for homeland 

defense and a springboard for projecting China’s military into the West Pacific.120 

3.8 The 19th CCP Congress and Taiwan 

For most observers, Chinese declarations about Taiwan during the CCP’s 19th congress 

in October 2017 are aligned with the previous ones. Usually, the CCP issues a series of 

similar statements about the island. This year however, Bush noticed that China omitted 

to repeat one of the most significant:121“Placing hopes on the Taiwan people as a force 

to help bring about unification.”This omission suggests that the opinion of the 

Taiwanese populace is no longer thought to be a variable likely to support unification.  

This would mean that the Chinese leadership has acknowledged the growth of Taiwan’s 

growing national identity and unwillingness to unify. It can also be read as a tacit 

recognition that Taiwan’s refusal to unify is not the result of the work of a “minority of 

anti-China splittists” but the wish of the majority of the island’s population. China’s 

decisions to increasingly rely on its own leverage is also the consequence of the loss of 

influence of Taiwanese political parties favorable to unification.  

Xi Jinping said during the Congress:“We will resolutely uphold national sovereignty

and territorial integrity and will never tolerate a repeat of the historical tragedy of a 

divided country. All activities of splitting the motherland will be resolutely opposed by

all the Chinese people. We have firm will, full confidence, and sufficient capability to

defeat any form of Taiwan independence secession plot. We will never allow any person, 

any organization, or any political party to split any part of the Chinese territory from 

China at any time or in any form.”122 

For Bush, Xi’s stance was tough, even harder than during Chen Shui-bian’s mandate. 

For Cole there is nothing alarming about it. Taiwan did not “stand predominantly” in 

Xi’s discourse and China would be essentially repeating what was said during previous 

119Cabestan J.P., Vermander B., « La Chine en quête de ses frontières, la confrontation Chine-Taiwan, » 

Sciences Po – Les Presses, Paris, 2005, page 61. 
120Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, Studies in Asian Security, 

Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, page 143. 
121Bush, R.C., "What Xi Jinping said about Taiwan at the 19th Party Congress", Brookings Institution, 

October 19, 2017, URL: https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2017/10/19/what-xi-

jinping-said-about-taiwan-at-the-19th-party-congress/. 
122As quoted in Bush, R.C., "What Xi Jinping said about Taiwan at the 19th Party Congress", 

Brookings Institution, October 19, 2017, URL: https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-

chaos/2017/10/19/what-xi-jinping-said-about-taiwan-at-the-19th-party-congress/. 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2017/10/19/what-xi-jinping-said-about-taiwan-at-the-19th-party-congress/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2017/10/19/what-xi-jinping-said-about-taiwan-at-the-19th-party-congress/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2017/10/19/what-xi-jinping-said-about-taiwan-at-the-19th-party-congress/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2017/10/19/what-xi-jinping-said-about-taiwan-at-the-19th-party-congress/
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CCP congresses.123 Interestingly, while saying that the sky is not falling on Taiwan, 

Cole writes “what matters isn’t so much what Xi said in his marathon speech, but rather 

what actions his government takes next”. Here is the rub – as will be made plain clear 

in the next chapter, China’s pressures on Taiwan have dramatically increased since 2016. 

This signals that China is turning its words into deeds, notwithstanding Cole’s 

optimistic view of the situation.  

123Cole, J.M., "War of the Words: Why Xi Jinping's Big Speech Means Little to Taiwan", The National 

Interest, October 20, 2017, URL: http://nationalinterest.org/feature/war-the-words-why-xi-jinpings-big-

speech-means-little-taiwan-22825. 

http://nationalinterest.org/feature/war-the-words-why-xi-jinpings-big-speech-means-little-taiwan-22825
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/war-the-words-why-xi-jinpings-big-speech-means-little-taiwan-22825
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3.9 Conclusion 

For Morgan, the challenger’s motivation is the most important factor in deterrence 

success or failure, “especially if “motivation” covers both the desire to challenge and 

a willingness to take risks”124. 

China appears to be in such a situation, as its motivations to take-over Taiwan are sound, 

numerous and consistent with each other. For the Chinese, a China that remains divided 

cannot be a great China. Its separation from Taiwan is perceived as a legacy of the 

Century of Humiliation, an essential trauma in China’s historical memory. Deep 

frustration, victimhood and visions of historical injustice against China altogether fuel 

a strident and increasing nationalism at home, creating domestic pressures for forcing 

unification with Taiwan. For both legitimacy and credibility issues, this pressure further 

pushes Beijing to keep on a hard line against the island, while China’s rising weight on 

the international stage mutes protestations and allows the CPP to treat Taiwan as a 

renegade province, an internal matter so that it can threaten a war of aggression without 

the rest of the world daring to have a say about it.  

At the same time, China has credible geostrategic interests since owning the island 

would permit it to advance its goal of regional supremacy, severely complicate U.S. 

military deployments in Asia, and upset Japan’s security environment. China suffers 

from rife misperceptions of the political situation in Taiwan and has been unable to

come up with any successful conciliatory approach to the islanders, who are growing 

more hostile to unification. Last but not least, the removal of all limits to Xi Jinping’s 

power are another worrisome signal for Taiwan’s security. In line with was has been

said during the 19th CCP congress, China have begun to turn its words into deeds about

Taiwan with a stark intensification of pressures. 

124
Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence Now”, Cambridge University Press, 2003, ISBN 0521822572, page 

142.
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4. China’s Strategies

Beijing has used Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen’s refusal to recognize the “1992 

consensus” as a justification to increase its pressure against Taipei.125 The Chinese 

strategy does not take into account Tsai’s efforts to stay away from independence and 

maintain the status quo.  

As long as Taipei will not bow under the pressure, Beijing may well strengthen its 

blackmail, and intimidations, regardless of the consequences on Taiwan’s public 

opinion. China has long wanted to build a consensus with Taiwan about unification. 

Failure to do so has led it to rely a coercion and undercover means to bring such outcome. 

China’s strategy is a far-reaching compellence and coercive-diplomacy one which 

objective is clearly unlimited and accepting only one outcome: that Taiwan is annexed 

by the PRC.126 

China’s grand strategy is however subdivided into two parts: the first encompass a 

limited-aims, short of war strategy which is currently in full-swing against Taiwan. The 

second is the threat of a military attack against Taiwan, which has not materialized yet 

but the odds of Chinese success and attendant Taiwanese deterrence failure are 

increasing. Both strategies are separated in their execution: because Beijing seeks to 

avoid war, it will first do everything in its power to coerce Taipei into surrendering 

without attacking. Only failing to do so may invite the military option.  

China’s limited and unlimited methods form a consistent whole, a vertical and

horizontal escalation process designed to push Taipei to abide by Beijing terms or suffer

the consequences of not complying through war. Ultimately the small steps of China’s

limited-aims strategy will furnish the reasons the CCP needs to justify military action 

by arguing that all peaceful options have been exhausted and that it must go to war. 

Therefore, China’s strategy against Taiwan stands as a continuum with limited and

unlimited aspects, which challenges Taiwan to not only be able to deter a Chinese attack, 

but also to check the progression of its limited-aims strategy before it reaches the

threshold of armed confrontation.

125 The 1992 consensus is a term which refers to a tacit understanding between the KMT and Beijing 

that both sides acknowledge there is “one China,” with each side having its own interpretation of what 

“China” means. 
126Coercive diplomacy encompasses, “Strategies geared to coercing others to act in ways they might 

consider harmful but advantage you have been described as compellence or coercive diplomacy. (…) 

According to Tom Schelling, whereas deterrence was about ‘inducing inaction’, obliging the opponent, 

against his will, not to do something that he wanted to do, compellence required ‘making someone 

perform’, that is doing – or undoing – something against his will. The most important difference 

between them is that deterrence upholds a status quo whereas compellence is more radical, requiring 

movement to ‘a destination, and the destination can be unclear in intent as well as in momentum and 

breaking power’.” Retrieved from:Freedman, L., “Deterrence”, Polity Press, 2004, ISBN 0-7456-3112, 

page 109-110. 
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4.1 Concepts & Context 
 

 

4.1.1 Chinese Limited-aims Strategies 

 

“Preventing the Taiwan independence movement and promoting unification through 

peaceful ways can be costly, perhaps costing more than the short-term loss brought 

about by forceful unification. It's a misunderstanding to think that peaceful unification 

will be a harmonious and happy process. The Taiwan authority will only turn around 

when left with no choice. Sticks matter more than flowers on the path to peaceful 

reunification.” 

Editorial of the Global Times, one CCP mouthpiece, 2018127 

 

“After years of trying in vain to win the hearts and minds of the Taiwanese as part of 

its efforts to engineer the unification of China, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has 

recognized the error of its ways and has abandoned that strategy. Instead, it is now 

intensifying efforts to corrode and undermine Taiwan’s democratic institutions, create 

social instability, further isolate Taiwan internationally, and hollow-out Taiwan’s 

economy by attracting its talent.” 

J. Michael Cole, 2018128 

 

Taiwan’s deterrence starts to erode as soon as China successfully conducts its limited-

aims, short of war, strategies. These could take multiple forms, and this plurality makes 

them complex to analyze. I will consider part of China’s limited strategies everything 

that falls short of a military attack of Taiwan. While China’s limited moves are part of 

its global strategy to annex Taiwan, to erode Taiwan’s deterrence over the long haul is 

an attractive option for the CCP, which hopes to avoid having to resort to force to settle 

the “Taiwan issue”. 

China often makes use of such war-control tactics, short of armed conflict, to advance 

its interests.129 For McCready, what makes China’s strategic culture unique is that it is 

much more “multidimensional and integrated” than most observers imagine:130 “Well 

before conflict begins, China begins an integrated psychological, political, diplomatic, 

                                                 
127 Global Times, "Taiwan travel act to meet countermeasures", 2018.03.21, URL: 

www.globaltimes.cn/content/1094591.shtml. 
128Cole, J.M., "China Acting on ‘Lebanonization’ Threat Against Taiwan", Taiwan Sentinel, May 8, 

2018, URL: https://sentinel.tw/china-acting-on-lebanization-threat-against-taiwan/. 
129Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 240, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
130McCready, Douglas, "Crisis Deterrence in the Taiwan Strait", Strategic Studies Institute (SSI), U.S. 

Army War College, 2014, page 25. 

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1094591.shtml
https://sentinel.tw/china-acting-on-lebanization-threat-against-taiwan/
http://www.uscc.gov/
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economic, and military offensive intended to isolate and unsettle its potential adversary. 

Following Sun Tzu’s famous (and widely misunderstood) adage, it attempts to achieve 

victory without war, but, because this rarely happens, it also aims to shape the 

multidimensional battlefield before the adversary even realizes there is a battlefield.” 

(McCready, 2003) 

This has to do with the PLA concept of “Three Warfares”, a tool of political warfare 

designed to shape mentalities and manipulate targeted audiences in order to “attain 

strategic and political goals in peacetime and wartime.” 131  The “Three Warfares” 

encompass legal warfare (furnish legal justification for China’s actions by taking 

advantage of domestic and international laws), media warfare and psychological 

warfare (shape public opinion and foreign decision-makers). The “Three Warfares” 

were promulgated by the CCP Central Military Commission (CMC) in 2003 when 

Chinese decision-makers, after having studied how the Americans shaped public 

opinion in the stages preceding the Gulf-War (1990-1991), fully realized the potential 

effects of political warfare in peacetime. They understood that political warfare was 

useful for shaping views of targeted audiences in order to rally international support and 

soften the opponent’s resistance during wartime, a process called “peacetime-wartime 

integration” by PLA researchers.132 Hence the need to develop communication organs 

of global dimensions, able to convey China’s propaganda, and use them against Taiwan.  

Broadly defined, China’s limited-aim strategy is a combination of political warfare, 

military and economic pressures and other forms of intimidation used during peacetime, 

designed to harass and destabilize Taiwan, delegitimize its government, weaken its 

economy, restrain its international space, frustrate its sovereignty and degrade its 

deterrence posture. They also aim at preventing Taiwan from striving toward de jure 

independence. China greatly relies on political warfare to encourage the view that 

Taiwan’s resistance is a lost cause and create favorable conditions for unification.  

According to Stokes and Hsiao, “All governments seek to shape the international 

environment in accordance with national interests. Exercised when overt public 

diplomacy is insufficient by itself, political warfare is the employment of instruments of 

national power – short of war – to achieve foreign policy goals [and] reframe 

perceptions of objective reality.”(Stokes-Hsiao, 2013)133 

China’s political warfare also has to do with China’s “Sharp Power”. For Christopher 

Walker and Jessica Ludwig of the National Endowment for Democracy, “Sharp Power” 

“refers to the information warfare being waged by today’s authoritarian powers, 

                                                 
131Halper, S., "China; the three warfares", University of Cambridge, 2013, URL: 

https://cryptome.org/2014/06/prc-three-wars.pdf. 
132 Mattis, P., "China's Three Warfares in Perspective", Warontherocks, January 30, 2018, URL: 

https://warontherocks.com/2018/01/chinas-three-warfares-perspective/. 
133Stokes, M., Hsiao, R., “The People’s Liberation Army General Political Department – Political 

Warfare with Chinese Characteristics”, The Project 2049 Institute, Arlington V.A, 2013, page 40, URL: 

https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-

warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/. 

https://cryptome.org/2014/06/prc-three-wars.pdf
https://warontherocks.com/2018/01/chinas-three-warfares-perspective/
https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
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particularly China and Russia.” 134  For Nye, “Sharp power, the deceptive use of 

information for hostile purposes, is a type of hard power. Authoritarian governments 

have long tried to use fake news and social disruption to reduce the attractiveness of 

democracy.”135 

Empirically, the limited-aims strategy takes the form of numerous small hits, or faits-

accomplis against Taiwan, with heavily mediatized intimidating actions in the Taiwan 

Strait (such as military maneuvers and drills) complemented by political and economic 

incentives to lure the Taiwanese into China’s orbit (although the effect of such measures 

have been mild so far). China uses all those limited but incremental steps to alter the 

current status quo and drive both sides towards unification.136 The impact of these “hits” 

is calculated to fall below a threshold likely to provoke a strong response from Taiwan, 

the U.S. or the international community, so China can minimize the consequences of its 

actions and seek to achieve a cheap victory. The reason why China has every reasons 

to ensure that the conflict remains in a grey zone is primarily because it is preoccupied 

by the risk of an escalating conflict with the U.S., Taiwan’s security guarantor. Thus 

China is very unlikely to take bold steps towards confrontation and prefers a progressive, 

gradual salami tactic to numb its adversaries’ response. This being said, China currently 

escalates its pressures on Taiwan both horizontally, by opening more “fronts” and 

vertically, by hardening the pressures and make its military threat clearer. Together, 

limited-aims strategies form a range of pressures to be maintained until Taiwan’s 

government and/or Taiwanese find that they have no other choice than to comply.  

For Mearsheimer, limited-aims strategies necessarily involves the use of force. I 

consider it is not the case regarding Taiwan, even if the core objective of China’s 

strategy remains coercive in nature. However, the following patterns developed by 

Mearsheimer apply to Taiwan:  

(1) A challenger state’s limited aims strategies are hard to deter and offer good prospects 

for success because they catch the defender off-guard. Because of their limited impact, 

they are the least risky of all available strategies for a challenger. This situation could 

be translated to China’s theft of Taiwan’s diplomatic allies or recent and diverse faits-

accomplis, such as the flight route M503 case in early 2018, all of which surprised 

Taiwan which found itself unable to retaliate or fix the harm done. 

(2) Nevertheless, the limited-aims strategies are the ones with the fewest chances of 

bringing total success as they generally lack the capability to inflict a decisive blow on 

an adversary. Likewise, although Beijing seems to be able to pressure Taipei relatively 

freely, its limited strategies lack the punch to wear down Taiwan’s de facto 

independence, and some signs even suggest that it creates on the island a “rally around 

                                                 
134 Walker, C., Ludwig, J., "The meaning of sharp power - how authoritarian states project influence", 

Foreign Affairs, November 16, 2017, URL: https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2017-11-

16/meaning-sharp-power. 
135 Nye, J.S.Jr., "How Sharp Power Threatens Soft Power", Foreign Affairs, January 24, 2018, URL: 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-01-24/how-sharp-power-threatens-soft-power. 
136Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-

0819-9, page 141. 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2017-11-16/meaning-sharp-power
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2017-11-16/meaning-sharp-power
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-01-24/how-sharp-power-threatens-soft-power
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the flag” phenomenon. Given current political trends on the island, the success of a 

Chinese limited aim strategy against Taiwan is largely unwarranted. The military option 

for taking-over Taiwan, given its cost and the uncertainties surrounding its potential 

success, is the least preferred one in Beijing. So China, for the time being, relies on this 

less-than-satisfactory strategy.  

(3) Mearsheimer argues that limited aims strategy often escalate to full scale war as

soon as they are not likely to achieve the results sought by the attacker, who fails to

achieve its objective despite limited successes. Regarding Taiwan, China may resort to

unlimited force when it acknowledges that its limited strategies, although they

progressively squeeze Taiwan, have failed to lead to unification.

China’s limited aims strategy challenges Taiwan to check its progression before it 

reaches the threshold of armed confrontation. Let us now detail each front China has 

opened, as part of its limited-aims strategies, to gradually erode Taiwan’s deterrence. 

4.1.2 China’s Unlimited strategy – War option 

Mearsheimer views deterrence as “a function of the specific strategy available to the 

potential attacker”. According to him, in a deterrence situation, any potential attacker 

would have to choose between 3 strategies: the attrition strategy, the limited-aims 

strategy and the blitzkrieg.  

We have already determined that China is using a limited-aims strategy as a means to 

erode Taiwan’s deterrence and standing as a sovereign nation. While these have led to 

some successes, challengers – Mearsheimer argues – have a strong tendency to prefer

decisive victory over limited gains. In other words, successful conduct of limited-aims

strategies can increase strategic appetite by emboldening the challenger’s decision-

making circles and induce them to opt for war. 

China has no interest in engaging in an attrition strategy against Taiwan. Thus, and 

according to Mearsheimer, deterrence is greatly enhanced when a challenger believes 

that it will have to face a war of attrition, mainly because its protracted nature entails 

extremely high costs. The attrition strategy, in a neutral security environment for China, 

would have been an interesting strategy against Taiwan despite its costs because the 

PLA is much more powerful than the ROC military. The PLA would have destroyed 

the Taiwanese military in a series of set-piece battle and would have occupied the island 

relatively easily.  

But this option is off the table: Taiwan’s key security partners, first of which the U.S. 

and less importantly Japan, are strong and would not stay complacent very long in a 

case of a lengthy cross-strait war and would very likely support Taiwan’s war effort. 

The situation would turn into a Chinese debacle in a matter of weeks with all the dire 

consequences for China’s stability, image and CCP’s power. So China does not have 

the strength for a fight like this.  
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Then, if China really wants to put an end to Taiwan’s existence as a separate political 

entity, it does not have other choice than to execute such a war of quick duration. If 

Taiwan is taken fast, China can present the international community with a fait accompli, 

hope to avoid internal instability as well as the intervention of the United States and 

Japan or push them back from a captured Taiwan should it occur nonetheless. 

Conversely, acting slow would mean for the PLA that it allows both the U.S. and 

Taiwan’s militaries to show greater resilience and to cooperate directly, which would 

be tantamount to an almost certain Chinese failure.  

According to one PLA internal publication quoted by Easton, “Ethnic separatists forces, 

religious fanatics, terrorists might join together with foreign forces (…) cause trouble 

and plan terrorist activities. So a decisive campaign would be an effective way to reduce 

the “chain reaction effect” created others with this chance to intervene, interfere, and 

influence our internal affairs”137 

So the strategic situation in the Taiwan Strait dictates China to resort to a blitzkrieg. For 

Morgan, a blitzkrieg is about “victory not by physically overwhelming forces and seizing 

territory until enemy surrendered but by slicing through and bypassing those forces to 

disrupt their rear areas, cut them off from support systems, isolate and disorient them. 

Spread panic and disarray in command and communications, promote debilitating 

retreats and instill psychological paralysis, the collapse, not physical defeat of enemy 

forces and a political collapse of organized resistance”(Morgan, Deterrence now, 

2003).138  In a blitzkrieg, according to Mearsheimer, success is obtained when the 

attacker succeeds to pierce the defensive lines, sever lines of communications, 

information moves and nodal points in its rear and disrupt its fighting network, thus 

paralyzing the defender. The blitzkrieg relies on the mobility and speed inherent of an 

armored force to defeat an opponent decisively without a series of bloody battles. If 

everything works fine, blitzkriegs produce cheap military victories. To achieve this, the 

PLA will need mass and velocity.139 

For Mearsheimer, “on the modern battlefield, the blitzkrieg is the ideal tool for 

achieving a quick victory at a low cost. Therefore, if a potential attacker (China) 

believes that it can successfully launch a “Blitzkrieg” on a defender (Taiwan), 

deterrence is very likely to fail. It is even more so if the potential attacker enjoys a 

clear numeric advantage in forces and political support for the military option at home. 

Both apply already to China and this is worrisome for Taiwan.  

In a neutral setting, deterrence is likely to fail whenever the challenger has an 

overwhelmingly advantage in forces (like China against Taiwan). Hopefully for Taiwan, 

its deterrence posture is supported by the U.S. and Japan, whereas China would stand 

alone in the fight if it becomes lengthier. Therefore, China’s clear advantage in force 

                                                 
137Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 193. 
138Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence Now”, Cambridge University Press, 2003, ISBN 0521822572. 
139Mearsheimer, John J., “Conventional Deterrence”, Cornell University Press, 1983, ISBN 0-8014-

1569-1, page 212. 
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does not constitute a significant “plus” if China considers it cannot unleash a blitzkrieg 

over Taiwan because of the fear of a lengthy fight and a third party intervention. Unable 

to effect a blitzkrieg, China will be deterred anyway.  
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4.2 China’s Limited-aims Strategy and Short-of-war 

Pressures 

“In the Taiwan Strait, everything is political.” 

Cole, 2018140 

4.2.1 China’s Political Warfare is a “Big stick” 

4.2.1.1 Undermine Taiwan’s Governance and Democracy 

Despite the thin rapprochement operated between the CCP and the KMT when it was 

in charge in Taiwan and China’s attempts to win hearts and minds in Taiwan, political 

talks remained off the table, support for unification on the island kept plunging and 

Taiwan’s national identification kept rising. The CCP realized that it had failed to make 

unification attractive to the Taiwanese, whose preferences are reflected by their voting 

behavior.  

China understood that the island’s democracy is a stumbling block on the road to

unification141. The conduct of free elections in Taiwan forbids China to strike a deal

with the government of Taiwan off the back of the Taiwanese. In addition, China was 

upset by the landslide of the Taiwan-centric DPP during the 2016 elections in Taiwan,

making any government-to-government arrangement on the question of unification

impossible. Put differently, the CCP is unable to win the hearts and minds of the 

Taiwanese, and it cannot bypass their preferences by striking a deal with a friendly

government on the island due to the democratic nature of Taiwan.

For Cole, “Thus, as long as democracy continues to function in Taiwan, it will be very 

difficult to achieve the goal of unification. If Taiwan’s democracy remains legitimate in 

the eyes of the Taiwanese, it will be hard to convince them that an alternative system, 

especially the one of China, is worthy to embrace.”(Cole, 2016)142 Hence the need for 

China to undermine and delegitimize Taiwan’s democracy, as a way to reverse the trend. 

If it is impossible to convince the Taiwanese that unification with China is a desirable 

option, the CCP figured out it could try the other way around by undermining Taiwan 

government’s performance, and discredit democracy in the eyes of the Taiwanese.143 

The ideal tool? Unrestricted political warfare. The goal? Undermine Taiwan’s 

governance by opening a front as broad as possible while creating more incentives for 

140Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 74. 
141 The « firewall » Cole talks about, see in: Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – 

the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, page 48. 
142 Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 65. 
143 Ibid. 
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unification, or failing to achieve unification, encourage societal chaos.144 Currently, all 

efforts go at once.  

Due to the high number of actors mobilized in China and Taiwan, it is hard to determine 

who exactly does what for influencing opinions and political developments in Taiwan. 

The multitude of fronts opened by China create the advantage of complicating and 

diluting Taiwan’s responses. Therefore, unless Taiwan spends considerably more 

resources on the matter, it will be very difficult to counter all of the CCP’s political 

warfare.  

4.2.1.2 People and Organizations Involved in China 

It is next to impossible to exactly know who is in charge of China’s political warfare 

against Taiwan. For Stokes and Hsiao, “No single authority, with the exception of the 

Politburo Standing Committee, appears to enjoy an exclusive monopoly over political 

warfare.”145Due to the CCP’s indoctrination, China’s political warfare effort against 

Taiwan appears to be shared among all layers of the Chinese society, media, businesses 

and government agencies. Chinese students abroad relay the point of view of the CCP 

on Taiwan,146 even overseas Chinese are used as covert agents in their countries of 

residence and try to influence perception and manipulate foreign government actions 

about Taiwan.147 To various extent, most western views on Taiwan today are penetrated 

by China’s propaganda. 

For Cole, besides the PLA, the most significant CCP organizations which play a role in 

political warfare against Taiwan include:148 

- The Ministry of State Security, which minds about clandestine and undercover

operations;

- The United Front Work Department (created under Mao under the maxim: “rally

our true friends to attack our true enemies”), a nexus of organizations in China 

and overseas attempting to influence foreign policy-making by supporting

China interests and friendly politicians as well as by sponsoring China friendly

144Cole, J.M., "China Acting on ‘Lebanonization’ Threat against Taiwan", Taiwan Sentinel, May 8, 

2018, URL: https://sentinel.tw/china-acting-on-lebanization-threat-against-taiwan/. 
145Stokes, M., Hsiao, R., “The People’s Liberation Army General Political Department – Political 

Warfare with Chinese Characteristics”, The Project 2049 Institute, Arlington V.A, 2013, page 40, URL: 

https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-

warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/. 
146Cole, J.M., "Do Chinese Students Threaten Free Speech at Universities Abroad?", Taiwan Sentinel, 

February 17, 2017, URL: https://sentinel.tw/prc-students-free-speech/. 
147Eades, M., "China’s ‘United Front’ Seeks to Undermine U.S. Support for Taiwan", International 

Policy Digest, September 11, 2017, URL: https://intpolicydigest.org/2017/09/11/china-s-united-front-

seeks-to-undermine-u-s-support-for-taiwan/. 
148Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 74. 

https://sentinel.tw/china-acting-on-lebanization-threat-against-taiwan/
https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
https://sentinel.tw/prc-students-free-speech/
https://intpolicydigest.org/2017/09/11/china-s-united-front-seeks-to-undermine-u-s-support-for-taiwan/
https://intpolicydigest.org/2017/09/11/china-s-united-front-seeks-to-undermine-u-s-support-for-taiwan/
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research and academia. It comprises thousands of businesses, organizations, 

groups, charities, foundations and individuals. A lot operate openly in Taiwan; 

- The Ministry of Education monitors actions of Chinese students overseas

(especially when it comes to silence Taiwan’s related manifestations);

- The State Council Information Office (SCIO) surveys the PRC’s and foreign

media outlets in China and enforces censorship so that sensitive subjects (about,

for example, Taiwan) are covered in accordance to officials guidance. It works

in tandem with the CCP Propaganda Department, the State Administration for

Film, Radio and Television, the State Council’s Ministry of the Industry and

Information Technology, the Publishing Administration, the State Press. The

result is that few information coming out of China depart from the Party line;

As we just have seen, the PLA is just one organization in a multitude of actors in charge 

of political warfare, but its influence remains key. For Cole, “Even though these 

activities [China’s political warfare] are not overtly belligerent (…) the involvement of 

PLA intelligence officers in this whole enterprise should leave little doubts as to the 

ultimate intentions of such endeavors.”149 

The People’s Liberation Army is not a regular army in the western understanding of the

term. It is not primarily at the service of the Chinese state but at the one of the CCP (the

Party-state). It is the armed wing of the CCP and accordingly, it carries the mission of

strengthening its influence domestically and overseas by spreading propaganda

(through intelligence organs, domestic and international coverage, PLA think-tanks150

and other propagandists). Against Taiwan, the PLA propaganda effort is also served by

its modernization itself, which has an impact in terms of psychological warfare by

lowering the Taiwanese defense spirit.   

Within the PLA, the Political Work Department and the Liaison Department (GDP/LD 

– director: Zhang Yang) oversees the PLA’s propaganda. Guided by the concept of the

“Three Warfares”, the GDP/LD’s mission is to disrupt the integrity of international 

coalitions and targets individuals and organizations considered to be China’s enemies. 

Its doctrinal principle of “aligning with friends and disintegrating enemies”,151 is in line 

with the CCP’s efforts to shape perceptions at home and abroad in order to advance 

China’s interests. Taiwan is where most of the GPD/LD efforts are directed, with the 

mission of undermining the legitimacy of its leaders and the health of democracy. 

According to Stokes and Hsiao, the GDP/LD does so by engaging in a “coercive 

149Ibid.  
150 Like the China Institute for International and Strategic Studies and the China Foundation for 

International Strategic Studies, More info: Mattis, P., "China's Three Warfares in Perspective", 

Warontherocks, January 30, 2018, URL: https://warontherocks.com/2018/01/chinas-three-warfares-

perspective/.  
151 Stokes, M., Hsiao, R., “The People’s Liberation Army General Political Department – Political 

Warfare with Chinese Characteristics”, The Project 2049 Institute, Arlington V.A, 2013, page 41, URL: 

https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-

warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/. 

https://warontherocks.com/2018/01/chinas-three-warfares-perspective/
https://warontherocks.com/2018/01/chinas-three-warfares-perspective/
https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
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persuasion campaign intended to reframe international perceptions of “One China” 

and undermine Taiwan’s legitimacy within the international community (…), [the] 

GPD/LD appears focused on creating the conditions for early initiation of cross-Strait 

political negotiations on terms favorable to the CCP.”152 The GDP/LD also functions 

like a Russian doll composed of several layers of sub-organizations including “party 

organs, state bureaucracies, military communities, commercial enterprises and 

informal networks of prominent elites.(Stokes-Hsiao, 2013)153 

This makes that, in Taiwan, many of the GDP/LD proxies are engaged in perfectly 

legitimate business. “Under the principle of “using foreign strength to propagandize 

for China,” the GPD/LD seeks to build and sustain friendly relations with prominent 

opinion leaders who may be willing and capable of influencing public discourse in a 

manner conducive to Beijing’s political-military interests”(Stokes-Hsiao, 2013)154 . 

Many of the individuals involved in this charm offensive, according to Cole, are or were 

PLA intelligence officers.155 

For demonstrating the scale of China’s propaganda effort, Cole also listed some of the 

numerous organizations present in Taiwan which he believes are working for the 

GDP/LD156: 

- The China Association for International Friendly Contact (CAIFC) and the 

China Energy Fund Committee (CEFC) spread Chinese propaganda during trips, 

conferences, forums and “cultural events”, where Taiwanese politicians, 

academics and younger people are invited. For Cole, “These endeavors, which 

come with free travel and sponsorship, encourage self-censorship among those

on the Taiwan side who are keen to participate or to receive funding for future 

activities. The CEFC has an office in the Taipei 101 building where it operates 

under the name China Ocean Fuel Oil Co. Ltd.”(Cole, 2016)157

- Art galleries, temples (Fo Guang Shan Foundation for Buddhist Culture and

Education), businesses (the Chinese have tried to buy Taiwanese banks for

money laundering) and universities in Taiwan. For Cole, “Culture, tea, 

literature, graphic arts, cinema, and Buddhism have all provided a façade that

could facilitate political warfare and a convenient means to penetrate

Taiwanese society.”

- The Peace and Development Research Center, the National Society of Taiwan

Studies, the China Painting Academy for Friendly Contact, the China

152 Ibid. 
153 Ibid. 
154 Ibid. 
155“One example is Wang Shu, chief executive officer of China Huayi Broadcasting Corp (CHBC), who 

co-organized in 2014 a salon titled Promoting Cultural Integration and Increasing Cultural Identity in 

Fuzhou. Wang was the commander of GPD 311 base (61716 Unit)”, a leading organizations engaged 

propaganda directed against Taiwan before it was merged within the PLA Strategic Support Force in 

2017. Read more in Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” 

Routledge, 2017, page 68. 
156 Ibid. 67. 
157 Ibid. 
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Unification Promotion Party, the Concentric Patriotism Association, the 

Alliance for Unification of China, the Chinese Democratic Progressive Party, 

the Cross Strait Integration Society, the Bank of China and Industrial & 

Commercial Bank of China…; 

- And many, many others, most of them probably still unknown by Taiwanese

intelligence officers. Identifying all of them is impossible.158

For Stokes and Hsiao, it is difficult to estimate the effectiveness of China’s infiltration 

of Taiwan for political warfare purposes159. But the scale of what has been discovered 

already is impressive, and the hidden part of the iceberg is likely to be much bigger. 

Let’s now turn to China’s proxies in Taiwan.   

4.2.1.3 China’s Fifth Column in Taiwan 

For Cole, “as with the “onion layers” of CCP political warfare against Taiwan, pro-

Beijing criminal organizations also form a constellation of interlocking and 

overlapping interests that is difficult to draw a complete picture of, which serves to 

confuse counterintelligence agencies, law enforcement, and investigative 

journalists.”(Cole, 2016)160 

Beijing tries to undermine Taiwan’s democracy by collaborating with different groups

and individuals in Taiwan. Those act as a relay for China’s disinformation campaign

and dissemination of fake-news against Taiwan, either by political actions (directed 

against the Tsai Ing-wen administration, for example, regarding the pension reform) or

influence in social and traditional media. Like the Chinese actors cited above, they are

trying to corrupt Taiwan’s democracy as well as to influence and manipulate

perceptions on the island in order to soften Taiwan’s resistance and make unification a

less difficult task. 

China’s “local proxies” (Cole), or ideological allies in Taiwan include academics, 

journalists, local politicians, officials and gangsters. These persons, who usually favor 

unification and therefore should have a marginal existence in Taiwan politics, are 

recruited through bribes and/or promises of empowerment.161 In exchange, their task is 

158 Cole adds: “In May 2015, Taiwan’s National Security Bureau (NSB) revealed that its agents had 

discovered more than 100 Chinese offices that were operating illegally in Taiwan, with some reportedly 

engaging in activities that threaten national security (espionage, political warfare, recruitment, 

channels to move money around). There are only the ones that were discovered. There are likely many, 

many others.” See Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” 

Routledge, 2017, page 168. 
159Stokes, M., Hsiao, R., “The People’s Liberation Army General Political Department – Political 

Warfare with Chinese Characteristics”, The Project 2049 Institute, Arlington V.A, 2013, page 42, URL: 

https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-

warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/.  
160Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 85. 
161 Ibid. 80. 

https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
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to frame the CCP’s line on Taiwan: defending the island is a lost cause, unification is 

inevitable, China’s model is worthy to embrace, etc. Here again, Cole provided a list of 

Taiwanese individuals he suspects are working closely with China:162 

- Hung Hsiu-chu (unfortunate KMT candidate to the 2016 presidential elections,

pro-China in a stereotyped manner, very unpopular in Taiwan) – she doesn't

appear in Cole’s list but I find her name worth mentioning after her post-

election repeated trips to China and her refusal to change its line on Taiwan

despite the fact that it hinders her chances to weigh politically;

- Lien Chan (prominent KMT figure, deep blue, very conservative);

- Hau Pei Tsun & Wu Poh-hsiung (old KMT hardliners, deep blue);

- Yok Mu-ming (New Party – deep blue hardliner)

- Hsu Li-nung (Taiwan New Alliance Association, former director of China’s

General Political Warfare Department);

- Other pro-unification figures;

- Community leaders: acting as “go-betweens” for Chinese officials and money,

serve as unofficial means of getting into contact with Taiwan’s grassroots.

Engage in “bloc voting” and vote buying, all founded by China, pressure

Taiwanese legislators. In exchange, they get bribes, promises of support in their

businesses and free trips to China;

- Again, many other people, organizations, and marginal political parties (CUPP,

PRP, Blue Sky Alliance);

Beijing has also relied on Taiwanese business moguls, some of them being pro-China, 

to spread its word. During elections, those have repeatedly promised economic

catastrophe if the DPP was elected (given China’s detestation of this party). On other

occasions, they have criticized Taiwan’s political regime or advocated the recognition

of the 1992 consensus, with Terry Gou (郭台銘) (one of Taiwan’s richest individuals) 

saying that “Democracy doesn’t put food on the table.”163 For Cole, “if they might not

agree with BJ’s ideology or support unification (most do not), business tycoons can 

often make decisions – or influence decisions by the Taiwanese government – that play 

right into BJ’s strategy. In the end, their actions can narrow Taiwan’s maneuvering 

room and limit the ability of its people to determine their future.”(Cole, 2016)164 

Chinese espionage is another problem Taiwan is struggling with and it has several 

implications. Of course, for commonly accepted reasons, espionage is a problem of 

national security. But it also has bad consequences on Taiwan’s reputation, especially 

in the U.S. where policy-makers are reluctant to offer military equipment of the highest 

technological level for fear that hard-kept secrets would fall in Chinese hands on their 

way to Taiwan.  

Targeted people in Taiwan include former generals from the ROC military. These 

elderly still have excellent political and military connections in Taiwan and, very often, 

162 Ibid. 
163 Ibid. 72. 
164 Ibid. 74. 
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they are from an old generation of mainlanders which political views are susceptible to 

be compatible with the deep-blue camp. Hence, they are easy targets for China’s 

GDP/LD and other United Front Work’s proxy organizations. There are many cases of 

Taiwanese retired high-ranking officers visiting China and meeting with their Chinese 

counterparts, during which the risk of leakage of sensible information is high. On 

February 2, 2011, Taiwanese General Lo Hsien-Che was arrested and accused to be 

responsible of a massive leak of Taiwanese military secrets to China.165 In 2014 alone, 

15 alleged spy cases surfaced, 90% of which involved active and retired military 

personnel.166 

On the island, even when spies are uncovered and trialed, the leniency of condemnations 

does not play for a strong deterrent against spying activities, whereas China has been 

bribing a lot of people, and offers a lot of money. For Mattis, “from 2006 to the present, 

more than 40 Taiwanese citizens were prosecuted for espionage and espionage-related 

crimes involving China”, adding that “Taiwan has made several substantial efforts to 

improve security—including trip reporting and routine polygraphs for personnel with 

sensitive access as well as boosting its counterintelligence staff—and serious offenders 

can, but not always, receive heavy prison sentences.”167 Among other actions, Taiwan’s 

government is now requiring government to obtain government approval prior to 

transiting through an airport in China.  

We turn now to the darker side of the CCP political warfare against the island with its 

links to organized crime. Actors include criminal organizations such as the triads

(traditionally pro-unification and worked in pair with the KMT during the White Terror),

which, like any other mafia, live in a grey zone and rely on both legitimate and

prohibited businesses. Accordingly their political action has both a legal and an illegal 

side. As Cole writes, “their ideology [is] moneymaking”168 and, we add, corruption in

politics is their hallmark. Some Taiwanese people with links to criminality are current 

politicians, which brings them influence over decision-making in Taiwan. Others, less 

visible, do not hesitate to resort to violence, with Cole referring to these “men in black

shirts [who] often intimidate political candidates and their supporters, remove political 

flags and banners, and play a role in vote buying – and that’s when they are not running 

for office themselves.”(Cole, 2016)169 

China’s goal goes through the creation of a “fake civil society” by encouraging 

(meaning, offering material benefits) professional agitators to create public disorder and 

165 Ibid. 
166 Enav, P., “Improving readiness into Taiwan’s military”, Thinking-Taiwan.com, September 7, 2015: 

http://thinking-taiwan.com/improving-readiness-in-the-taiwanese-military/. 
167Mattis, "China’s Espionage against Taiwan (Part I): Analysis of Recent Operations", China Brief 

Volume: 14 Issue: 21, The Jamestown Foundation, November 7, 2014, URL: 

https://jamestown.org/program/chinas-espionage-against-taiwan-part-i-analysis-of-recent-operations/. 
168Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 82. 
169Ibid. 83. 

http://thinking-taiwan.com/improving-readiness-in-the-taiwanese-military/
https://jamestown.org/program/chinas-espionage-against-taiwan-part-i-analysis-of-recent-operations/
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give the impression that a “permanent crisis” (Cole) is at play in Taiwan.170 Those thugs 

typically resort to physical violence during protests in an attempt to create and spread a 

perception of chaos. For example, during the Sunflower Movement in 2014, students 

occupying the Legislative Yuan in Taipei were threatened by mobsters. These actions 

also seek to degrade the legitimacy and effectiveness of Taiwan’s government actions 

and thereby erode public support towards the Tsai administration. These efforts are 

intensifying since Ma Ying-jeou stepped down from office, at a time when the CCP 

realized that it would be worthy to cooperate with covert forces rather than the 

Taiwanese government to encourage unification. 

The Bamboo Union is representative of these people and organizations. Its boss, Zhang 

Anle (張安樂), also known as the “White Wolf” is a former gangster and drug dealer 

who stayed in China until 2013 where he made close friends with influential CCP 

members in order to escape prison on the island. After he came back to Taiwan, he was 

freed after payment of a hefty bail (1 million NTDs), paid by other people who secured 

his return to Taiwan. For Cole, it appears that the money could have been furnished by 

China’s Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO), the official PRC agency in charge of relations 

with Taiwan (among many unofficial others) – therefore, there is a high chance that 

Zhang receives directions from the same organization. Since he is back, he engaged in 

all types of pro-unification actions in Taiwan and gangster politics resumed with the 

assault by gang members the same year of Taiwanese militants against the visit of 

China’s TAO minister Zhang Zhijun (张志军). Later on, Zhang supported the KMT 

candidate Hung Hsiu-chiu (洪秀柱), and protested against her eviction in favor of Eric 

Chu (朱立倫 )due to the unpopularity of its deep-blue stance. Zhang has a lot of 

connections in Taiwanese politics (for example, to Ma Ying-jeou’s family), making him 

a credible relay for pro-unification discourse.171 

Interestingly for our subject about political warfare, a recent article in The Diplomat 

Magazine, written by Yun Xia172, a Chinese Ph.D. candidate in the U.S., reported 

Zhang’s “eloquence on stage”, his resemblance to a “college professor” and praised him

as incarnating a “moderate” line in Taiwan although his past and present actions suggest 

the stark opposite. The whole article painted the Unification Party in the brightest light. 

So much honor for a former drug dealer and gangster seemed to be too much to be 

totally honest.   

Other examples of pro-China thugs include Zhang Xiuye (張秀葉), the founding member 

of the Concentric Patriotism Association (pro-CCP), which has been accused of 

harassment and assault on demonstrators, policemen, and bystanders. Other actions of 

pro-China groups have made the headlines such as in 2017 when (then) elected 

members of Hong Kong’s Legislative Council Nathan Law, Eddie Chu and Edward Yiu 

170Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 227, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
171Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 84. 
172 Read: Xia, Y., "The White Wolf of Taiwan", The Diplomat, September 18, 2017, URL: 

https://thediplomat.com/2017/09/the-white-wolf-of-taiwan/. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
https://thediplomat.com/2017/09/the-white-wolf-of-taiwan/
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as well as Demosisto Secretary-General Joshua Wong were violently assaulted by 

mobsters, claiming their opposition to what they consider as “the confluence of Taiwan 

independence and Hong Kong independence”173. The event served Beijing propaganda 

as the CCP mouthpieces depicted the scene as a demonstration of the unpopularity of 

Taiwan and Hong-Kong pro-independence programs. 

 “This entire underground network serves as a quasi-parallel government upon which 

the CCP can depend to achieve its political goals.” 

Cole, 2016174 

4.2.1.4 Strikes on Psychology and Cognition 

According to China’s 2015 defense white paper, “the Taiwan issue bears on China’s 

reunification and long-term development, and reunification is an inevitable trend in the 

course of national rejuvenation.”175 

This sentence highlights the subtle message the CCP is repeating to the global audience: 

Taiwan is part of China, the fate of the two sides of the Taiwan Strait is to unify and 

resistance is futile. The aim of the whole enterprise is to weaken in Taiwan’s democratic 

system, breaking morale, encourage political polarization and division within the 

Taiwanese society as well as to hinder consensual voices and call for unity in Taiwan. 

China’s political warfare tries to enforce in Taiwan and abroad the view that unification 

is an inevitable trend. This “inevitability” also reflects the Chinese point of view that

Taiwan being part of China is an unquestionable, messianic, truth. In China, arguing

the opposite can be severely punished, which explains the frequent impermeability there

towards different opinions on the matter, especially foreign ones. Opinions which go

opposite to the CCP line about Taiwan will be brandished as anti-China, emanating 

from Western imperialist thinking and aiming at containing China’s rise. In other words,

the CCP tries to persuade the global audience that it is not its saber-rattling behavior

that precipitates troubles in the Taiwan Strait, but ill-intentioned foreigners and a 

minority of “splittists” in Taiwan. The current and natural trend of Taiwan’s identity 

dynamics drifting away from China is simply ignored.176The combination of China’s 

closing itself from different opinion, the national brainwashing in education and media 

about the inevitability of unification as well as the on-going cultivation of such a 

discourse about Taiwan are encouraging grave misunderstanding between Taiwanese 

173Ho, M.C., "Mafia Fifth Column in Taiwan: The Significance of Mobster Attacks on Hong Kong’s 

Opposition Politicians", Taiwan Sentinel, January 9, 2017, URL: https://sentinel.tw/mafia-fifth-column-

taiwan/. 
174Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 86. 
175 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 236, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov/. 
176Cabestan J.P., Vermander B., « La Chine en quête de ses frontières, la confrontation Chine-Taiwan, » 

Sciences Po – Les Presses, Paris, 2005, page 68. 

https://sentinel.tw/mafia-fifth-column-taiwan/
https://sentinel.tw/mafia-fifth-column-taiwan/
http://www.uscc.gov/
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being attached to their sovereignty and self-convinced Chinese, thus creating a powder 

keg. 

“The vehemence with which the Chinese hold and express such beliefs (“laws of 

nature”) can therefore be very convincing to foreign interlocutors. It also makes trying 

to reason with them, and, even worse, disagreeing with them a most onerous 

affair.”(Cole, 2016)177 

China probably expects, by acting on its words, that Taiwanese and foreigners alike will 

buy into its narrative. And China is scoring points on the matter: despite the fact that 

Western countries share democracy with Taiwan, ignorance about the island’s political 

dynamics and/or self-censorship for fear of angering Beijing dominate. 

This is how, in May 2018, Australian local authorities “preventively” erased a 

Taiwanese flag that two young Taiwan-born siblings had painted on a bull statue 

displayed for a beef industry event in Queensland.178 The experience served as a painful 

reminder to the Taiwanese of another Australian misadventure one year before at a 

Kimberley Process meeting in Perth, where the Chinese delegation noisily required that 

the Taiwanese participants were forced to leave, and it worked. It seems surrealist that 

the CCP propaganda influences the west so much that local authorities themselves 

bandwagon Beijing’s line, but China’s political warfare achieved it. Foreign authorities 

usually reason that such actions are in line with their One China policy, repeating that 

such policy equals the recognition that Taiwan is a part of China. But it is generally not 

the case, with most countries “acknowledging”, or “taking note” of China’s position of 

considering Taiwan as part of its territory. The difference is large, thus there is generally 

nothing which obligates foreign businesses and governments alike to abide by China’s 

vision on the matter.  

Besides, the Chinese Communist Party can count on traditional media to spread 

propaganda in Taiwan. Beijing’s message is spread everywhere, and it requires 

considerable attention by the Taiwanese to separate real information from the rest.  

According to Mattis, organizations within the United Front such as the Chinese People’s 

Political Consultative Conference or China Global Television Network gather 

thousands of journalists, propagandists and military officers alike. These gather a 

formidable influence on world media. By duplicating China’s propaganda, is not rare 

for Western media outlets to present the green camp in Taiwan as being anti-China. 

Taiwan’s media conglomerates which have powerful interests in China are also targeted 

by the CCP. Cole cites Tsai Eng-meng’s (蔡衍明–the richest man on Taiwan, currently 

lives in Shanghai) Want China Times Group, which owns the popular and pro-China 

newspaper China Times, Shibao Zhoukan and the channel CtiTV. For Cole, these 

outlets “enforced self-censorship and very much toe BJ’s line on matters pertaining to 

cross-strait relations. This caused a marked deterioration in quality and strong 

                                                 
177 Ibid. 
178 BBC News, "Taiwanese flag on bull artwork painted over in Australia", May 9, 2018, URL: 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-44049224. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-44049224
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alignment on the KMT and Beijing.”(Cole, 2016)179Taiwan’s media outlets influenced 

by China, either the press or T.V., engage in fabrication, and slander to target the green 

camp, progressive forces and other media critical of China. When editors working for 

publications owned by China’s or pro-China’s conglomerates depart from Beijing’s line, 

they can be punished through denial of advertisement revenue, or forced resignation.180 

Taiwan’s outlets China does not control also engage in self-censorship if they want to 

access the Chinese market. Taiwan’s independent media’s lack the financial strength 

and audience to compete against media outlets fed by Beijing’s money. The more China 

controls media outlets in Taiwan, the less space there is for investigative journalism and 

for people whose opinion go opposite to the CCP line. 

For disinformation purposes, China has also been disseminating bots in social networks 

(Line, Facebook, and WeChat) as well as content farms181 which saturate Taiwanese’s 

newsfeeds with catchy titled fake news, baseless attacks against the Tsai administration 

and other pro-China posts.182 For Cole, a “recent example was a photograph circulated 

in Chinese media and on the Chinese air force’s Sina Weibo microblog in December 

2016 purporting to show a PLAAF H-6K bomber flying near Taiwan’s Yushan. 

Taiwan’s defense ministry denied this was true, but one can justifiably ask how many 

people worldwide will have seen that denial.”183 

More generally, the PLAAF “encirclement patrols” of Taiwan are just another 

propaganda means for China (which warned Taiwan that it would regularize such 

drills)184 to intimidate Taiwanese and signal their newfound military capabilities (the 

same goes for China’s aircraft carrier – Liaoning CV-16 –drills). In order to avoid 

relaying China’s psychological warfare, Taiwan’s Ministry of National Defense (MND) 

has declared that it will no longer publicize China’s military aircrafts incursions in 

Taipei’s Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ).185 

Often, China concentrates its “fire” on security subjects, aiming at intimidating the 

Taiwanese by exaggerating Taiwan’s weaknesses compared to China’s strengths. 

                                                 
179Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 76. 
180 Ibid. 77. 
181“The term refers to websites or web-based companies that seek profits through attracting a large 

number of page views. Content farms run large amounts of articles on their websites, which are 

promoted through accounts under their control, and sent via communication apps to a wide range of 

app users. Many of these users forward the articles to others without reading them through, thus 

becoming accomplices in disseminating fake news”. Read the whole story: Ying, Y.L., "China’s Hybrid 

Warfare and Taiwan", The Diplomat, January 13, 2018, URL: https://thediplomat.com/2018/01/chinas-

hybrid-warfare-and-taiwan/. 
182Duncan, D., "Beijing using social networks to wage psychological warfare on Taiwanese netizens: 

researcher", Taiwan News, March 31, 2018, URL: 

https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3394968?platform=hootsuite. 
183Cole J.M., "China Intensifies Disinformation Campaign against Taiwan", Taiwan Sentinel, January 

19, 2017, URL: https://sentinel.tw/china-disinformation-tw/.  
184EFE-EPA, "Chinese army warns Taiwan that it will regularize air patrols", December 28, 2017, 

URL: https://www.efe.com/efe/english/portada/chinese-army-warns-taiwan-that-it-will-regularize-air-

patrols/50000260-3478388.  
185Strong, M., "Taiwan military will no longer publicize Chinese incursions", December 20, 2017, 

URL: https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3324727.  

https://thediplomat.com/2018/01/chinas-hybrid-warfare-and-taiwan/
https://thediplomat.com/2018/01/chinas-hybrid-warfare-and-taiwan/
https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3394968?platform=hootsuite
https://sentinel.tw/china-disinformation-tw/
https://www.efe.com/efe/english/portada/chinese-army-warns-taiwan-that-it-will-regularize-air-patrols/50000260-3478388
https://www.efe.com/efe/english/portada/chinese-army-warns-taiwan-that-it-will-regularize-air-patrols/50000260-3478388
https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3324727


DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

Hugo Tierny 74 NCCU 

Taking advantage of the PLA’s (incomplete) modernization and growing (but untested) 

capabilities, China’s attempt to shape perceptions also goes through exaggerating 

unproven but popularly assumed Taiwanese military weaknesses in order to encourage 

pessimism on the island. Here again, Cole established a list, and here are some 

elements:186 

- “That Taiwanese military has lost its quantitative and qualitative advantage in 

the Taiwan Strait and that the military gap will only continue to widen in 

China’s favor (…and therefore that it is useless to buy new weapons); 

- Taiwanese soldiers would drop their weapons the moment PLA forces landed 

on the beaches (…because Taiwanese are a “soft” people and can easily be 

bought); 

- The military is corrupt (with orchestration of visits in PRC of retired ROC 

military servants) and completely penetrated by Chinese intelligence agents 

(with media exposure of spying cases even when they were successfully 

discovered by the Taiwanese to augment the belief of a Taiwanese military filled 

with spies); 

- Taiwan would “fall” before the U.S. could intervene; 

- The U.S., is overstretched, unwilling/unable to counter the growing threat of 

China’s Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) capabilities and unwilling to risk 

nuclear war with China over the defense of Taiwan;” 

Examples of Chinese propaganda over security subjects also encompass PLA’s heavily 

mediatized drills. In 2015, two of them involved an assault on an airfield resembling 

Taiwan’s Taichung airport and Taipei’s presidential palace. The day after, pictures of 

the drill were everywhere, most likely out of an effort to damage the morale of 

Taiwanese. For Cole, publishing such pictures “strikes at the heart of what is 

recognizable to ordinary Taiwanese—downtown Taipei. By making the threat more 

recognizable and immediate than missiles fired off Taiwan’s northern and southern tips, 

or drills simulating an amphibious assault, Beijing may hope to engage ordinary 

Taiwanese not at the intellectual and abstract level, but on an emotional one”(Cole, 

2016)187. The same goes for China’s maintaining a very high number of short range 

ballistic missile aimed at Taiwan along China’s coast, and other deployments of military 

assets along China’s coast.  

 

                                                 
186 Find the complete list in Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of 

peace?” Routledge, 2017, page 160. 
187Chun, H.W., "Palace Intrigue: Chinese Soldiers Storm Replica of Taiwan Presidential Office", The 

Wall Street Journal, July 23, 2015, URL: https://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2015/07/23/palace-

intrigue-chinese-soldiers-storm-replica-of-taiwan-presidential-office/.  

https://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2015/07/23/palace-intrigue-chinese-soldiers-storm-replica-of-taiwan-presidential-office/
https://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2015/07/23/palace-intrigue-chinese-soldiers-storm-replica-of-taiwan-presidential-office/
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Figure 4 Chinese military exercises pictures which circulated on the net, source: Lee. R.V., "Satellite Imagery: China 
Staging Mock Invasion of Taiwan?” The Diplomat Magazine, August 09, 2015. 

There was also the Li Kexin case, a Chinese diplomat based in Washington D.C. who 

threatened Taiwan of a military attack after the U.S. Congress passed a law authorizing

U.S. Navy port calls in Kaohsiung in late 2017. The move prompted the CCP to react, 

not to cool things down, but actually to add fuel on fire by stating that Taiwan will never 

be able to count on foreigners to assure its security.188 Other statements usually target

U.S. arms sells with Beijing warning Taiwan that efforts to prevent reunification by

gathering weaponry are “futile.”

188Reuters, "China warns Taiwan not to rely on foreigners after attack threat", December 13, 2017, 

URL: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-taiwan/china-warns-taiwan-not-to-rely-on-foreigners-

after-attack-threat-idUSKBN1E7091. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-taiwan/china-warns-taiwan-not-to-rely-on-foreigners-after-attack-threat-idUSKBN1E7091
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-taiwan/china-warns-taiwan-not-to-rely-on-foreigners-after-attack-threat-idUSKBN1E7091
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4.2.2 Isolate and Marginalize Taiwan Empirically 

4.2.2.1 The International Front 

For Hass and Medeiros, “by any metric, Taiwan is in a difficult geopolitical position. 

Pressure from China economic and military is increasing, the domestic barriers to 

sustained growth and innovation are substantial, and Taiwan’s diplomatic partners are 

fading.”189 

China’s propaganda is complemented by real blows to Taiwan, under the form of 

Chinese faits-accomplis which Taiwan cannot prevent or retaliate against. Beijing’s 

coercive pressures on Taiwan are occurring on an increasingly regular basis since the 

election of Tsai. The message addressed to the island remains the same: Taiwan is not 

a country, its government is not legitimate, and China is not bided by international law 

and common norms of conduct in its dealings with the island. This effort is supported 

by the complacency of the international community.  

China ended the so called “diplomatic truce”, a policy of diplomatic détente during the

mandates of President Ma Ying-jeou which took the form of mutual non-denial of each 

other’s existence with Taiwan and China stopping to compete in terms of diplomatic 

recognition. China has resumed its strategy of poaching Taiwan’s last diplomatic

allies(18 at this day), with the Burkina Faso being the last country to switch recognition

in May 2018 – a move that is also part of an aggressive checkbook diplomacy.190 Hsiao

picked the words of Jorge Guajardo, Mexico’s former ambassador to China, for

explaining Beijing’s message to Taiwan: Beijing’s “stealing” of Taiwan’s diplomatic 

allies is “a shot across the bow from China saying, ‘We won’t go quietly on the Taiwan 

issue, and we can get allies in other parts of the world that used to be in your

sphere.’”191Beijing does not allow dual recognition or any “two Chinas” solutions and

requires states willing to establish official ties with the PRC to give-up their relationship 

with the ROC. The CCP argues that the PRC is the successor regime to the ROC since 

1949, while it denies that the ROC continues to exist as the legitimate ruler of the island 

of Taiwan. While Taiwan argues that a recognized statehood by other states is not an 

impediment to its existence as a sovereign nation and that its unofficial relations with 

the world’s strongest power matters more than the loss of “allies” which relations has 

been deemed by many as parasitical;192 these small countries still confer diplomatic 

189 Hass, R., Medeiros, E.S., "Don't squeeze Taiwan", Brookings Institution, February 7, 2018, URL: 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/02/07/dont-squeeze-taiwan/. 
190Yu, J.M., Blanchard, B., "Taiwan says China dangled $3 billion to grab ally Dominican Republic", 

Reuters, May 1, 2018, URL: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-dominicanrepublic-

taiwan/taiwan-says-china-dangled-3-billion-to-grab-ally-dominican-republic-idUSKBN1I22LN. 
191Hsiao, R., "China's Latest Plan to Squeeze Taiwan: Steal Its Allies", The National Interest, January 

12, 2017, URL: http://nationalinterest.org/feature/beijings-latest-plan-squeeze-taiwan-steal-its-allies-

19039. 
192Thim, M., "Any strategy by Beijing to leave Taiwan stripped of allies may well backfire", South 

Morning China Post, December 28, 2016, URL: www.scmp.com/comment/insight-

opinion/article/2057672/any-strategy-beijing-leave-taiwan-stripped-allies-may-well. 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/02/07/dont-squeeze-taiwan/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-dominicanrepublic-taiwan/taiwan-says-china-dangled-3-billion-to-grab-ally-dominican-republic-idUSKBN1I22LN
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-dominicanrepublic-taiwan/taiwan-says-china-dangled-3-billion-to-grab-ally-dominican-republic-idUSKBN1I22LN
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/beijings-latest-plan-squeeze-taiwan-steal-its-allies-19039
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/beijings-latest-plan-squeeze-taiwan-steal-its-allies-19039
http://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/article/2057672/any-strategy-beijing-leave-taiwan-stripped-allies-may-well
http://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/article/2057672/any-strategy-beijing-leave-taiwan-stripped-allies-may-well
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legitimacy and have traditionally advocated for Taiwan enjoying a larger international 

space.193 

In addition and as part of a “package of sanctions” in response to president Tsai’s refusal 

to recognize the “1992 Consensus”, China suspended cross-strait communications and 

reduced the number of Chinese tourists to Taiwan194as well as Chinese students at 

Taiwan universities (cuts are sometimes as high as 50%). Likewise, China has blocked 

the participation of Taiwan in a series of international events in which it was formerly 

accepted with an observer status, like the WHA (although under a demeaning title 

hinting some forms of Chinese sovereignty over the island such as “Chinese Taipei”).  

Beijing has also pressured countries to downgrade unofficial ties with Taipei, for 

example with Nigeria forcing Taiwan to move its unofficial representative office from 

the capital city to Lagos (Taipei answered with a similar measure).195 Singapore has 

also been asked by Beijing to stop its annual military drills with the Taiwanese military 

(a decades-long traditions) and attempted to intimidate Singapore government by 

stopping several ships of a Singaporean military maritime convoy sailing back for the 

city-state. However, Singapore has not yet bowed under the pressure.196 Other countries 

obeying to some forms of One China Policy have been induced to deport Taiwanese 

thugs in China instead of Taiwan, where they will be trialed as Chinese citizens. 

Pressures have also been directed to foreign businesses, such as hotel chains or airlines 

companies, which were required to eliminate all mentions of Taiwan suggesting its 

existence as a sovereign state in their services and demanded public apologies.197 The 

move is clearly part of a Chinese strategy to shape foreign perceptions by erasing 

Taiwan from the map or to distort the reality that the island is a sovereign state. As 

George Orwell famously wrote: “Language ultimately shapes, and can limit thought.” 

A remarkable Chinese fait-accompli was the unilateral opening of four new flight routes 

next to the median line of the Taiwan Strait, which unofficially separates China’s and 

Taiwan’s airspaces: the flight route M503 runs from the north to the south of the Strait, 

and the air traffic lanes W121, W122 and W123,which role is to connect the flight route 

to China’s nearby international airports, run from the west to the east. 

The significance of the event is not about the opening of the new routes themselves but 

rather about what this meant for cross strait relations. The Chinese move was a perfect 

case study of China’s limited-aims strategy and political-military coercion in 

                                                 
193Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 378, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
194Miao, C.h., "Chinese visitors to Taiwan fall 50.2%", Focus Taiwan, May 4, 2018, URL: 

http://focustaiwan.tw/news/acs/201705040024.aspx. 
195Hou, E., Liu, K.l., "Nigerian office in Taiwan awaiting Nigerian relocation order", Focus Taiwan, 

January 30, 2018, URL: http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201801300018.aspx. 
196Chung, L., "Singapore ‘assures’ Taiwan that military training agreement will stay, Taipei says", 

South China Morning Post, October 2, 2017, URL: http://m.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-

defence/article/2113687/singapore-assures-taiwan-military-training-agreement?amp=1. 
197 China required that companies erased from websites reference to Taiwan as a country, or demanded 

that Taiwanese flying attendants replace their distinctive Taiwanese flags with the PRC ones, with 

limited success. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
http://focustaiwan.tw/news/acs/201705040024.aspx
http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201801300018.aspx
http://m.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2113687/singapore-assures-taiwan-military-training-agreement?amp=1
http://m.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2113687/singapore-assures-taiwan-military-training-agreement?amp=1
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which China successfully eroded Taiwan’s defenses and international standing by 

striking a risk-free blow. Like in the South China Sea, China took advantage of the 

grey zones in international law to advance its political objectives and strike victories at 

cheap costs without provoking retaliations. Taiwan was indeed unable to counter 

China’s move in other ways than getting international attention by denouncing the 

unilateralism of the decision and China’s endangering flying safety for political 

purposes.198Unfortunately the Taiwanese protests have received a limited coverage in 

international media and Taiwan’s complaints to the International Civilian Aviation 

Organization (ICAO) had little chance to achieve anything, the secretary general of 

which, Dr. Fang Liu being a Chinese citizen who repeatedly denied Taiwan’s 

participation to the annual international assembly. For Kuo, the timing of the Chinese 

decision to open the new routes was excellent because at the time, the attention of the 

international community was riveted on the North Korean nuclear crisis and that it 

needed China’s support to pressure Kim Jong-un – therefore China’s move attracted 

little attention and condemnation.  

 

 

Figure 5 The Chinese M503 flight route, source Taiwan Sentinel 

 

Taiwan had legitimate reasons to complain: First, China unilaterally broke an agreement 

it had signed with the island in 2015 regarding these flights routes, sending the signal 

                                                 
198 Tierny, H., "Chine-Taïwan : l’affaire de la route aérienne M503", Asialyst (in French), February 2, 

2018, URL: https://asialyst.com/fr/2018/02/14/chine-taiwan-affaire-route-aerienne-m503/. 

https://asialyst.com/fr/2018/02/14/chine-taiwan-affaire-route-aerienne-m503/
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to Taiwan that it would feel free to not respect the previous ones (or its promise to not 

use the routes for military purposes). Second, the Taiwanese fear that the multiplication 

of flights will endanger safety, especially since China did not communicate any 

information about the new flights prior to its action (especially regarding emergency 

procedures). Third, China’s opening of the routes complicates Taiwan’s surveillance of 

aerial traffic in such a sensible zone. The Chinese reasoned the move as an attempt to 

decongest the airline traffic on existing routes, accused the Taiwanese of victimization 

and launched a media campaign against Taiwan’s decision to freeze “in retaliation” 

some flights at the occasion of the 2018 Chinese New Year. But Taiwan’s government 

had zero interest to embarrass its own citizens by acting in retaliation. The freeze of 

flights happened because the air traffic authorities on the island considered it was better 

to diminish the traffic the time to adjust to China’s change, so as to avoid accidents. 

When it comes to Taiwan’s security, this Chinese fait-accompli also has significance. 

The air traffic lanes W121, W122 and W123, running towards the Taiwan Strait median 

line, could serve as a cover for China discreetly passing military aircrafts off as civilian 

liners closer to Taiwan. This divides Taiwan’s military warning time by two!199 

For Kuo, China’s opening of the M503 route for south to north flights is also dangerous 

since international regulations stipulate that when a plane encounters difficulties in 

flight, its crew should maneuver on the right: given the M503’s proximity to the median 

line of the Strait and the tense security environment there, it makes that a plane in 

difficulty would start to fly eastward possibly without giving the Taiwanese notice. This 

would put the Taiwanese in a very tricky situation since they would not know 

immediately if the plane is indeed civilian or if it carries a threat, augmenting the risk 

of deadly accidents.200 

4.2.2.2 Buy Taiwan? 

For Cole, “The concept behind Beijing's approach to resolving the problem is known 

as 'economic determinism', the belief that financial inducements and economic benefits 

will trump social, ethnic, religious, environmental, and political considerations. It is 

predicated on the belief that people have a price.”201 

Understanding the limited impact of coercion alone, China has set up more subtle 

policies to appeal to the Taiwanese by showcasing its newfound economic 

attractiveness and creating solid economic ties between China and Taiwan.202  The 

substance of these policies was highlighted by this sentence of Yang Shangkun (杨尚昆) 

199 Ibid. 
200 Ibid.  
201Read Cole, J.M., “China needs to learn that the Taiwanese people can't be bought”, October 22, 

2015: http://www.lowyinterpreter.org/post/2015/10/22/China-needs-to-learn-Taiwanese-people-cant-

be-bought.aspx. 
202Courmont, B., « Chine-Taïwan : ennemis un peu, partenaires beaucoup. », Géoéconomie 1/2014 (n° 

68), pp. 91-106, URL : www.cairn.info/revue-geoeconomie-2014-1-page-91.htm. 

http://www.lowyinterpreter.org/post/2015/10/22/China-needs-to-learn-Taiwanese-people-cant-be-bought.aspx
http://www.lowyinterpreter.org/post/2015/10/22/China-needs-to-learn-Taiwanese-people-cant-be-bought.aspx
http://www.cairn.info/revue-geoeconomie-2014-1-page-91.htm
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in 1990: “Use business to exploit politics”203. For Wu: the “Chinese government hopes 

that economic integration will attract Taiwan’s people to the idea of unification with 

China or at least weaken their movement toward Taiwan independence” (Wu, 2012).204 

Since the years 2000s, China has become a great economic opportunities provider for 

the Taiwanese. Business men, students, entrepreneurs… all of them began to perceive 

the immense economic potential of China and decided to invest there. Although the 

Taiwanese economy has continued to grow during recent years, the pace of economic 

development is perceived by the population as anemic, especially if compared to China. 

In 2009, the shockwave of the global financial crisis did not spare Taiwan but relatively 

avoided China. This reinforced the feeling that, for a lot of young Taiwanese, China 

offers much greater economic opportunities than the little island. The Taiwanese are 

also sensible to the words spread in Taiwan’s mainstream media, in majority controlled 

by pro-unification groups and supporters which praise the liberalization of the trade 

with China for the revival of the Taiwanese economy. 205  Cross-strait economic 

integration is dividing the Taiwanese between those who think that Taiwan must take 

more advantage of the Chinese market; and the skeptics who consider that the Chinese 

are just using economic integration as a tool to encourage closer integration between 

China and Taiwan. They fear that economic reliance on China makes Taiwan vulnerable 

to political pressure from Beijing. Therefore the Taiwanese and their government face 

a dilemma: how to take advantage of China’s economic boom without being harmed 

with the political costs of cross-strait economic entanglement?  

China tried to capitalize on its relationship with the KMT when Ma Ying-jeou was in

charge, signing a number of bilateral agreement (most notably the ECFA in 2010) in

order to deepen the economic integration between Taiwan and China. Ultimately, China

expected that economic rapprochement would support its effort of winning over 

Taiwan’s hearts and minds and bring about political talks. But as Hu put it, the KMT 

and the CCP “slept in the same bed, while having different dreams”, since the KMT

was less attracted by unification than the CCP. For Hu, “Beijing played the unification

game while Taipei wanted to eat the economic cake without paying a political price”206. 

203Goldstein, S.M., “China and Taiwan”, China Today, Cambridge UK, 2015, page 150. 
204Wu, N., “Will economic integration lead to political assimilation?” in Chow, Peter C.Y, National 

Identity and Economic Interest, Taiwan’s Competing Options and their Implications for Regional 

Stability, Palgrave MacMillan, New York City, 2012,page 187. 
205 Chow, Peter C.Y: “The ECFA and its impact on cross-strait relations, and implications of the United 

States”, in Chow, Peter C.Y, National Identity and Economic Interest, Taiwan’s Competing Options 

and their Implications for Regional Stability, Palgrave MacMillan, New York City, 2012,page 55. 
206Hu, W., “New Dynamic in Cross-Taiwan Strait Relations. How far can the rapprochement go?” 

Routledge, Abingdon, 2013, page 4. 
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Figure 6 Cross Strait investment, source: Taiwan Ministry of Economic Affairs 

Many Taiwanese cadres and entrepreneurs moved to China; called the “Taishang”, they

often direct the Taiwanese industrial units or own businesses in China, they greatly

benefited from the Chinese economic take-off. China granted them many advantages; 

for example, although China considers Taiwan as part of its territory, the Taishangs

were given the status of “foreign investors” with full advantages.207Danjou reported that

Jack Ma, the founder of Alibaba, recently announced the creation of a $330 million fund

to help Taiwanese entrepreneurs. A price of $400,000 rewards the best Taiwanese start-

up, and the winner is treated like a star. To the contrary, in case the political belief of

Taiwanese businesses owners does not conform to the CCP line, troubles are likely to 

lurk ahead: number of them have been victim of harassment, water cuts, arbitrary

closure under dubious reasons, blackmail, extortions, beating ups by local mafias, etc.

Recently, the main actor of the Taiwanese movie “Missing Johnny”, Lawrence Ko was

deemed as a “pro-independence” advocate by Beijing, which banned the movie from 

China208, resulting in substantial financial losses for the movie-maker.

China also tries to augment Taiwan’s economic dependence on China by creating 

incentives for young Taiwanese people from to travel, study, and work in China. In 

2017, a TAO spokesperson described the efforts as “policy measures to convenience 

Taiwan compatriots.”209Among other conveniences for attracting more Taiwanese are 

China’s 2018 “31 incentives” designed to increase employment opportunities for 

Taiwanese and strengthening support for Taiwan entrepreneurs in China, with one-third 

207Rigger, S., “Why Taiwan matters. Small Island, Global Powerhouse (updated edition),” Rowman and 

Littlefield Publishers, Lanham, Maryland, 2014, page 121. 
208Lai, C., "China bans Taiwanese film Missing Johnny over ‘pro-independence’ actor", Hong Kong 

Free Press, March 28, 2017, URL:https://www.hongkongfp.com/2018/03/28/china-bans-taiwanese-

film-missing-johnny-pro-independence-actor/. 
209Chung L., Choi, C.Y., "Beijing planning new approach to Taiwan affairs", South China Morning 

Post", April 30, 2017, URL: www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2090432/beijing-

planning-new-approach-taiwan-affairs. 

https://www.hongkongfp.com/2018/03/28/china-bans-taiwanese-film-missing-johnny-pro-independence-actor/
https://www.hongkongfp.com/2018/03/28/china-bans-taiwanese-film-missing-johnny-pro-independence-actor/
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2090432/beijing-planning-new-approach-taiwan-affairs
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2090432/beijing-planning-new-approach-taiwan-affairs
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of Taiwanese regarding these as positive.210 China also led a charm offensive towards 

Taiwanese students by making admissions in Chinese universities easier for them, at a 

time when reputation of Taiwan’s higher education is at an all-time low among young 

people. For Dickey, “such efforts seek to integrate Taiwanese into Chinese society by 

treating them as Chinese citizens rather than a separate, special constituency [and] 

offering incentives to Taiwanese as a means for making reunification an inevitable 

future. China has so far assumed that the better the incentives Taiwanese are offered, 

and the more Taiwanese are exposed to China, the more acceptable a future of 

reunification will become.”211Mixed economic prospects in Taiwan have encouraged 

the expatriation of hundreds of thousands of young graduates, mainly in China due in 

the search for higher wages and due to geographical, culture and language proximity.  

But the Taiwanese are not fooled by Beijing’s generosity. Taiwan’s Mainland Affairs 

Council (MAC) recently stated that the announced measures are not legally binding (for 

the Chinese) and that Taiwan will see whether China’s state agencies will actually 

implement such incentives.212  And while many Taiwanese are indeed attracted by 

China’s greater economic competitiveness, the impact on Taiwan’s public opinion on 

unification remains extremely limited. According to a poll conducted in 2017 by the 

Election Studies Centre of the National Chengchi University, only 3.7 percent of 

Taiwanese considered themselves as “Chinese”.  

This being said, 2016 was the first year in more than two decades to see a weakening 

of Taiwanese national identification among young people – although figures about 

identification as “Chinese” did not show signs of recovery.213 In addition, as a sign of 

China’s relative success, a recent poll conducted by the Taiwanese Public Opinion 

Foundation showed that young Taiwanese have a better opinion of Xi Jinping than Tsai 

Ing-wen. If during the next years it appears that such trends are amplifying, it could 

mean that China’s political warfare and economic incentives bear fruits.  

Therefore, Taiwan’s de facto independence could gradually lose its substance because 

its young people would have found a brighter future elsewhere, often in China, which 

could lead to a lowering of their attachment to Taiwan’s sovereignty. In other words, 

the higher number of Taiwanese working in China could become (or is already) a threat 

to national security, under the form of a shift of Taiwan’s public opinion toward 

unification. 

 

 

                                                 
210Shih, H.C., "One-third of Taiwanese see China's incentives as positive: poll", Focus Taiwan, March 

19, 2018, URL: http://m.focustaiwan.tw/news/acs/201803190015.aspx?platform=hootsuite. 
211Dickey, L., "Defending Taiwan against China’s united front", Taiwan Insight, March 27, 2018, URL: 

https://taiwaninsight.org/2018/03/27/defending-taiwan-against-chinas-united-front/. 
212 Chai, S.c., Kao, E., "Beijing's promise to give benefits to Taiwanese being watched: MAC", Focus 

Taiwan, March 1, 2018, URL: http://focustaiwan.tw/news/acs/201803010021.aspx. 
213 Lin R., "The DPP’s True Rival: Xi Jinping", 天下 Commonwealth, January 5, 2018, URL: 

https://english.cw.com.tw/article/article.action?id=1796. 

http://m.focustaiwan.tw/news/acs/201803190015.aspx?platform=hootsuite
https://taiwaninsight.org/2018/03/27/defending-taiwan-against-chinas-united-front/
http://focustaiwan.tw/news/acs/201803010021.aspx
https://english.cw.com.tw/article/article.action?id=1796
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4.2.3 The War Threshold – “Peaceful Options have been Exhausted”  

 

Scenario: how could a crisis lead to an armed conflict in the Taiwan Strait? 

For some time, both Taiwan and China have continued to strive toward antagonistic 

goals. 

And then there we are, on the day when China considers it has exhausted its stock of 

peaceful options and contemplates war. This is the war threshold, the moment when 

China’s leaders, deeply dissatisfied, start to seriously consider attacking Taiwan, sooner 

than later. The continuum between China’s limited and unlimited options is at work. 

The CCP ran out of patience.  

Internally, China’s economic rise has led to a rise of inequalities which is feeding 

discontent and puts political stability at risk. The world has known a new and even more 

serious financial crisis than the one of 2008-2009 and the now fully globalized China 

was not spared. Ethnic tensions in the country’s margins are increasing, followed by 

aggressive actions from China’s multiple neighbors in disputed territories. The U.S. 

looks preoccupied elsewhere in these times of world instability. The CCP desperately 

needs a success in order to restore its prestige, and the cost of inaction against Taiwan 

is rising.  

In these conditions, what best, while taking advantage of regional instability, than a 

quick war to take Taiwan? It would bring immense prestige to the CCP and a success 

such as this one would buy time for the CCP to bring an answer to China’s internal 

troubles. China’s top leadership could figure out that something has to be done to direct 

the attention of their dissatisfied population on another stake. Taiwan is such a place 

and it is such a time.  

For Morgan, “a challenge usually emerges due to important pressures the challenger 

faces, often domestically. Political threats to the regime can produce a strong, even 

desperate motivation. (…) It searches for ways to ease the pressures, rebuff critics and 

shore up the government’s political situation, and comes on one that involves a risky 

challenge – it “finds” an opportunity. In adopting it, the challenger is mainly 

preoccupied with how it will solve its “own problem”; little attention is paid to the 

likely consequences.”(Morgan, 2003) 

In this case, Taiwan’s efforts to stop the progression of China’s limited attacks on its 

deterrence posture would have failed. China would have succeeded to constrain 

Taiwan’s international space to the minimum, Taiwan’s economy would have 

weakened, its population would be demoralized and its defense spirit would be low. 

Taiwan’s government could be destabilized by a series of violent protests and discontent 

would be on the rise. China’s spying activities would have been so successful that the 

island’s defense would not hold any secrets for the PLA, which would have also 

succeeded in co-opting many Taiwanese military officers. Anyway, Taiwan’s military 
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would not have been able to cope with the scale of the PLA modernization, and would 

be struggling to acquire modern weaponry to replace its aging equipment.  

Nevertheless Taiwan’s leadership would still refuse “peaceful unification”, and the vast 

majority of the population would still support it. So, Taiwan’s deterrence would be at 

an all-time low and the status quo would be untenable for China. 

Taiwan and China have been engaged in a lengthy, prolonged crisis, which according 

to Morgan is a “confrontation that develops slowly over a lengthy period of time”.214 A 

lengthy crisis decreases stress, increases the quality of the information decision-makers 

receive and give them more time to proceed them. In such conditions, Taiwan’s 

policymakers may not have understood or dismissed the extremely worrying signals 

from China that war might erupt under shortly. At this point and although Taiwan’s 

leaders may have not realized it yet, the risk of an invasion would be extremely high.  

In times of crisis, the CCP will assess the credibility of Taiwan’s commitment to defend 

itself before it engages in escalation toward war. Any bold step toward an armed 

confrontation is unlikely, while an incremental escalation is much more likely. Once 

China will have pushed Taiwan into a corner, then the CCP might start to issue a series 

of carefully prepared warnings.  

The Chinese won’t let the Taiwanese know when they would attack. However, they

would try to decrease the chances to reach that point by engaging in a set of escalation 

steps, each of them providing Taiwanese with a hint that the water in the strait is boiling.

For Heath, China could demand that Taipei adopt at least symbolic gestures towards

unification.215If the Taiwanese show signs of weakening confidence and become more

amenable to political concessions, China could still deescalate considering it has

reached a remarkable success without having to resort to war. In other words, its 

limited-aims strategy would have brought unlimited results.

If not, China would escalate the crisis. Easton considers that the “Chinese military 

would undertake a series of provocations, one or two of which may be intended to result

in a localized crisis, needed for elevate military readiness levels, gauge the state of

Taiwanese willpower, and test the reaction of the United States.” 216 This “war of 

nerves”, according to Easton, could last for weeks or even several months before an

order for all-out war would be sent to the PLA commanders. In the meantime, any

accident and military clash in the Strait could do for a Chinese pretext to unleash full-

fledged hostilities.

Taiwanese policymakers may think that China won’t go to war and that its leaders are 

entirely rational. However, China’s policymakers could be under stress and eager to 

214Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-

0819-9, page 189. 
215 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 240, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
216 Easton, I., "China's Playbook for Conquering Taiwan", The Diplomat, November 29, 2017, URL: 

https://thediplomat.com/2017/11/chinas-playbook-for-conquering-taiwan/. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
https://thediplomat.com/2017/11/chinas-playbook-for-conquering-taiwan/
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find a credible military strategy for taking the island. They would be weighing the 

political risks of not striking against the risks associated with the military option. In 

addition, the CCP leadership would be disappointed that China’s limited-aims strategies 

did not suffice to wear Taiwan down, therefore its motivations to use force may be 

strengthened. In the meantime, the PLA generals, emboldened by the superior 

capabilities of China’s military and eager to test it empirically, could insist that the 

current timing for an attack is excellent, that the U.S. won’t move, and that perhaps, the 

Taiwanese won’t fight.  

In these conditions, China could decide to carry out the military option. Quietly, perhaps 

without the Taiwanese noticing, deterrence would fall.  

The scenario above is fiction. But often, a challenger state attacks not primarily because 

of the deterrer weaknesses, but because the challenger’s internal matters dictate so. It 

has been the case with the Egyptian Nasser and Sadate against Israel, it was the case of 

Argentina against the U.K.  

In sum, there are risks a deterrer cannot control but Taiwan’s flawed deterrence invite 

such risks to materialize. 

While Taiwan’s leadership could not be hold responsible for the Chinese attack, its 

inability to respond to China’s limited-aims strategy and the decreasing capabilities of 

the ROC military would be major factors in China’s cost-benefit calculation.  
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4.3 China’s Unlimited Strategy – China’s “Blitzkrieg” and 

the PLA Capabilities 

For the central theoretical concepts and context applying to this part, please refer to 

the part: “3.1 Concepts and context – 3.1.2 China unlimited strategy – war option”, 

above in this chapter. 

Despite its successes, China’s limited-aims strategies are unlikely to coerce Taiwan into 

“peaceful unification” on CCP’s terms. Ultimately, China may be left with the option 

of war.  

We will see in this part that China’s plan to take Taiwan may suffer from diverse flaws 

and that, despite China’s modernization of its armed forces, the PLA still lacks key 

capabilities for ensuring the success of an invasion of Taiwan.  

However, as this chapter will make clear, the PLA is rapidly bridging the gap that 

separates it from the capability to successfully attack the island, so optimism is not 

warranted.  

4.3.1 China’s Invasion Plan 

Reminder: For Mearsheimer, on the modern battlefield, the blitzkrieg is an ideal tool

for achieving a quick victory at a low cost. Therefore, if a potential attacker (China)

believes that it can successfully launch a “Blitzkrieg” on a defender (Taiwan), 

deterrence is very likely to fail.

How would China’s blitzkrieg look like? 

Should China decide that all “peaceful options” have been exhausted, it plans to unleash 

a full-scale invasion of the island. China will opt for a quick, decisive operation 

consisting of several stages aiming at scoring a quick political victory while trying to 

deter the U.S. to step in the fight, known as the Joint Island Attack Campaign 

(JIAC)217/218.  

The Taiwan Strait’s geography is nothing like the European perimeter Mearsheimer 

studied for theorizing the blitzkrieg in a deterrence context, but I found that the goals 

he enumerated for a successful blitzkrieg apply to the cross-strait situation: achieve a 

217“The Science of Military Strategy”, People’s Liberation Army, 201. 
218 A fight to unify with Taiwan is described in the 2013 edition of The Science of Military Strategy as a 

“large-scale high-intensity anti-separatist war”. 
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quick, decisive victory against the defender’s armed forces while avoiding high costs, 

either military or political.  

In order to understand the stages of a Chinese blitzkrieg on Taiwan, we retrieved many 

of the following information from Ian Easton’s book, “The Chinese Invasion” threat 

because it is remarkably documented with PLA and Taiwan’s military internal 

publications. We complemented his teachings with other sources; 

Easton talked about a “race course” for defining the Chinese invasion plan. 

According to him, the campaign will be divided into three major operational phases, to 

be executed successively and quickly: (1) blockade and bombing operations, (2) 

amphibious landing operations, and (3) combat operations on the island.219 Only in the 

unlikely event that deterring the U.S. would be already achieved or that their military 

would not present a challenge serious enough for the PLA, the rhythm of operation 

could go slower. For Easton, although China needs to conduct the invasion as fast as 

possible, it won’t be able to enjoy complete surprise given Taiwanese and American 

excellent intelligence and modern surveillance means.  

Figure 7 PLA Theater Command, source: Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review 
Commission, 2017 

For Easton, the Chinese imagine Taiwan’s military as an organic system: “Taiwan’s 

early-warning networks as the nation’s eyes and ears (…). C2 bunkers are the central 

219 Read Easton, information is from the book: (Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense 

and American strategy in Asia”, The Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256). 
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nervous system and communication lines the nerves that wire everything together (…). 

Top leaders play the role of the brain (…). Taipei is the beating heart (…). Ports, 

airfields, roads, railways, bridges and tunnels are the arteries and veins of the system 

(…). The fuel, ammunition, equipment and supplies are oxygen (…). Armed forces are 

the arms, legs, and muscles.”(Easton, 2017) In order to paralyze everything, the 

Chinese will primarily aim at the brain and act swiftly so as to deny the Taiwanese the 

time to restore their system.220 

For deterring the U.S. to move, the PLA will have to set foot on Taiwan as soon as 

possible. In the meantime, the PLA will try to keep the U.S. military far away by 

conducting a counter-intervention plan mobilizing the full array of their A2/AD 

capabilities (isolate Taiwan from U.S. forces) and / or conducting potential preemptive 

strikes on U.S. military assets in the Western Pacific (Guam, Okinawa) and in space 

(satellites). By doing so, the PLA hopes to force Taiwan to capitulate quickly and to 

lessen the impact of the “strong enemy” in a contingency221.  

Figure 8 The Chinese Campaign Layout, source: Easton, The Chinese Invasion Threat, p.142 

220Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The Project 

2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 112. 
221Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 250, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
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4.3.1.1 Blockade and Air/Missile Strike Operations 

In order to preserve the surprise effect and prevent the U.S. to have sufficient time for 

building up their forces, blockade operations would only last a few days, 4 to 8 being 

the most likely for Easton.222 

Joint sea blockades and air strikes would be important for breaking Taiwan’s war 

fighting capabilities and political willpower. Among other operations, the PLA would 

engage in electronic jamming and cyber-attacks against command nodes to blind 

Taiwan defenses, the severing of undersea internet cables and then missile strikes 

against Taiwan’s C2 centers (“decapitation” and symbolic strikes against Taiwan’s 

leadership), early-warning radars, runways, air-defense assets fuel supplies and power 

grids as well as key points of communication like bridges, highway nodes, tunnels, rail, 

harbors, and airports. 

For Easton, the blockade and bombing operations would be “mutually” supportive and 

happening almost at the same time, because “China cannot effectively blockade Taiwan 

without bombarding it, and Taiwan cannot be bombed until it has been blockaded.”223 

Psychological warfare would be used to induce the Taiwanese into surrendering.  

When Taiwan’s defenses are blind and/or dismantled enough after China’s electronic

warfare (EW) and missile strikes, PLAAF and PLAN fighters and bombers would 

engage in fights for air superiority against Taiwan’s air force and continue to bomb

targets. Decoys such as electronic feints would be used to confuse the Taiwanese about 

the whereabouts of the incoming attackers. After the PLA gained air superiority, China

would aggressively block trade en route to Taiwan and try to suppress the ROCN at sea

(Taiwan’s DDG are prime targets) and mine harbors entrances to forbid trade and 

resupplies of military ships. In air, blockade would take the form of a no-fly zone, while

strikes on Taiwan would continue. Blockade and quarantine would aim at cutting 

Taiwan’s supplies of critical resources such as oil (reserves on the island are strong but 

finite). For Easton, “starved of information and war material, the ability to travel, the 

national life of Taiwan is expected to cease existing in any recognizable form.”224 

After having conducted all these actions, China would hope that, pressured by the 

populace, Taiwan’s government surrenders. If it’s not the case, it will have to jump on 

the next step in order not to lose time and prevent Taiwan from reorganizing itself.  

For Easton, it is really important that these early stages of a Chinese invasion do not 

last long: “The longer China blockades and bombs Taiwan, the more likely it would be 

that the U.S. and other democracies would decide to enter the war. [Among the Chinese] 

serious concerns apparently exist that pro-independence sentiment on Taiwan would 

222Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The Project 

2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 192. 
223Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 97. 
224Ibid. 
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only be strengthened by a bloody war of siege and starvation. [The Taiwanese] are far 

more likely to (…) fight to the bitter end. With these factors in mind, Chinese doctrine 

calls for short but intense strikes on Taiwan to secure localized control over the 

airwaves, airspace and seascapes.”(Easton, 2017)225 

Interestingly, Beckley suggests that the Chinese would face considerable struggle to 

efficiently knockout Taiwan’s defenses with ballistic missile strikes alone. We thought 

it was worth to include this paragraph in order to give a proper picture of his 

argument:226 

“In 1999, NATO pounded Serbian air defenses in Kosovo for 78 days with 7,000 tons 

of ordnance, but destroyed only 3 of Serbia’s 22 mobile missile batteries. Given that 

China’s short-range ballistic missiles could deliver only 700 total tons of ordnance on 

Taiwan—not to mention that Taiwan’s air defenses and strike platforms are more 

numerous, mobile, and advanced than Iraq’s or Serbia’s were—China would have 

even more trouble than the United States did in Iraq and Kosovo in disarming its 

adversary with air and missile strikes alone. Recent Chinese studies bolster this 

conclusion. For example, computer simulations in a 2013 PLA study found that China’s 

missile inventory could knock out only a few Taiwanese air bases for a few 

hours.”(Beckley, 2017) 

4.3.1.2 Amphibious Landing Operations 

The invasion would start with the neutralization of Taiwan’s outlying islands, Kinmen

and Matsu. Both islands face China’s coast and are filled of radars, sensors and heavy

weaponry – they constitute Taiwan’s defensive outposts and pair of eyes. Their mission, 

according to Easton, would be to inform Taipei about Chinese intentions and give it

more time for preparing for invasion.

Therefore the PLA needs to silence them. It looks like the PLA is still hesitant about 

whether to invade them or to simply blockade / neutralize them in order to move on 

faster to Taiwan. After the Chinese will have dealt about Kinmen and Matsu, they would 

jump on Penghu islands on which Makong could be provide an excellent, half-way

harbor and forward base for operations against the main island of Taiwan. Penghu is

fortified by the Taiwanese military and is not an easy target. The PLA may lose time to

take it. 

225 Ibid. 111. 
226Beckley, Michael, "The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia - How China’s Neighbors Can 

Check Chinese Naval Expansion", International Security Volume 42 | Issue 2 | Fall 2017 p.78-119, MIT 

Press Journal, URL: https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294. 

https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294
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Figure 9 Amphibious Staging Areas, source: Easton, The Chinese Invasion Threat, p.92 

In the meantime, soldiers and military equipment from all over China would converge 

towards the coast, ready to discreetly embark on civilian and military transport ships. 

Most of the forces would come from the Eastern Theater Command and likely be 

supported by forces from the Southern Theater Command.227  Once at sea, several 

armadas would converge towards pre-established meeting points, observing radio 

silence. Yet, waves of air attacks by Taiwanese aircrafts are anticipated. In the 

meantime, the PLA would flatten Taiwan’s shores in order to eliminate the maximum 

of Taiwanese defenses as well as to disrupt Taiwanese C2 and C4ISR while 

minesweepers would clear the waters surrounding the landing zones. Disembarkation 

would start on PLAN’s larger naval units, 20 to 30 miles from Taiwan’s coast, and 

amphibious forces would start to converge towards the chosen beaches.  

In China’s 2015 defense white paper, it is mentioned that “The [PLA] will elevate its 

capabilities for precise, multi-dimensional, trans-theater, multi-functional and 

sustainable operations.”228Accordingly, landings on Taiwan would take the form of 

joint multi-directional and dimensional assaults (particularly in depths) involving the 

full array of PLA capabilities (from airborne commandos to cyber-warfare) in order to 

flank the defenses and encircle the defenders. In addition to the landing beaches, the 

PLA plans to seize ports, high grounds, road junctures and airstrips. After each wave, 

landed units will switch to a defense posture in order to block Taiwan’s counterattacks 

and make way for upcoming troops.  

                                                 
227Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 251, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
228Xinhua, China’s Military Strategy - 2015 White Paper, State Council of the People's Republic of 

China, May 27, 2015, URL: 

http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2015/05/27/content_281475115610833.htm. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2015/05/27/content_281475115610833.htm
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For Mearsheimer, the conduct of a blitzkrieg needs “a set-piece battle (…) to achieve 

initial pierce, and then avoid this sort of battle”. And accordingly, PLA planners 

envision that fighting at this point of the battle will be intense, the Chinese having to 

secure their positions on the beachheads before they can consider moving inland while 

the Taiwanese will do whatever they can to annihilate them and push them back to the 

sea. Heavy covering fire from both side would fly overhead, reconnaissance, 

communication and electronic warfare would be hyperactive. This moment would 

constitute the most critical time of the invasion. 

 

4.3.1.3 Warfighting on Taiwan, the Chinese Blitzkrieg Inland 

 

For Easton, "Perhaps as an indication of China’s increasing willingness to actually 

consider the invasion of Taiwan, this phase of operations appears to be receiving more 

attention.” (Easton, 2017) 

The PLA would reach this step only if it has achieved a number of decisive objectives, 

among them securing beachheads and breaching into Taiwanese defenses at one point 

at least (preferably around Taoyuan), opening the road to Taipei.  

China’s inland blitz would take the form of armored units pushing inland and by-passing 

Taiwanese defenses. According to Mearsheimer’s theory, here lies the central definition 

of a blitzkrieg, with the need to open a hole in the defenses and drive inward to reach 

the maximum of objectives and out-run the defender, with armored units being the best 

weapon to achieve this, creating what Liddel Hart called a “expanding current”.229 

Infantry will then have the time to “clean” the remaining, isolated Taiwanese 

strongholds. 

The chief objective will be to out-run the Taiwanese defenders and obtain the paralysis 

of their defensive architecture; by hammering Taiwan’s C2 and C4ISR, on which the 

Chinese will spend considerable energy.  

For Mearsheimer, “The attacker attempts to pierce the defender’s front and then to drive 

deep into the defender’s rear, severing his lines of communication and destroying key 

junctures in the network. Appropriately, the attacker aims to concentrate his forces at 

a specific location or two along the front line so that he can achieve a significant 

superiority in numbers at those points of main attack. Then the offense need not have 

an overall advantage in forces [and then can] follow the path of least resistance to the 

enemy’s rear (…).Destruction of this central nervous system is tantamount to 

destruction of the opponent’s army.”(Mearsheimer, 1983)230 

Likewise, for Easton, “Taiwan’s fate will be decided on the highways and roads that 

connect landing zones to the major cities nearby (…). PLA frontline commanders would 

                                                 
229Mearsheimer, John J., “Conventional Deterrence”, Cornell University Press, 1983, ISBN 0-8014-

1569-1, page 36. 
230 Ibid. 
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keep their attack groups lean, enabling them to maneuver quickly and adroitly as they 

push their way into Taiwan’s dense urban interior (…). The Chinese won’t attack 

heavily defended urban stronghold head-on [and would rather]use helicopters, gunships 

and artillery, allowing tanks and mechanized infantry to wheel around flanks and 

encircle positions.” (Easton, 2017)231 

Also, Mearsheimer writes, “the Blitzkrieg demands a flexible command structure 

peopled from top to bottom with soldiers capable of exercising initiative in combat 

situations.”(Mearsheimer, 1983) 232  Likewise, PLA’s internal publications have 

indicated that officers on the field would be given extra-lengths for deciding about how 

they would reach their objectives. Again, the aim being to bring about a settlement for 

the war as fast and as decisively as possible – in this case by taking Taipei.  

Taking Taipei (and other cities such as Kaohsiung and Taichung) would be a daunting 

task with the millions of civilians living there and the resoluteness of both attackers and 

defenders. Besides using psychological warfare in order to induce the Taiwanese 

population and military alike to surrender, PLA’s publications don’t seem to mention 

the heavy civilian casualties an invasion will certainly cause. It is likely that an invasion 

of Taiwan, a full scale war opposing two modern militaries would be horrendously 

costly in terms of human lives, most likely at levels unseen for decades. 

For Easton, “In the event the war ever reached this point in China’s military plan, 

something would have gone terribly wrong for the defender. The Americans presumably 

never showed up, and the Taiwanese army broke up along the shores and in the 

suburbs.”(Easton, 2017) 

After Taipei is taken, Taiwan would be devastated and would have ceased to exist as a

sovereign state. If China’s gets there, it would mean it had correctly assessed that 

Taiwan’s deterrence was not credible and that the island’s capabilities were not solid

enough, so that the odds of a successful invasion were correctly assessed. 

231Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The Project 

2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 134. 
232Mearsheimer, John J., “Conventional Deterrence”, Cornell University Press, 1983, ISBN 0-8014-

1569-1, page 36.  
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4.3.2 China’s Military Modernization and Current Capabilities 

 

So China has a plan, but does it have the capacity to use it against Taiwan in 2018? To 

have a well-regarded or crafted military plan is not equal to the actual capability of 

carrying it out. In Chinese military writings, analysts refer to this by talking about the 

“two incompatibles”, which is what “the PLA perceives as a gap between its current 

capabilities and its goals.”233 

Because of China’s incomplete military modernization and ongoing weaknesses, to 

unleash a blitzkrieg on Taiwan may not be possible yet, however the PLA is currently 

working on fixing its weaknesses. In order to efficiently face the scenario of a war in 

the Taiwan Strait, the Chinese military is creating at a rapid pace a state of the art 

projection capability. Xi Jinping has made clear that he would intend to transform China 

into an expeditionary power while unification with Taiwan figures prominently in the 

PLA eight “strategic tasks.” 

 

Figure 10 Illustration of the PRC's military capabilities and threat, source: ROCNDR 2017 

Since the PLA modernization primarily aims at a Taiwan contingency, China envisions 

future conflicts to involve greater maritime, air and joint-operations combat. The PLA’s 

modernization objectives relevant to a war in the Taiwan Strait include: to improve the 

PLA’s capability to effect complex joint operations and build the capability to win 

“informationized local wars”234, to enhance capabilities for “maritime military struggle”, 

                                                 
233Rand Corporation, “China’s Incomplete Military Transformation - Assessing the Weaknesses of the 

People’s Liberation Army (PLA)”, Library of Congress, Santa Monica, CA, February 2015, ISBN/EAN: 

9780833088307, page 69, URL: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html.  
234“The concept of “informatization” figures prominently in PLA writings and is roughly analogous to 

the U.S. military’s concept of “net-centric” warfare: a force’s ability to use advanced information 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html
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to accelerate the PLAAF shifts towards more offensive operations and the PLAA 

adaptation to long-distance mobility operations (rather than their traditional “sitting” 

defense posture), to enhance efforts to strengthen A2/AD235 to dissuade or to defeat a 

possible third-party intervention during a Taiwan contingency (with the development 

of long range weapons in air, maritime, space, electromagnetic and information 

domains) as well as to augment broader capabilities in cyber and space operations.236 

China also aims at strengthening defense technologies by building a more capable 

research and development (R&D) architecture for driving military innovations ahead. 

The Chinese armament industry is maturing since China is investing in indigenous 

acquisitions, and as a consequence, the dependence of China to foreign equipment is 

decreasing. It now succeeds in fielding armaments that are comparable to weapon 

produced by the U.S and continues to develop top-tier advanced weapons such as 

hypersonic missiles, maneuverable re-entry vehicles (MARVs), electromagnetic 

railguns, counter-space weapons and unmanned/AI equipped weapons. 

China’s forces modernization poses an extraordinary challenge to Taiwan’s defense 

which has traditionally enjoyed the natural geographic advantages of island defense, 

technological superiority and the American security umbrella.  

A number of information and the global architecture of what follows has been inspired 

by a RAND Corporation survey of China’s military modernization.237 We completed 

the structure with information relevant to a Taiwan conflict. 

 

4.3.2.1 Organizational Reforms 

 

Xi Jinping, who is also the CMC’s chairman, launched a series of reforms aiming at a 

major reorganization and restructuring of the PLA command system, leadership, 

administration in order to achieve the goal of conducting “integrated joint operations” 

and to create a military better suited for expeditionary missions.  

At the top, the CMC’s Equipment Development Department oversees updates of 

China’s military doctrine and weapons development while within the PLA, each 

                                                 
technology and communications systems to gain operational advantage over an adversary. PLA 

writings highlight the benefit of near real-time shared awareness of the battlefield in enabling quick, 

unified effort to seize tactical opportunities.”Source: Annual Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and 

Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of 

Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 39. 
235 Chinese publications generally do not use this term.  
236Annual Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 

Republic of China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 39. 
237 Read: Rand Corporation, “China’s Incomplete Military Transformation - Assessing the Weaknesses 

of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA)”, Library of Congress, Santa Monica, CA, February 2015, 

ISBN/EAN: 9780833088307, URL: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html. 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html
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services’ equipment department are responsible for managing the acquisition processes 

of new weaponry.238 

Figure 11 PRC military budget, source: ROCNDR 2017 

The PLA budget has rose exponentially for two decades. China is now the second 

largest military spender in the world after the U.S. with an annual budget of around 

$200 billion, with exact figures still being unclear (officially $150 billion). In 2020 it is 

expected to reach $260 billion.239 For the U.S. Department of Defense, China has the 

"fiscal strength and political will to sustain increased defense spending,” and can do so 

“for the foreseeable future.” 240  Comparatively, Taiwan’s defense budget is of 

approximately $10 billion, or around 20 time less. 

For Chase, “the PLA can be expected to continue to improve its training and exercises 

and to strengthen its professional military education system.” 241  Trainings have 

increased in number and realism with the new Zhurihe Opposing force, a unit trained to 

fight similarly to China’s likely adversaries, such as the U.S. military and with

simulations of large scale and complex joint-operations involving long-distance 

operations on land, in air and at sea. 

In trainings, it appeared that the forces mimicking western fighting tactics often gained 

superiority over PLA troops, which impressed Xi Jinping and PLA generals. 

Consequently the PLA has been eager to “americanize” its doctrine and organization 

238 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 201, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
239Annual Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 

Republic of China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 66. 
240 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 201, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
241 Rand Corporation, “China’s Incomplete Military Transformation - Assessing the Weaknesses of the 

People’s Liberation Army (PLA)”, Library of Congress, Santa Monica, CA, February 2015, 

ISBN/EAN: 9780833088307, page 20, URL: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
http://www.uscc.gov/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html
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(with Chinese characteristics, of course).242 Conversely, China has been demobilizing a 

lot of its military personnel and panned to reduce its force by 300,000 personnel 

(originally by the end of 2017 but it is likely that this will take a little longer). The goal 

is to cut in the “fat” of the PLA by dismissing non-combat personnel.  

Modernization also goes through the establishment of theater commands (the Eastern, 

Southern, Western, Northern and Central theaters), which are, according to the RAND 

researchers, "responsible for warfighting and improving routine readiness through joint 

operations, training, and strategy and plans development. These changes required the 

reassignment of some units.”243The establishment of theaters will likely support the 

PLA’s ability to prepare for war against Taiwan. 

 In order to ease command and control (C2) within the newly created Joint Staff 

Department (JSD – replacing the General Staff Department), the PLA is going through 

a vast reorganization of its four former general departments into fifteen subdivisions 

which report directly to the CMC. Likewise, Xi Jinping inaugurated in April 2016 

China’s new Joint Operations Command Center which exercises authority over and 

integrate the operations of the PLA’s army, navy and air force. In 2015, China also 

created the Strategic Support Force (SSF), an organization merging PLA’s capabilities 

in space, cyber and electronic warfare (EW) and the Joint Logistics Support Force 

(JLSF) in order to “improve resources allocation and centralize support to PLA forces”, 

with one support center located in each of the five newly created theaters244 . The 

reforms have also elevated all components of the PLA (like the navy or the air force) at 

the same level of priority as the PLA army.  

In the case of a Taiwan contingency, the effects of these reforms would be that the

transition of China’s chain of command from peace to war would be easier and that its

reaction to changes on the battlefields would both be faster and more efficient. A higher

budget and the creation of supporting structures for war operations also signal that the

PLA will be offered greater equipment and resilience in terms of replacing / maintaining 

war equipment, better trained troops, and more specialized units. In other words, the

PLA will be more able to effect the complex, joint operations required for a war of

aggression in the Taiwan Strait.

4.3.2.2 PLAA – Army 

The PLA has been transformed into a more suitable force for offensive and 

expeditionary operations (such as against Taiwan) by creating a smaller but more 

flexible and mobile force. This went through the development of army aviation units 

242 Tse, D., "China's Americanized Military", The Diplomat, December 13, 2017, URL: 

https://thediplomat.com/2017/12/chinas-americanized-military/. 
243Annual Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 

Republic of China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 1. 
244 Ibid. 2. 

https://thediplomat.com/2017/12/chinas-americanized-military/
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(attack-helicopters), special operations forces, electronic warfare, better C4I equipment 

for better communication between units and C2, long-range artillery units, air-defense 

systems, and air-land mobility (heavy-lift aircrafts, light mechanized infantry).  

When it comes to human resources, the PLAA is now a better trained force, especially 

for amphibious operations, with exercises including joint operations and new equipment, 

real-time ISR, precision targeting for close air support assets, special warfare units and 

nighttime reconnaissance and attack training. It is also an increasingly professional 

force, relying more on NCOs than it used to in the past.245 Also the PLA made numerous 

efforts to make the military career more attractive for young Chinese (higher wages and 

instauration of retraining for the life after serving). The officer corps also gained in 

quality since the PLA has opened specialized academies for its officers.  

When it comes to the army aviation, the PLA army has been seeking to improve its 

equipment by acquiring attack and transport helicopters. The Z-10 and Z-19 helicopters 

are now believed to be carrying precision-guided munitions and air-to-air missiles while 

the full rotary-wing armada of the PLAA has been equipped with “improved sensors, 

data links, and electronic warfare equipment for conducting operations under 

“informationized” conditions" according to the U.S. DoD.246 

For armored vehicles and artillery, the objective is to develop equipment capable of 

being rapidly deployed on battlefield, and the U.S. DoD insists that the PLA Army is 

improving its capability to integrate with other arms so as to strengthen the efficiency 

of joint-operations.247 

Special operations forces have also been strengthened in order to create a “more flexible 

and deployable force for supporting operations at home and abroad.”248 The use of 

Special Forces in a Taiwan contingency is acknowledged in many PLA internal 

publications, where they could be used to conduct local strikes, sabotages, 

assassinations and reconnaissance prior and during landing operations, thus provoking 

disarray within Taiwanese lines.249 

 

4.3.2.3 PLAAF – Air Force 

 

The PLAAF is the largest air force in Asia with more than 2100 combat aircraft and its 

modernization has been rapid. For Chase and Garafola (RAND): “The air force should 

play a decisive role in protecting Chinese national interests, field modern capabilities 

commensurate with China’s standing as a major power and enjoy the institutional 

                                                 
245 Ibid. 82. 
246Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 202, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
247 Ibid. 
248 Ibid. 203. 
249Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 266. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
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status befitting its role as a ‘strategic service,’ an important consideration given the 

historical dominance of ground forces in China’s military.”250 

The PLAAF’s efforts are mainly directed towards the development of long-range 

bombers and strike capabilities, fifth-generation fighters, airborne early warning and 

control, aerial refueling, strategic lift, air defense, as well as intelligence, surveillance, 

and reconnaissance (ISR) aircraft.251 The PLAAF modernization has also been driven 

by the will to make its mission more compatible with other arms, under a “joint 

operations mindset”.252 The PLAAF has also regularized complex and realist trainings. 

Against Taiwan, the PLAAF’s mission will be primordial. Its deployment reflects this 

fact with the fielding of many advanced aircrafts within unrefueled range of Taiwan 

(the PLAAF lacking aerial refueling capabilities and the island being situated a mere 

130km from Chinese coasts at the narrowest point of the strait), so that air superiority 

and ground-attack missions over the island will be more convenient to conduct. Also, 

the PLAAF has acquired excellent long-range surface-air defense systems, which will 

surely complicate any Taiwanese counterattack operations against China. Finally, in 

order to support troops on the ground, China has been investing a lot in acquiring and 

developing support and reconnaissance aircrafts with consistent ISR capability.253 

Fighters: China continues to import Russian-made fighters (SU-27-30-35 and J-11A)

and now produces modern fighters (J-10, J-15, J-16, the stealth J-20 and J-31), some

with 5th generation advanced capabilities. China has made impressive progresses when 

it comes to air-to-air missiles, radar and electronic counter-measures.254 China now

fields more than 600 4th generation fighters while Taiwan fields a little more than 300.

China’s 5th generation fighters are slowly entering service while Taiwan does not field

any equivalents yet. 

Strike: The PLAAF bombers and fighter-bombers (H-6K / JH-7, J-10) have been 

modernized in terms of combat range, weaponry and electronic equipment. The H-6K 

is a redesign of the older Xian H-6 bomber with turbofan engines to extend range and

is now armed with modern LACMs and precision-guided munitions (CJ-20) able to 

reach Guam. The PLAN fields the H-6G, carrying ASCMs to take part in maritime 

warfare. These aircrafts are complemented by newly developed advanced unmanned 

combat aerial vehicles (UCAV) able to strike ground targets.  

Aerial refueling: China is developing new aircrafts to replace its outdated fleet of IL-

78MD and H-6U. The modern Y-20, which entered operational service in 2017, fits the 

250 Michael S. Chase and Christina Garafola, “China’s Search for a ‘Strategic Air Force,’ ” China Brief, 

October 2, 2015.  
251Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 208, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
252Annual Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 

Republic of China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 80. 
253 Ibid. 81. 
254Barrie, D., "It's not your father's PLAAF: China's push to develop domestic air-to-air missiles", 

Warontherocks, February 21, 2018, URL: https://warontherocks.com/2018/02/not-fathers-plaaf-chinas-

push-develop-domestic-air-air-missiles/. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
https://warontherocks.com/2018/02/not-fathers-plaaf-chinas-push-develop-domestic-air-air-missiles/
https://warontherocks.com/2018/02/not-fathers-plaaf-chinas-push-develop-domestic-air-air-missiles/
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role (longer range, bigger load). However, aerial refueling remains a weakness for the 

PLAAF.  

Strategic lift: To transport its forces and drop materials and troops on Taiwan, the 

PLAAF can count on several transport aircrafts such the Russian-produced IL-76 and 

the Y-20.255 Once fully operational, the Y-20 will greatly increase China’s projection 

capabilities. Such aircrafts can carry cargo, troops and heavy equipment. They can also 

drop paratroopers and light armored vehicles. China has also agreed with Ukraine to 

domestically restart in 2019 the production of AN-225, a monster of 280 tons.256 China 

has also fielded the AG-600 large amphibious seaplane, able to carry an important 

payload, which could support amphibious operations.  

Airborne early-warning and C4ISR systems: The PLAAF’s airborne early warning 

and C4ISR aircrafts include the KJ-2000, KJ-500 and Y-8J. The Y-20 could also serve 

as AWACS. They increase the PLAAF ability to detect, track and targets the enemy at 

long distance.  

Anti-submarine aircrafts (ASW): The new Shaanxi Y-8Q turboprop aircraft, a 

derivate from an older Soviet design (AN-12), has entered service last year and is 

expected to fill the gap in China’s limited anti-submarine warfare capabilities. It is the 

first PLA combat aircraft of this type.257 

UAV: China’s fielding of domestically developed UAVs continues to expand. China is 

developing UAVs with modern C4ISR, monitoring and targeting capabilities, and 

expects to use them in coordination with other arms. New designs include the Wing 

Loong I, Wing Loong II, WJ-600A/D, Yunying Cloud Shadow, and the CH-5. 

Interestingly, the CH-5 has the capacity to carry 16 air-to-surface missiles. In the last 

two years, the PLA has also unveiled an armed intelligence, surveillance, and 

reconnaissance (ISR) UAV, the Gongji 1. Ranges, speeds and payloads have been 

increased comparatively to older designs.258 

Air defense: China’s Integrated Air Defense System (IADS) extends to 550km from 

the country’s shore (covering all of Taiwan) and thus is a powerful threat to any aircraft 

flying under its perimeter259. The PLAAF has a large force of long-range surface-to-air 

missile (SAM) systems, including Russian-built SA–20 (S- 300PMU1/2), S-400 (yet to 

be delivered) and indigenous HQ–9 systems. China is developing and acquiring more 

SAM systems with greater capabilities and longer ranges. It has the capability to 

intercept incoming ballistic missiles. These systems will increase China’s ability to 

                                                 
255 Annual Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 

Republic of China in 2015", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2015,page 51. 
256 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 210, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
257Yeo, M., "China deploys new anti-submarine aircraft to fringes of South China Sea", June 22, 2017, 

URL: https://www.defensenews.com/space/2017/06/22/china-deploys-new-anti-submarine-aircraft-to-

fringes-of-south-china-sea/. 
258Annual Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 

Republic of China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 29. 
259 Ibid. 29. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
https://www.defensenews.com/space/2017/06/22/china-deploys-new-anti-submarine-aircraft-to-fringes-of-south-china-sea/
https://www.defensenews.com/space/2017/06/22/china-deploys-new-anti-submarine-aircraft-to-fringes-of-south-china-sea/
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control the airspace over the Taiwan Strait and complicate third-parties interventions in 

a Taiwan contingency. 

4.3.2.4 PLAN – Navy 

China’s project to acquire a strong navy can be read through Alfred Mahan’s famous 

theory of Sea Power which stipulates that a global power cannot exist without a 

dominant navy. Because China cannot instantly challenge the U.S. naval superiority in 

the short term, China, taking good note of Mahan’s theory, seeks control of the waters 

surrounding its national territory.  

The PLAN modernization also reflects China’s wish to project its power. 

In China’s 2015 defense white paper, it is mentioned that “the traditional mentality that 

land outweighs sea must be abandoned” and that “the [PLAN] will (…) build a 

combined, multi-functional and efficient marine combat force structure.” 260 

Consequently, the PLAN has extended its operational reach well beyond Taiwan, into 

what Chinese publications refer to “far seas”. The PLAN today is the largest navy in 

Asia with more than 300 surface ships, submarines, amphibious ships and patrol crafts 

equipped with modern weaponry, as well as one of the world’s most advanced and 

flexible force. Relatively absent from these impressive developments is a robust deep-

water ASW capability.261 

Desire to create a “blue water” navy has led the PLAN to develop its long-range and

expeditionary capacities with aircrafts carriers, large amphibious ships, multi-mission

surface ships and modernization of its submarine warfare capabilities. Modernization 

as well as acquisition of ships and naval aircrafts alike obey to the PLAN’s goal to

achieve maritime superiority within the first island chain (the “near seas”, including the 

Taiwan Strait) and bolster A2/AD by improving anti-air and anti-surface capabilities 

(shore and ship-based ASBMs), thus creating an impressive sea-borne deterrent against

any third-party willing to intervene in a Taiwan contingency.262 Against Taiwan, China

260Xinhua, China’s Military Strategy - 2015 White Paper, State Council of the People's Republic of 

China, May 27, 2015, URL: 

http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2015/05/27/content_281475115610833.htm. 
261Annual Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 

Republic of China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 24. 
262 “China’s coastal defense cruise missiles, air- / surface- / sub-surface-launched ASCMs, submarine-

launched torpedoes, and naval mines provide the PLAN with an ability to counter an adversary fleet’s 

intervention with multi-axis, high-intensity attacks that increase in lethality as adversary naval 

combatants approach China’s coast. Additionally, China has fielded CSS-5 ASBMs specifically 

designed to hold adversary aircraft carriers at risk 1,500 km off China’s coast.” See more in Annual 

Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of 

China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 24. 

http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2015/05/27/content_281475115610833.htm
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has introduced a number of new surface combatants and amphibious platforms.263 

According to Chase, the PLAN currently “lacks the amphibious lift necessary for forced 

entry in an outright invasion—although this could be rectified by 2025.”264 

Aircraft carriers: China is developing an aircraft-carrier program and efforts are on-

going to fully integrate them into the PLAN. The Liaoning, a modernization of the ex-

Soviet aircraft carrier Varyag, is active since 2012 and carries 36 aircraft: 24 J–15 

fighters, 6 antisubmarine warfare helicopters, 4 airborne early warning helicopters, and 

2 rescue helicopters. The CV–17 which will also carry 36 aircrafts has not been armed 

yet. Both carriers have a ski-jump design, which limits the quantity of payload the 

aircrafts can carry, reducing the carriers’ roles to air defense and possibly antisubmarine 

warfare operations. Both carriers are also equipped with steam-driven turbines. China’s 

future carriers (4 more) are likely to enjoy nuclear propulsion and to be flat-deck ships 

with catapults, like U.S. and French aircraft carriers, which would enable the PLA Navy 

to launch aircraft armed with heavier munitions, as well as EW, early warning and ASW 

aircrafts.265While the presence of one aircraft-carrier such as the Liaoning is not 

really worrisome for the Taiwanese, the multiplication of such units (better than 

the Liaoning) is.  

Amphibious lift: In the case of an amphibious operation against Taiwan, China is

preparing a landing force composed of classic tank landing ships (LST)266 and new

ships including amphibious transport docks (LPD) such as the Type-071 Yuzhao-class 

amphibious ship267 (18,500 tons, and a flight deck for helicopters). The U.S. DoD also

suspects the PLAN to prepare the construction of bigger LHDs (amphibious assault 

ships), equipped for helicopters and VSTOL268. Such units would be comparable to the

French BPC Mistral-class, displacing 40 to 45,000 tons. The PLA is also planning the

deployment of four, ex-Ukrainian, Zubr-class air cushioned landing crafts (LCAC) and

mobile landing platform ships (MLP). PLA strategists even envision the deployment of

a “very large floating structure” (VLFS - 3.2km length).269 The vast majority of PLAN’s

amphibious lift is harbored on China’s east coast, facing Taiwan. 

Surface combatants: The PLA commissions new ships at a very fast pace, including 

destroyers, frigates and corvettes in order to improve the PLA Navy’s capabilities in air 

defense, anti-surface warfare, antisubmarine warfare, and combat close to China’s 

263Annual Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 

Republic of China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 81. 
264 Rand Corporation, “China’s Incomplete Military Transformation - Assessing the Weaknesses of the 

People’s Liberation Army (PLA)”, Library of Congress, Santa Monica, CA, February 2015, 

ISBN/EAN: 9780833088307, page 40 URL: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html. 
265Annual Report to U.S. Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 

Republic of China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 204. 
266Courmont, B., « Une guerre pacifique. La confrontation Pékin-Washington », Editions ESKA, Paris, 

2014, page 69. 
267O’Rourke, R., "China Naval Modernization: Implications for U.S. Navy Capabilities—Background 

and Issues for Congress", Congressional Research Service, March 31, 2016, page 41. 
268 (Vertical or Short Take Off and Landing – Aircrafts) – Ibid. 38. 
269 Ibid. 40. 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html
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shores.270 These new ships may complicate Taiwan’s navy attempts to weigh credibly 

in a battle. Among them, guided missile destroyers such the Type 052D (Luyang III-

class), next-generation “destroyer” Type 055 (Renhai-class cruiser, launched in June 

2017, enter service in 2019 – equipped with phased array radars and a multipurpose 

vertical launch system for surface-to-air, anti-ship cruise missiles, and antisubmarine 

missiles),271 guided missile frigates (Type 054A Jiangkai II-class) and corvettes (Type 

056A Jiangdao-class). The Chinese are also developing interesting weapons such as fast 

attack warships (Type 022 Houbei-class catamarans), which, armed with ASCMs and 

used in packs, could perfectly fit for a role in the Chinese A2/AD strategy. 

Submarines: The use of submarines would be critical for a blockade of Taiwan, deny 

third-party fleets access to the battlefield, and sink Taiwan’s navy warships or any other 

hostile surface units. China’s submarine fleet is modern and growing (comprises 

Chinese and Russian-built units), their modernization is a priority for the PLAN. 

According to U.S. DoD, China’s total submarine fleet “will likely grow to between 69 

and 78” by 2020, compared to 66 in 2017. Most of them are conventional submarines 

(the advanced Type 039 Yuan-class diesel-powered attack submarines) equipped with 

ASCMs, which range is constantly increasing. Yuan-class submarines are equipped 

with very quiet German engines, which make them harder to detect by the Taiwanese 

ASW assets. 272 Nuclear powered submarines represent China’s seaborne nuclear 

second-strike capability (a credible deterrent capable of striking the U.S. mainland). 

Nuclear-powered attack submarine have not entered service yet.273 

4.3.2.5 PLARF – Rocket Force 

The PLA Rocket Force (PLARF, former Second Artillery Force) presides over China’s 

land-based conventional and nuclear missile capabilities. In a Taiwan contingency, 

these would be responsible for the missile attack campaign we mentioned above. 

According to the U.S. DoD, the PLARF is prepared to conduct missile attacks and 

precision strikes against high-value targets such as Taiwan’s C2 facilities, air bases, 

radar sites, and others in an attempt to degrade Taiwan’s defenses, neutralize Taiwan’s 

leadership, or break the public’s will to fight274. The PLA’s could also constrain the 

U.S.’ ability to operate freely in the Western Pacific in the event of a conflict.

270Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 205, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
271 Ibid. 206. 
272Peter Navarro for the National Interest, "7 Reasons America's Presidential Candidates Should Fear 

China’s Military", December 1, 2015: http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/7-reasons-americas-

presidential-candidates-should-fear-14465. 
273 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 207, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
274Annual Report to Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of 

China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 81. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/7-reasons-americas-presidential-candidates-should-fear-14465
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/7-reasons-americas-presidential-candidates-should-fear-14465
http://www.uscc.gov/
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Figure 12 Taiwan Strait SAM and SRBM Coverage Source: Annual Report to US Congress 2017 

For the U.S. DoD, “The Rocket Force continues to improve both its conventional and 

nuclear forces to enhance long-range strike and deterrence capabilities, and its 

modernization program is specifically focused on improving and increasing the 

reliability and effectiveness of both conventional and nuclear missile systems.”275 

Conventional strike capabilities: China has greatly improved the quality and extended 

the capacity of its arsenal (formerly entirely composed nuclear ballistic missiles). The 

Chinese arsenal is now comparable to other international top-tier items. 276 

Unconstrained by arms control treaties which the PRC has not signed, the Rocket Force 

was comprised in 2017 of solid-fueled, road-mobile intermediate-range ballistic 

missiles (IRBMs), medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs), short-range ballistic 

missiles (SRBMs), and anti-ship ballistic missiles (ASBMs). Against Taiwan, more 

than 1600 last generation missiles are deployed and their accuracy as well as their 

number are gradually increasing277  (DF-11, DF-15 and CJ-10 LACMs).278  Chinese 

SRBMs are capable to attack targets within a range of less than 1000 km279, covering 

the whole of Taiwan. Chinese intermediate-range ballistic missiles equipped with 

MARVs (DF-16A, DF-26) and anti-ship ballistic missile (ASBM – CSS-5 Mod 5, DF-

21C&D) could be used to deny the entrance of any US support force into Taiwan’s 

operational theatre – while Guam, Okinawa and other advanced U.S. bases are already 

                                                 
275 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 

2011, URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
276 Annual Report to Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic 

of China in 2015", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2015, page 51. 
277 Wachman A., “Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s territorial integrity”, Studies in 

Asian Security, Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, page 16. 
278 Cabestan, J.P., « La politique internationale de la Chine », Presses Science PO, 2010, page 132. 
279 Annual Report to Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic 

of China in 2015", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2015, page 46. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
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within strike range.280 This capacity is enhanced by supersonic ASCM such as the 

Russian-made SS-22/Sunburn and SS-N-27b Sizzler, or the domestically produced YJ-

62 (fitted on China’s Sovremenny-class DDGs and Kilo-class submarines acquired 

from Russia) which have the capacity to damage or sink aircraft carriers.281The PLARF 

arsenal is also capable to fire anti-radiation munitions, useful for attacking radars and 

“blinding” Taiwan’s defense.282 

Nuclear strike capabilities: China’s nuclear strike capabilities could be used for 

deterrence purposes against the U.S. in the case of a Taiwan contingency (to the 

condition that it decides to drop its “non-first use policy” or in the extremely unlikely 

event that the U.S. threaten China of a nuclear attack over Taiwan). China’s land based 

nuclear includes silo-based, liquid-fueled intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) 

and newer road-mobile, solid-fueled ICBMs, IRBMs, and MRBMs. China continues to 

develop and improve carriers and warheads for its land-based deterrent. Missiles in 

question are the DF-4, DF-5A-B, DF-26, DF-31-A and DF-41. 

There are no indications suggesting that Beijing considers launching any of its nuclear 

weapons against Taiwan.283 

 

4.3.2.6 SSF – Strategic Support Force  

 

According to the U.S. DoD, “Chinese military writings describe informatized warfare 

as an asymmetric way to weaken an adversary’s ability to acquire, transmit, process, 

and use information during war and to force an adversary to capitulate before the onset 

of conflict.”284 

The Strategic Support Force is one of PLA’s new organizations. It was created in 2015 

and it has responsibility over cyber, electronic warfare, information, and space 

operations. In fact, the SSF is a merge of previously disparate components of the PLA. 

For the U.S. DoD, “China’s investments in advanced EW systems, counterspace 

weapons, and cyber operations—combined with more traditional forms of control such 

as propaganda and denial through opacity— reflect the priority the PLA places on 

information advantage.”285 The SSF would of course be active in a Taiwan contingency 

but information about its role is very scarce.  

Despite repeatedly declaring that it opposes the militarization of space, China has been 

eager to modernize its space and counter-space warfare systems in order to compete 

                                                 
280 Ibid. 46. 
281 Cabestan, J.P., « La politique internationale de la Chine », Presses Science PO, 2010, page 132. 
282Annual Report to Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of 

China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 209. 
283Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 179. 
284Annual Report to Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of 

China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 59. 
285 Ibid. 50. 
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with the U.S. (who have just created a “space force”), be able to meet the challenge 

presented by modern informatized warfare, and achieve information dominance on the 

battlefield. Space systems, such as China’s new satellites, Beidou navigation satellite 

system, and other space surveillance capabilities will be useful to strengthen the PLA’s 

reconnaissance and warning systems as well as to enhance C2 in joint operations. The 

PLA continues to invest in space-based ISR, communication, navigation as well as in 

counter-space capabilities useful to degrade or destroy any adversary’s space-based 

assets such as directed-energy weapons, anti-satellite missile systems and ground based 

lasers.286 According to the U.S. DoD, “China assesses that a fundamental prerequisite, 

of its ability to counter third-party intervention is the ability to control the information 

spectrum in the modern battlespace”.287 This would be particularly acute in a Taiwan 

contingency. 

Because the conduct of “informatized warfare” presupposes efficient communication 

as well as precise intelligence and efficient information networks, the PLA is 

modernizing its C4ISR capabilities. In a Taiwan contingency, the PLA hopes it can 

count on a fast and effective command process in order to be able to provide secure and 

reliable information to commanders on the battlefield. The PLA has deployed advanced 

automated command system such as the Integrated Command Platform to units on the 

ground, which enables multi-service communications and thus facilitates commanders’ 

situational awareness, flexibility and responsiveness in the context of joint 

operations.288 

When it comes to electronic warfare, the PLA has been testing electromagnetic weapons 

(railguns) “to suppress or deceive electronic equipment.” Other focuses include radio, 

radar, optical, infrared and microwave frequencies, adversarial computer and 

information systems.289 Drills have included jamming and anti-jamming operations, 

fostering the units’ knowledge and confidence in EW. 

The PLA has also made important strides in cyberwarfare, which China’s 2015 defense 

white paper regards as a critical security domain. 290  For the U.S. DoD, “The 

development of cyberwarfare capabilities (…) comprising cyber, electronic, and 

psychological warfare— as integral to achieving information superiority and as an 

effective means for countering a stronger foe”291. Cyberwarfare would target China’s 

enemies “C2 (regarded as the nerve center of the entire battlefield) and constrain 

adversaries actions by targeting network-based logistics, communications and 

                                                 
286Rand Corporation, “China’s Incomplete Military Transformation - Assessing the Weaknesses of the 

People’s Liberation Army (PLA)”, Library of Congress, Santa Monica, CA, February 2015, 

ISBN/EAN: 9780833088307, page 34, URL: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html. 
287Annual Report to Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of 

China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 50. 
288 Ibid. 59. 
289 Ibid.  
290Xinhua, China’s Military Strategy - 2015 White Paper, State Council of the People's Republic of 

China, May 27, 2015, URL: 

http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2015/05/27/content_281475115610833.htm. 
291Annual Report to Congress, "Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of 

China in 2017", Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington DC, 2017, page 60. 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html
http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2015/05/27/content_281475115610833.htm


DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Hugo Tierny 107 NCCU 

commercial activities; [cyberattacks could also] serve as a force-multiplier when 

coupled with kinetic attacks during times of crisis or conflict”. Those capabilities could 

be use against the ROC military and government in a Taiwan contingency or as an 

asymmetric weapon for China to deter or delay an American intervention in the conflict. 

4.3.3 China’s Plan Impediments 

4.3.3.1 The Plan’s Structural Weaknesses 

Here, we will study some of the Chinese attack plan’s weaknesses such as intelligence, 

political and geostrategic drawbacks. Other obstacles to the Chinese invasion, such as 

the nature of Taiwan’s geography and the strength of the ROC military will be treated 

in the next chapters because the Chinese have no control on them, and instead they play 

for Taiwan’s deterrence. I have taken inspiration from Ian Easton’s volume “The 

Chinese Invasion Threat”292 for information and the separation of this short section in 

three parts. 

Intelligence Weaknesses 

Precise intelligence is vital for designing a successful military plan. Despite the highly

mediatized espionage cases that surface in Taiwan, the Chinese do not have a proper

knowledge of Taiwan’s defense. This would dissuade the PLA to attack until it gets a

better intelligence of Taiwan’s defensive network. For example, the PLA has little

knowledge about Taiwan’s underground military facilities (comprehensive network of

communication layers, bunkers and firing positions) and weapons stocks and firing 

positions. Therefore, it is likely that the PLA would lose time searching where to strike

and waste a high quantity of munitions on incorrect targets.293

For Easton, “It is sometimes wrongly assumed that China has flawless intelligence and 

knows all of Taiwan’s secret. But the reality is that Chinese officers do not feel they 

have adequate intelligence, let alone perfect intelligence, on Taiwan. The Chinese are 

distressed by how much they still do not know, or by how much they think they might 

know but cannot confirm.”(Easton, 2017)294 

292Read: Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256. 
293Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 185. 
294 Ibid. 183. 
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Easton recalls U.S.’ operation Desert Storm in 1991, during which the U.S. military 

enjoyed excellent intelligence but still needed 42 days and nights of bombardment to 

destroy around 600 assigned targets. In a Taiwan contingency, a similar amount of time 

would already be way too long –this constitutes a serious impediment for China’s ability 

to conduct a blitzkrieg. Also, targets to be stricken on Taiwan would be far more 

numerous (probably twice as many as in Iraq), Taiwan’s military is much stronger and 

professional than Saddam’s military was and the PLA is most probably not as effective 

as the U.S. military was.  

China’s weapon stocks are finite so the PLA may run out of ammunition quickly. Wrong 

targeting may also be increased by Taiwan’s use of decoys, and electronic jamming of 

PLA targeting assets295 . For Easton, “Taiwan has invested heavily in camouflage, 

concealment, and deception operations to protect its most important facilities and 

military units from being targeted. Fixed targets blend into surrounding environments, 

with living foliage and mountainous terrain. This makes them hard to detect from 

overhead imagery”296(Easton, 2017).  

Put simply, the time China needs to annihilate Taiwan’s defense is antithetical to the 

conduct of the blitzkrieg it envisions: many warheads will not strike their objectives and 

China will exhaust its stocks very fast. Taiwan’s military would be allowed to recover 

quickly and the time wasted may invite a U.S. intervention. 

Political Problems 

Let alone the risk of a military debacle, a war of aggression against Taiwan would be 

extremely detrimental to China’s international reputation and security environment. 

Globally, it would strike a huge blow to China’s efforts to present itself as a peace-

loving country and trigger hostility among the world community with likely

consequences in the form of diplomatic isolation. For Easton, neighboring countries 

which have territorial disputes with China, such as Vietnam and the Philippines would 

take advantage of a Taiwan Strait war to push their own claims ahead. Afterwards, wary 

of China’s expansionism and way of settling international disputes, these countries and 

others like Japan and South Korea would be likely to strengthen their ties with the West 

as well as to improve their military capabilities or even become willing to acquire 

nuclear weapons to deter China from slicing through their territories.297 

Internally, a war will surely provoke instability within China. Easton picked a quotation 

from a PLA publications that reads “Ethnic separatists forces, religious fanatics, 

terrorists might join together with foreign forces (…) cause trouble and plan terrorist 

295 Ibid. 186. 
296 Ibid. 181-184. 
297 Ibid. 193. 
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activities”.298Threats of internal instability would force China to mobilize the full-array 

of its security forces and monitor their actions closely. Violence at home added to a 

Taiwan Strait war might be too much for Beijing to bear.  

 

Possibility of US Intervention 

 

This is the single most important reason why the PLA would have to conduct a (very) 

quick blitzkrieg to take Taiwan. For Easton, “Internal Chinese military writings make 

it clear than an invasion campaign would have to be swift and decisively occupy Taiwan 

before US forces could come to the rescue. Chinese strategists know that it would not 

be easy to organize and prosecute the operation and worry that the US could enter the 

war before they had achieved their objectives.”(Easton, 2017)299 

A U.S. intervention would dramatically increase the costs of the conflict for China, 

which places a premium of avoiding direct engagement against the U.S. military. For 

Easton, China simply does not have the capability to inflict a defeat on Taiwan within 

two weeks, or before a U.S. intervention in the war is judged most likely.300 

Arguably, as long as the Chinese leadership is concerned that the odds of a U.S. 

involvement in a conflict are too high and/or that, failing to dissuade an intervention, 

the U.S. military arrives in time to oppose China’s aggression, China will be deterred 

to attack Taiwan.  

However, if China judges that the U.S. military will intervene anyway, it still can launch 

preemptive strikes against the U.S. military assets situated into the Western Pacific 

(Guam, Japan). But such a course of action would be extremely risky for the Chinese 

leaders who did not forget what happened to Japan after Pearl Harbor, where another 

preemptive strike was used to compel the U.S. to withdraw from the Pacific theatre. 

Today, the U.S. still has comprehensive military equipment in the Asia-Pacific region 

and such an aggression would likely infuriate the American government and public 

opinion, provoke widespread indignation within the community of nations and present 

the U.S. with a legitimate case for unleashing a fierce military retaliation under the form 

of a full-fledged military support for Taiwan, if it doesn’t bear the risk to invite a nuclear 

escalation between both superpowers. We think that the CCP is unlikely to risk so much 

for the sake of taking Taiwan.  

 

 

                                                 
298Ibid. 
299 Ibid. 192. 
300 Ibid. 
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4.3.3.2 PLA Weaknesses in Equipment, Organization and Human Capital 

“After many years of painstaking efforts, the modernization of the Chinese armed forces 

has made notable achievements. But, of course, in certain areas, we are still lagging 

behind when compared with the most advanced militaries in the world and more efforts 

need to be made.”  

Chinese Ministry of Defense spokesman, 2014301 

Just like we did for the survey of China’s military capabilities above, a number of 

information and the global architecture of what follows has been inspired by a RAND 

Corporation survey of China’s military modernization.302 We completed the structure 

with information relevant to a Taiwan conflict. 

Organizational and General Human Capital Weaknesses 

“China has too many levels of command, “backward” combat effectiveness and too 

many layers of bureaucracy (…) this directly impacts upon and constrains our military 

in trying to raise the ability to win battles.”  

People’s Liberation Army Daily, 2015/11/12303 

Organizationally, the PLA has yet to update obsolete elements of its command structure.

For example, in each of the PLA’s newly-created “theatre commands”, each operational

commander has to share its responsibility with a political commissar whose task is to 

ensure loyalty to the CCP and the political correctness of the objective pursued. This

system is replicated within the PLA’s smaller units. Therefore there may be clashes

between the operational commanders and the political commissars regarding the nature

of the mission to lead. Confrontation between tactical and political priorities in a

conflict could seriously limit the coordination within units and hamper the achievement 

of greater strategic objectives. 

Other structural challenges include waste of resources, a generally low proficiency of 

the PLA bureaucratic machine, a low level of coordination, and competition for 

301 Blasko, D., "Ten reasons why China will have trouble fighting a modern war”, Warontherocks, 

February 18, 2015, URL: http://warontherocks.com/2015/02/ten-reasons-why-china-will-have-trouble-

fighting-a-modern-war/. 
302 Read: Rand Corporation, “China’s Incomplete Military Transformation - Assessing the Weaknesses 

of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA)”, Library of Congress, Santa Monica, CA, February 2015, 

ISBN/EAN: 9780833088307, URL: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html. 
303 Taipei Times, "Chinese army says it will lose wars if it does not reform", Dec 12, 2015: 

http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2015/12/12/2003634605. 

http://warontherocks.com/2015/02/ten-reasons-why-china-will-have-trouble-fighting-a-modern-war/
http://warontherocks.com/2015/02/ten-reasons-why-china-will-have-trouble-fighting-a-modern-war/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2015/12/12/2003634605
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resources between the different services of the military (PLAA, PLAN, PLAAF, 

PLARF, SSF) coupled with a perfectible logistical network for maintaining the 

readiness of forces.304 PLA Commanders and Staff are inexperienced when it comes to 

joint operations – the last major campaign the PLA conducted was against Vietnam in 

1979, and it was a failure. So the PLA still has a long way ahead before it becomes a 

fully operational joint-force.  

The combat readiness of the PLA soldiers and officers from all services is hampered by 

decades-old problems of low educational level, technical proficiency, mental and 

physical health, training, professionalism and discipline while laxity and corruption 

(rank trade) remain high. The RAND report notes that the “PLA’s human capital is an 

issue because the quality of officers and soldiers is incompatible with the requirements 

imposed by their duties and missions” and that “existing staffing of China’s armed 

forces cannot fulfill the requirements of informatized war” because “the quality of 

[information technology, or IT] personnel does not match the requirements for the 

development of combat effectiveness”305 The PLA, although it launched reforms to 

make careers in the military more appealing, has yet to attract more of China’s young 

and specialized talents to compensate its enrolment deficit. 

PLAA 

The PLA Army has to fix many problems before it is capable to fully achieve joint 

operations and be able to project forces beyond China’s borders. Its force structure is 

still riddled by ideological thinking and rigid decision-making with the preeminence of

Party ideology over professional military thinking. 306 The quality of the PLAA

personnel has increased but is still lagging behind Western militaries, with a low

defense spirit and a lack of professional leadership within combat units (few Non-

Commissioned Officers –NCOs). This reinforces its inability to make use of modern

equipment while its levels of ISR and communications as well as integration of IT 

systems within the force are perfectible. Training still suffer from unrealistic conditions,

lack of equipment and insufficient night drills. When it comes to equipment, although

changes rapidly take place the PLAA has troubles to repair equipment, suffer from lack

of modern weaponry for training, while China’s main battle tank (MBT) fleet still

consists of outdated cold war generation tanks, such as the 1960s built Type-59. Finally

the PLAA suffers from logistical and maintenance drawbacks with static, scattered and

304 Rand Corporation, “China’s Incomplete Military Transformation - Assessing the Weaknesses of the 

People’s Liberation Army (PLA)”, Library of Congress, Santa Monica, CA, February 2015, 

ISBN/EAN: 9780833088307, page 72, URL: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html. 
305 Ibid. 71. 
306McCready, Douglas, "Crisis Deterrence in the Taiwan Strait", Strategic Studies Institute (SSI), U.S. 

Army War College, 2014, page 25. 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html
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insufficiently informatized logistic equipment. This cause shortcomings to maintain IT 

and high-tech equipment, helicopters and emergency repair capabilities.307 

Such shortcomings would hamper PLAA involvement in China’s invasion of Taiwan. 

These are also aggravated by the PLAN’s lack of amphibious capabilities.  

According to Easton, all above mentioned drawbacks combined with PLA troops’ 

inexperience of combat could have diverse effects on a Taiwanese battlefield such as 

physical and psychological breakdowns caused by the probable high level of violence 

on the battlefield with the Taiwanese use of modern, precision weaponry, and 

psychological warfare, all augmented by a ferocious fight on unknown terrain, irregular 

logistical support and confusing communication (or blackouts).Demoralization caused 

by the carnage, fatigue, hunger, absence of directions from the hierarchy, loss of 

initiative added to the general disarray of the situation could lead to a lowering of the 

PLA soldiers’ will to fight.308 

 

PLAAF 

 

Despite its rapid modernization, the PLAAF still suffers from fielding multiple 

generations of aircrafts. Among older aircrafts, China still uses the Q-5 Fantan attack 

aircraft from the 1950s, the Q-5 has an obsolete design and carries obsolete weaponry 

– the PLAN is replacing them at fast pace, however the PLAAF’s air-to-ground strike 

capability remains limited (which is critical against Taiwan).  

Likewise, the PLAAF’s lacks long-range strike capabilities and aerial refueling capacity, 

which hampers PLAAF’s bombers to effect strikes on the second island chain, since 

they cannot be escorted by fighters. Other special mission aircrafts are missing such as 

AWACS, which would limit China’s reconnaissance and ISR capability in a conflict.  

When it comes to a Taiwan contingency, the biggest problem the PLAN faces is 

certainly the lack of airlift capabilities. At present, the PLAAF’s fleet consists only of 

Russian-made Il-76 and derivate. However, China now fields the new Y-20 in 

increasing numbers so the problem presented by a lack of airlift capabilities will soon 

lose significance. The PLAAF will still have to take to time for fully integrating the new 

aircrafts into its fleet and training new crews. 

Although training has considerably improved in recent years, it remains for the PLAAF. 

PLA publications talk about a “peace disease” and consider that training is too easy. 

Close air combat is underemphasized and unrealistic. Training for sustained operations 

                                                 
307Rand Corporation, “China’s Incomplete Military Transformation - Assessing the Weaknesses of the 

People’s Liberation Army (PLA)”, Library of Congress, Santa Monica, CA, February 2015, 

ISBN/EAN: 9780833088307, page 76-79, URL: 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html. 
308Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 188-192. 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html
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(24h/day operations) has been inconsistent until recently. Lack of attendance of pilots 

to key trainings and the instructors’ poor abilities have also been noted.309 

As a result of perfectible training, there probably exists a gap between the skills of 

Chinese and Taiwanese pilots.  

 

PLAN 

 

While the PLAN has fielded many new and advanced units and that its air-defense 

capabilities are excellent, it still suffers from lack of logistics support (constrains PLA’s 

ability to operate far from its shores), integration of advanced weaponry within the force 

(lack of skilled seamen), ASW and amphibious capabilities (a deficiency compensated 

by Taiwan’s awkwardly weak submarine force).310 

Among all, lack of amphibious capabilities is a huge problem for the PLA’s capability 

to take Taiwan. Despite the modernization of its amphibious fleet, the Chinese lack a 

sufficient number of adequate and advanced landing ships. The PLA still calls for the 

use of diverse types of civilian boats for carrying soldiers and weaponry. The problem 

is that such boats are totally inadequate for military amphibious operations which 

requires specialized equipment (like double-hull and watertight compartments) and 

personnel. Loading and unloading the boats will take longer, and the civilian crews will 

have no idea about military procedures (such as radio silence) and wartime conditions 

(with mines, obstacles, threat of Taiwanese attacks and accidents). Afterwards, PLAN 

boats could easily be sunk or end-up on the wrong beach. For Easton, PLA’s mission to 

get Taiwan is hopeless unless the Chinese redouble their efforts to field more 

amphibious capabilities.311 And they do. 

 

PLARF 

 

The Rocket Force suffers from the perfectible quality of missile force personnel, with 

management, leadership, discipline problems, lax and peacetime habits, low morale, 

excess of formalism, lack of professionalism as well as skills and knowledge issues 

among the personnel. The conduct of joint operations could be hampered by the PLARF 

lack of integration with other PLA arms, a problem also acute in trainings. About 

                                                 
309Rand Corporation, “China’s Incomplete Military Transformation - Assessing the Weaknesses of the 

People’s Liberation Army (PLA)”, Library of Congress, Santa Monica, CA, February 2015, 

ISBN/EAN: 9780833088307, page 102-107, URL: 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html. 
310 Ibid. 86-89. 
311Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 188. 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html
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trainings, the RAND specialists cite: unrealistic conditions, neglect of deficiencies, 

wishful thinking, lack of sense of urgency and formalism.  

Despite the PLARF is improving its conventional weaponry, it doesn’t have enough 

warheads, modern weaponry is poorly manned and finally, logistics are hampered by 

the PLARF lack of workable logistical network: informatization is limited, logistic 

facilities are not really suited, and the quality of logistic personnel is perfectible. 

Integration with civilian industry and technology is still law.312 

Against Taiwan, the PLARF lack of integration with other arms and lack of warheads 

could severely hamper PLA’s operations. 

 

SSF 

 

Despite China’s making major strides in the cyber, EW and space warfare areas, none 

of them really meet the PLA needs yet.  

China is becoming more dependent on space capabilities and the PLA recognizes that 

this will bring challenges, such as vulnerability to the U.S. counter-space (anti-satellites) 

capabilities.  

In the electromagnetic spectrum, China is concerned by cybersecurity weaknesses, 

vulnerable to its enemy’s cyber-actions (interestingly, Taiwan has recently fielded an 

elite unit specialized in cyberwarfare).  

China also faces weaknesses in its C4ISR capabilities, which could hamper the PLA’s 

over-the-horizon targeting capabilities. These are caused by technical challenges posed 

by the integration of such high-technology within the PLA’s services and procedural 

obstacles (insufficient coordination between the PLA’s intelligence organizations and 

decision-makers). 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
312Rand Corporation, “China’s Incomplete Military Transformation - Assessing the Weaknesses of the 

People’s Liberation Army (PLA)”, Library of Congress, Santa Monica, CA, February 2015, 

ISBN/EAN: 9780833088307, page 80-83, URL: 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html.  

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html
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5. Taiwan’s resilience and resistance

5.1 Concepts & Context 

5.1.1 Taiwan’s Commitment 

The effectiveness and credibility of a deterrence policy depends a lot on the strength 

and intensity of a deterrer’s commitment to defend itself if attacked. It convinces the 

challenger that the price he will have to pay to achieve its objective will be the highest. 

Lebow also stressed the importance for a defender to successfully communicate its 

commitment to defend itself against an adversary: “the success of deterrence as a 

strategy of conflict avoidance depends not only upon the capability and resolve of the 

defender (…) but just as much upon its ability to communicate that capability and 

resolve to adversaries.”(Lebow, 1985)313 

President Tsai Ing-wen has avoided references to Taiwan’s independence since she was 

elected and has kept a position as low-key as possible when it comes to cross-strait 

relations and security matters. Instead, she appeared committed to the safeguarding of 

the current situation, or Taiwan’s de facto independence absent a formal declaration, 

while demonstrating good-will towards Beijing without leaving way on Taiwan’s 

sovereignty.  

However Taiwan, under various forms, repeatedly warned China that it will protect and 

defend itself with all available means should the latter decide to use force for achieving

unification, it also has sought to reassure its population by maintaining that the armed

forces are fully capable to defend the sovereignty of Taiwan, with Tsai adding that the

island “will not bow under pressure” and that "both China and Taiwan should not

engage in confrontation.”314 While these official statements are directly addressed to the

Taiwanese public, they are also the messages that Taiwan’s government conveys to

China and the international community. These are its official expressions of 

commitment. However, Taiwan does not engage in shows of force, let alone regular

military exercises common to all nations. For a nation facing a threat likely to 

compromise its survival, such a stance looks quite weak. 

Why? 

The problem in our case is that Taiwan’s government has few options to clearly express 

its commitment to defend the island against a Chinese aggression for the reason that an 

313Lebow, R.N., “conclusion chapter”, in Jervis, R., Lebow R.N., Stein, J., “Psychology and Deterrence”, 

London, The John Hopkins Press Ltd, 1985, page 205, pp 203-232. 
314Chung, L., "Taiwan will not ‘bow to pressure from the mainland’ but seeks to maintain peace", South 

China Morning Post, October 10, 2015, URL: www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-

politics/article/2114677/tsai-vows-boost-defence-says-taiwan-wont-revert-old. 

http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2114677/tsai-vows-boost-defence-says-taiwan-wont-revert-old
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2114677/tsai-vows-boost-defence-says-taiwan-wont-revert-old
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openly defensive posture from the Taiwanese government infuriates China and invites 

unwanted troubles and instability in cross-strait relations. Display of boldness by 

Taiwanese leaders, such as when Chen Shui-bian was president, have proved to backfire 

by provoking China and scare-off U.S support. Therefore it makes sense that Taiwan 

avoids giving the CCP leaders a rationale to escalate tensions (it could be worse than 

now). 

Because Taiwan’s commitment to defend itself cannot be expressed to its full measure, 

we have to find a way to measure Taiwan’s resolve to defend itself.  

Taiwan’s strategy is a one of war-avoidance, which implies a low-profile but resolute 

defense posture. From there stems the need to secure a consistent public support for the 

continuation of the island’s self-rule, which China has been trying to undermine through 

intimidations and political warfare. China did so because national cohesion is a critical 

factor in the island’s ability to resist China’s limited and unlimited strategies. Taiwan 

would be weak without a solid national unity. 

So we find that most of the communication of Taiwan’s commitment to defend itself 

against China has taken an unspoken, but obvious form. The commitment, instead of 

being conveyed only by the government, is provided by the Taiwanese people 

themselves, by expressing their refusal to unify with China and the attachment they 

have for Taiwan’s sovereignty. 

If Taiwan’s government cannot fully communicate its commitment to resist China’s

pressures and threats of war by itself due to Beijing’s ultra-sensitivity, the Taiwanese

people should be able to by-pass government-to-government communication to signal

the CCP leaders how they think of themselves, or what they think of unification with

China. It could take the following form: “We, Taiwanese people, are not interested by

unification, our attachment to our island and democracy continues to grow, and we will

continue to resist against intimidations and other pressures”. Therefore, if the Taiwanese

public is consensual about Taiwan being a de facto independent and sovereign state, the 

signal sent to China cannot be clearer: the Taiwanese, like any other people on the planet, 

are just as much likely to show a great resolve and defense spirit if attacked. In the case 

of Taiwan, for which deterring China is a matter of state survival, the commitment to 

defend itself cannot be taken lightly.  

The substance of Taiwan’s commitment is composed of facts such as the elections 

results in Taiwan, the Taiwanese’s attachment to democratic institutions, the result of 

different surveys about national identification and other expressions of defense spirit – 

all well-known evidences indicating that the Taiwanese value living independently from 

China and are serious about defending themselves. Accordingly, we will see in our first 

part that Taiwan’s commitment to defend itself can be explained through the 

measurement of the Taiwanese national building process and the consensus on the 

island about Taiwan’s sovereignty.  

When writing about a deterrence relationship it is important to provide detail about the 

challenging country’s relevant individuals and organizations in order to understand who 
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is in charge, how and what their likely decisions would be. For Morgan, the “this should 

tell us about how receptive to deterrence threats such a decision maker will be and thus 

something about the chances deterrence will work.”(Morgan P. , Deterrence, A 

conceptual analysis, 1977) 315  This implies the importance to understand the 

corresponding information about China’s leadership, by surveying the PRC’s sensibility 

to Taiwan’s deterrence signal, at both psychological and bureaucratic levels.  

So, in our second part we will see that although Taiwan’s commitment is clear, its 

communication to China may be uneasy since several limits within China may hinder 

the understanding of Taiwan’s commitment. As a result, the Taiwanese commitment to 

defend themselves may have a weak impact on Taiwan’s deterrence posture.  

We will also assess whether a policy of conciliation with China is advisable or not. It is 

not. 

5.1.2 Taiwan’s Resilience 

Let us recall Taiwan’s objectives: (1) Deter a Chinese armed aggression in order to (2) 

ensure that the future outcome of Taiwan’s relations to China lay in the hands of 

Taiwanese people.  

Because China’s limited and unlimited strategies form a continuum, the precondition 

for deterring an attack is first to address China’s political warfare and short of war 

military pressures.  

Taiwan’s defensive objective is ultimately to pull-back a Chinese aggression if

deterrence breaks, however, for deterrence to be fully effective, it should start all the

way upstream. In other words, for war to be deterred, the path leading to it shall be

blocked: Taiwan should persuade Chinese political and military leadership that there is 

no use in threatening and that no political discussion will ever be possible under 

constraint. In other words, it should convince Chinese planners that coercion does not 

work. 

The more China succeeds in coercing Taiwan into isolation, the fewer the chances for 

Taiwan to successfully counter-maneuver. The closer China gets to the final choice of 

unleashing an attack, the higher the risk for Taiwan’s deterrence to fail. And if war is 

avoided but the island falls into Chinese hands nevertheless, Taiwan will have lost 

everything anyway.  

Admittedly, Chinese limited-aims strategies have few chances to achieve this task alone, 

but they certainly facilitate China’s work of annexing Taiwan by driving both countries 

towards either “peaceful unification” under Beijing’s terms because of Taiwan’s 

exhaustion or lack of alternatives, or the war threshold, the moment when China finds 

315Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-

0819-9, page 152. 
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that peaceful options for unification have been exhausted and its leaders decide to attack 

Taiwan as a last resort option.  

Prevention is better than cure, Taiwan must avoid being pushed into such a dead end 

from where it will be impossible to escape. 

For Morgan, “Any improvement in your defenses reduces the other side’s incentive to 

attack, which means you might be able to get by with less retaliatory capacity”.316 

Because Taiwan should deter a Chinese aggression from far upstream, the scale of its 

counterstrategies should be broad. Deterring China from engaging in political and 

military pressure is complicated and there is little Taiwan can do against China directly. 

However, maybe it is still possible to convince the CCP leaders that its tactics will not 

achieve results and that they are counterproductive.  

For this, Taiwan is finding creative ways to appeal to its population, to Chinese people 

and to the world in general. Taiwan also tries to fix its economic problems, strengthen 

its soft power and improve its communications on the world stage. Taiwan’s 

contributions to the world, for such a small island, are numerous, the success of its 

democratization and the social progressivism prevailing on the island is astonishing for 

visitors who often remark that developments on the island stand in stark opposition to 

authoritarian China. However, Taiwan cannot achieve its objectives alone, it is too small 

economically and too isolated diplomatically to counterbalance the China factor in 

foreign policy-makers’ calculations, so its voice cannot be heard. So if Taiwan wants a 

chance for its case to be really considered, its policymakers have to find a way to attract 

the world’s attention and for this they have to make more friends. Make more friends 

means that Taiwan has a better chance that other countries call China to restraint and 

bring about a more favorable settlement to the situation.  

But what does it take to make friends for Taiwan?  

For Taiwan to attract attention, it needs a communication strategy and an undiscussable 

appeal.  

For Cole, “unless Taiwan manages to convince the international community otherwise, 

it will continue to be regarded as a province or territory of China – and so far BJ has 

been winning that battle.”(Cole, 2016)317 

Appeal means Taiwan needs to tend toward progress, and to set an example. To achieve 

this means that Taiwan needs to fix its own internal drawbacks ranging from political 

divisiveness to perfectible economic prospects and enhance its existing strengths such 

as tolerant and democratic governance. Taiwan should showcase itself as a leading 

progressive country on the world stage, a model that appeals to others. In other words, 

Taiwan should not rely on its achievements of being one of Asia’s most mature 

                                                 
316Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-

0819-9, page 30. 
317Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 143. 
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democracies, it should do more. It should be in advance of others, both in the 

governance, social and economic realms. To take a common example, Taiwan should 

be regarded as an Asian “Scandinavian country”, which are regularly praised in Europe 

for their progressive character and high performances in all domains.  

While the exact path to choose in order to achieve such a transformation is outside the 

scope of this thesis, is well above the competences of its author, and would much 

probably involves philosophical questions, we consider that it is still worthy to think 

prospectively about it.  

So in this part, we will consider a number of domestic challenges that Taiwan must 

overcome, such as a perfectible democratic governance, political and societal 

divisiveness as well as economic drawbacks. Concomitantly, we will see that Taiwan 

needs to brandish its past, current and future achievements on the world stage. For this 

it needs both a way to engage its international partners and a suitable communication 

strategy.  

Actually, there is nothing sure that this option will work for Taiwan, given the huge 

challenge presented by China’s pressure on both the island and the international 

community. However, if Taiwan’s objective is to remain independent from the 

mainland, we hardly see any other option than making more friends and gather 

international support in order to break Taiwan’s isolation.  

 

5.1.3 Taiwan’s Resistance 

 

Beijing is confronted by the type of force it would use to bring about unification with 

Taipei. We argued that China contemplates two options, one of them, the limited one, 

is right now in full-swing against Taiwan and aims at weakening Taiwan’s resolve by 

opening a variety of fronts. The second one, China’s use of military brute force to settle 

the issue once and for all is the option we would like to treat in the second part of this 

chapter 

We find that a PLA blockade will be insufficient for compelling the Taiwanese to 

surrender, and that it would necessarily have to be complemented by an invasion. 

According to Beckley, from MIT, a blockade alone will be insufficient for two reasons: 

(1) first, even if the PLAN scores historically high kill rates, it is unlikely that its 

submarines succeed to cut the majority of Taiwan’s imports given Taiwan’s ASW 

capabilities, shift to different supplying tactics and that, shipping companies attracted 

by higher payments would take the risk to continue to supply Taiwan; so that starving 

the country would be mission impossible; (2) second, Beckley remarks that “no 

blockade in the past 200 years has coerced a country into surrendering its sovereignty” 

even if being cut from foreign supplies, due the capacity of states to adapt to this kind 

of situations (Taiwan maintains huge stocks) and the willingness of the population to 
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hold on and defy the enemy (chief example being Japan during World War Two).318 

For Beckley a blockade would only strengthen Taiwan’s will to resist and would give 

ample time for the U.S. and other Taiwan’s allies to design a counter intervention. In 

the end, Beckley calls a blockade "a protracted operation with a low probability of 

success.”319 

This view, according to Easton, is shared by PLA military planners: “By its very nature, 

a blockade and/or bombing campaign would have to drag on for a long time to produce 

results. It is assumed that the negative factors for China would almost certainly become 

unbearable long before Taiwan had been starved or burned into submission. [PLA] 

Military planners assume that no Taiwanese elected into being would ever capitulate 

as the result of intimidation. In their minds, economic devastation and limited combat 

would never be sufficient to force them to surrender.”(Easton, 2017)320 

For these reasons, we won’t consider a blockade to be China’s favored approach to 

inflict a decisive defeat to Taiwan and support that it must be complemented by an 

invasion. The 2011 edition of Taiwan’s MND National Defense Report clearly stated: 

“The PRC will aim for a short battle and quick victory before foreign forces can 

intervene, thus establishing a political reality that will prevent further 

intervention.”321Likewise, for Easton: “Taiwanese strategists assess that PLA doctrine 

favors a minimal warning, rapid invasion campaign that employs deception and 

surprise to land on the island and overrun Taipei, securing the government’s 

capitulation before American-led coalition forces could decisively engage.”(Easton, 

2017)322 

For China, an invasion should be conducted swiftly because the cost of a war in the 

Taiwan Strait may grow to inacceptable levels in a matter of days. China’s military is 

far superior to Taiwan’s, but the Chinese decision-makers are preoccupied about a 

possible intervention by the United States and Japan as well as international 

condemnations following an aggression. In other words, although China has the 

capacity to defeat Taiwan in an attrition struggle, the option is off the table.  

This war of short duration, this forced blitzkrieg and precipitation, is China’s Achilles’ 

heel, whereas it is Taiwan’s deterrence trump card. Both actors know there will be only 

one round in the fight, with a winner and a looser. On the one hand, the threat of third-

party intervention and the unattractiveness of a long-term blockade or bombing 

operation greatly narrow China’s window of opportunity and tactical choices. On the 

                                                 
318 Shih, H.c., "Taiwanese people willing to fight for democracy: surveys" Focus Taiwan, April 19, 2018, 

URL: http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201804190036.aspx. 
319Beckley, Michael, "The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia - How China’s Neighbors Can 

Check Chinese Naval Expansion", International Security Volume 42 | Issue 2 | Fall 2017 p.78-119, MIT 

Press Journal, URL: https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294.  
320 Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 199. 
321 Ministry of National Defense (Taiwan), National Defense Report 2011, page 75. 
322Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 198. 

http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201804190036.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294
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other hand, this contexts assists Taiwan’s military advantages such as a homeland 

environment suited for defense, allowing the armed forces to deploy rapidly to fighting 

areas and hold its positions. 

However, for Easton, “Taiwanese defense planners cautiously and prudently assess 

that ROC military forces have to be prepared to defend their own country, without any 

international help.”(Easton, 2017)323While some within Taiwan’s military argue that 

the ROC armed forces can secure a victory against the PLA unassisted, most reports 

assess that the island’s military could hold on around 30 days and that a U.S. 

intervention becomes likely after two to four weeks, just enough. In any case, 

Taiwanese hope that there would be some forms of American air and naval support.  

In other words, the longer a war looks for Chinese military planners, the more they will 

be deterred from starting it. Acting slow in a conflict would mean that China allows 

Taiwan’s military to show greater resilience and invites the U.S. in the fight, a 

nightmare for Beijing since it would make any conquest of Taiwan impossible and could 

bring a risk of military escalation between both superpowers. Obtaining better chances 

of a quick military success against Taiwan is also one of the reason why China is 

actively modernizing the PLA to a top-tier standard. 

On their part, Taiwan’s decision-makers are well aware that this kind of scenario, a war 

of long duration likely to drag third parties in, is precisely what deters China from 

attacking in the first place. By taking advantage of this context, Taiwan’s decision-

makers are strengthening the defense of the island. A lengthy war would demonstrate 

Taiwan’s resilience and resistance by making the world’s headlines. China’s claim that 

Taiwan is part of China will probably be gravely undermined and China’s international 

reputation will suffer greatly. Finally, a lengthy war against Taiwan could quickly 

endanger the stability and legitimacy of the CCP rule over China. To the extent that the 

Chinese are not rolled-back, they will take control of a largely destroyed Taiwan with a 

population hostile for generations, and China also wishes to avoid this. 

The deterrence theory corroborates the opinion that Taiwan’s surest path to a successful 

deterrence is to promise that a high cost, lengthy war of attrition awaits China if it opts 

for war. Credibly promising an attrition war to a potential attacker works as a strong 

deterrent because of the costs it entails. For Mearsheimer, “with the attrition strategy, 

the attacker seeks to defeat his opponent by engaging in numerous battles of 

annihilation, or set-piece battles. Ultimate success depends on wearing the defense 

down until resistance is no longer possible. (…) Deterrence is greatly strengthened 

when a potential attacker envisions war as a series of set-piece battles.”(Mearsheimer, 

1983).324 Therefore, in our situation, attrition translates to Taiwan’s capacity to raise 

the cost for China and obtain deterrence. 

                                                 
323Ibid. 200. 
324Mearsheimer, John J., “Conventional Deterrence”, Cornell University Press, 1983, ISBN 0-8014-

1569-1, page 30. 
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Taiwan has a well-regarded plan for promising an attrition war to China. And it has a 

name: The Gu’an Plan, which general outline falls under the doctrine of “Resolute 

Defense, Multi- Domain Deterrence”. Taiwan’s current strategy encompasses joint-

combat and a multi- layered defense architecture so as to complicate China’s war 

planning and augment Taiwan’s odds of military success. For Easton, “The Gu’an Plan 

seeks to influence the Chinese calculus, making sure the perceived costs of invasion 

would be too high for China’s leaders to seriously consider. If they attacked regardless 

of the risks, the anti-invasion plan is designed so that Taipei could drag Beijing into a 

long war of attrition, delaying amphibious assault and/or occupation until the Chinese 

high command either collapsed under the strain, or the military retreated after suffering 

humiliating losses.”(Easton, 2017)325 

For convincing Beijing that things would turn that way, Taiwan needs to field the 

needed military capabilities – which we will detail at length in order to understand their 

strengths and weaknesses. Since Beijing already attempts to compensate the 

unfavorable conditions for an invasion of Taiwan through a massive military buildup 

and that the island cannot hope to engage in an arms race, it will have to pursue a smart 

and asymmetric defense effort over the long haul. The cost for sustaining deterrence 

remains high, Taiwan’s military will need to continue extensive and wide ranging 

reforms in order to correct budgetary, logistics, organizational, and recruitment issues 

(to name a few) as well as to consolidate its joint capabilities, to develop innovative, 

asymmetric warfare (definition in footnotes) 326  and to strengthen the indigenous 

production of defense items. 

The lesson we will draw from this part is that, although Taiwan’s capabilities are strong 

and its defensive plan as well as modernization priorities are well-thought, the limits

posed by Taiwan’s internal and international contexts and the increasingly serious threat 

from the PLA’s modernization make that Taiwan’s conventional deterrence, if not 

strengthened or supplemented by some forms of direct foreign support, will enter

troubled water soon.

325Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 198. 
326“Asymmetric warfare is a warfare concept that employs asymmetric measures, unequal strengths, 

and non-conventional means in operations. The concept of asymmetric warfare is to evade the enemy's 

strength while using suitable military tactics and weapons to attack against their weaknesses in order to 

influence the result of battles so that the war develops in a favorable direction.” As cited in Taiwan’s 

2017 National Defense Report, MND, (Taipei) Taiwan, 2017. 



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

Hugo Tierny 123 NCCU 

5.2 Taiwan’s Commitment and Communication to China 
 

We have seen that Taiwan’s commitment to defend itself, besides official statements, is 

largely fed by the Taiwanese attachment to their political sovereignty, and therefore, 

that their defense spirit cannot be taken lightly. But chances are high that China 

misunderstands or ignores the signal. 

Therefore, we would like here to discuss how Taiwan communicates its commitment to 

defend itself to China, and explain why China is unlikely to get the message.  

For us it could be because of (1) the lack of a shared normative framework between 

China and Taiwan, and (2) by the nature of China’s leadership and bureaucracy. 

Because we’ve seen that China’s motivations are indeed very high, we should draw an 

unfavorable conclusion about the use of conciliation as a Taiwanese strategy to ease 

tensions.  

 

5.2.1 Taiwan’s Official Message: the Deterrence Threat 

 

We take for granted here that Taiwan’s commitment to defend itself is backed by 

Taiwan’s military capacities, which will be addressed subsequently. 

Essentially, Taiwan’s message to China is that the Taiwanese government, armed forces 

and society are fully ready, willing, and capable to defend the island’s sovereignty. 

When it comes to the armed forces, Taiwan seeks to promise China that it will face a 

costly war, lengthy enough to drag third parties in the fight. This should provoke anxiety 

and fear within China’s decision-making circles because it raises the costs of a military 

action against Taiwan. 

Because deterrence involves a psychological relationship, a Chinese sensible decision-

maker might be deterred more easily if Taiwan’s military and political leadership are 

good enough at building, displaying and communicating a credible deterrence threat. 

Then, a successful deterrence will obtain if the CCP leadership is paralyzed by doubts 

and fear. For Morgan, it is about “a “rational” fear of obvious consequences, but the 

emotional reaction to the burden of great responsibilities and serious uncertainty when 

disaster is a possibility.”(Morgan P. , Deterrence, A conceptual analysis, 1977)327 

Accordingly, Ian Easton, a U.S. based Asia expert and author of “The Chinese invasion 

threat” considers that the best way to deter a Chinese attack on Taiwan is to “convince 

the CCP that if they attack they are likely to lose the war and the party is likely to lose 

its grip on power in China. It must be a life and death decision for them personally.”328 

                                                 
327Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-

0819-9, page116. 
328 In an exchange of emails with the author of this thesis.  
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Therefore Taiwan hopes to sensitize China about the cost of an attack and attempts to 

convince the CCP leaders that a war will turn into a disaster for the PLA and would also 

dramatically undermine China’s internal political stability. This is what Morgan talks 

about when he writes: “To be sensible is to be battered by doubts and fears to the point 

that as the risks and potential costs rise resort to force looks more and more like a last 

gasp, last ditch policy.”(Morgan P. , Deterrence, A conceptual analysis, 1977)329 

But will the Taiwanese message reach Beijing and have any effect? Unfortunately for 

Taiwan, it is very doubtful that it will.   

For Stein, “even the most elaborate efforts to demonstrate prowess and resolve may 

prove insufficient to discourage as a necessary means of preserving vital strategic and 

political interests” (Stein, 1985)330because the challenger’s motivations are too high, 

or because he is already committed to achieve its goal. So, for Lebow, the likeliness that 

challengers actually understand and comply to defenders’ “no trespassing signs”, or 

deterrence threats, is low, while both sides “may also prove insensitive to each other’s 

signals for a variety of political, cultural, or other reasons”.(Lebow, 1985)331 

 

 

5.2.2 Taiwan’s National Identity and case for Self-determination 

 

“Here, home is Taiwan, it is Taiwan’s political community that provides the Taiwanese 

with their passports and citizenship, military defense, national health care, education, 

high living standard, general welfare, national public institutions, free press and 

democracy.”(Danielsen, 2012)332 

“To be Taiwanese meant to be a participant in the democratic experiment that is 

Taiwan, regardless of one’s ethnic background, language, social status, or voting 

tendencies. In other words, reflecting decades of engagement with Western culture, 

Taiwan was slowly becoming a multiethnic society that embraced a shared nationalism 

defined both by it is and what it is not.”(Cole, 2016)333 

The Taiwanese choice to remain independent from China can be read through a long-

term national building process in Taiwan, a unique social experiment in the world.  

                                                 
329Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-

0819-9, page 302. 
330 Lebow, R.N., “conclusion”, in Jervis, R., Lebow R.N., Stein, J., “Psychology and Deterrence”, 

London, The John Hopkins Press Ltd, 1985, page 216, pp 203-232. 
331 Ibid. 205. 
332 Danielsen, “On the road to a common Taiwan identity”, in Chow, Peter C.Y, “National Identity and 

Economic Interest, Taiwan’s Competing Options and their Implications for Regional Stability”, Palgrave 

MacMillan, New York City, 2012. 
333 Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 130. 
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Taiwan has been long denied a legal existence in the concert of nations, although its 

history of colonization and blend of different cultures and population have constituted 

a national narrative made of a particular history and political identity. All conditions are 

now gathered to allow people to talk about a Taiwanese nation, absent its official 

character. In this perspective, the constitutional framework provided by the Republic of 

China does not apply to a fictional and parallel Chinese society on Taiwan, but to the 

legal appellation of the state, to which the Taiwanese identify. This corresponds to a 

consensus, which is more or less well articulated among the Taiwanese.  

According to Taiwan’s national narrative, the Taiwanese identity crystallized through a 

long history running from the arrival of the first Chinese settlers in the 17th to the recent 

democratization and blend of cultures which characterize the uniqueness of Taiwanese 

political culture. These developments are markedly different from what China has 

experienced: Taiwan did not know and does not keep a memory of a “century of 

humiliation”, but it certainly has built a particular identity through the experience of 

critical historical milestones such as the various colonization processes, the cut with 

China when the Japanese seized the island, the bloody events of 1947 and the White 

Terror, the post-war “economic miracle”, the lifting of the Martial Law, the following 

democratization and the strengthening of a national consciousness. Taiwan’s insularity 

and centuries of intra-island communications and exchanges have also strengthened 

Taiwan’s identity. For Cole, the scars left by the difficult cohabitation with the Chinese 

and the Japanese may have reinforced the desire of the Taiwanese to live alone.334All 

these events are read by the Taiwanese as a consistent historical national building 

process, which is not contradicted by the Taiwanese’ recognition of their Chinese 

background and culture, even if the extent of this acknowledgment varies from one 

Taiwanese to another.  

The ROC allowed a shared identification to the island by both the mainlanders and 

native Taiwanese, thus facilitating reconciliation of different ethnic groups. Later on, 

democracy and tolerance facilitated the apparition of multiculturalism on the 

island.335Despite a common cultural ground, Taiwan and China shared less and less, 

with Corcuff talking about the “liminal” period of Taiwan, to explain that the country 

was at the crossroad to fully define itself as nation.336 During his terms, Ma Ying-jeou 

sought to appear as both protector of Taiwan and president of the Taiwanese people, a 

serious shift for the conservative KMT.337During the 2016 presidential elections, by 

electing a DPP candidate rather than the KMT, the Taiwanese have demonstrated their 

attachment to Taiwan’s sovereignty. China's pressures on Taiwan have not led to 

increased support for unification, quite the contrary. This coercion could be caused by 

334 Ibid. 127. 
335 Tierny, H., "‘Mainlanders’ and what it means to be a Taiwanese", Taiwan Sentinel, March 14, 2017, 

URL: https://sentinel.tw/mainlanders-means-taiwanese/.  
336 Read Stéphane Corcuff’s analysis of Taiwan’s liminalidentity: Corcuff, S., “The Liminality of 

Taiwan: A Case-Study in Geopolitics”, Taiwan in Comparative Perspective, Vol. 4, December 2012, 

pp. 34–64 ISSN 1752-7732 © Taiwan Research Program, London School of Economics. 
337Rigger, S., “Why Taiwan matters. Small Island, Global Powerhouse (updated edition),” Rowman and 

Littlefield Publishers, Lanham, Maryland, 2014, page 37. 

https://sentinel.tw/mainlanders-means-taiwanese/
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the recognition of the Chinese government that its policy of economic rapprochement 

and attempts to win the hearts and minds of Taiwanese failed, so Beijing lose patience 

and intensified its pressures, causing misunderstanding and resentment in Taiwan.338 

Naiteh Wu, a researcher from Academia Sinica (Taipei) conducted a survey and asked 

the Taiwanese: “If Taiwan and China were to become comparably developed 

economically, socially, and politically, would you agree that the two sides of the Taiwan 

Strait should be united into one country?”339  Sign of a growing alienation from China, 

after more than a decade of economic integration, the Taiwanese were numerous to 

consider China’s development a less legitimate factor in conceiving unification. Even 

if they are attracted by China’s economic and technological edge, Taiwanese are also 

witnessing the authoritarian turn of the CCP as well as the numerous economic and 

political setbacks in Hong-Kong since the retrocession, two repellents that undermine 

support for unification.   

There is little use to declare independence since Taiwan, or the Republic of China, is 

already a fully sovereign state with no link to the People’s Republic of China. For this 

reason, Taiwan is not a case of secessionism. However, the Taiwanese certainly prefer 

normal relations with China and the rest of the world. For this, Taiwan needs self-

determination to escape the confinement caused by other countries’ One China Policy 

and the attendant diplomatic isolation. 

However, China’s sword of Damocles discourages many Taiwanese to express their 

feelings towards what they really want for the future of the island with respondents to 

regular surveys usually preferring status quo over independence en bloc. The majority 

of people answering support for status quo, although it designates the continuation of 

Taiwan’s de facto independence in the current settings, is misleading overseas with 

commentators concluding that the Taiwanese are indecisive regarding the island’s 

future. This directly plays for Beijing, which propaganda states that desire for 

independence is limited to a small amount of people. Instead for Cole, support for the 

status quo equals to “support for independence minus the “dangerous” word 

“independence”, a vague concept that has allowed Taiwan to continue to exist as a 

sovereign entity despite lack of international recognition and the China threat.”(Cole, 

2016)340Therefore, the Taiwanese are sure to prefer formal independence than de facto 

independence, but they don’t want it at the price of a war against China. 

Absent the military threat, surveys about Taiwan’s political future would likely give 

higher figures for pursuing de jure independence than they do now. Interestingly, in a 

Taiwan Brain Trust conducted in 2017, while 65% of respondents expressed support 

                                                 
338 Tierny, H., "Taïwan : un an de gouvernance DPP marqué par une Chine à l’offensive", Asialyst, July 

17, 2017, URL: https://asialyst.com/fr/2017/07/17/taiwan-un-an-de-gouvernance-dpp-marque-par-une-

chine-offensive/. 
339Wu N., “Will economic integration lead to political assimilation?” in CHOW, Peter C.Y, National 

Identity and Economic Interest, Taiwan’s Competing Options and their Implications for Regional 

Stability, Palgrave MacMillan, New York City, 2012,page 190. 
340 Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 139. 

https://asialyst.com/fr/2017/07/17/taiwan-un-an-de-gouvernance-dpp-marque-par-une-chine-offensive/
https://asialyst.com/fr/2017/07/17/taiwan-un-an-de-gouvernance-dpp-marque-par-une-chine-offensive/
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for the “status quo”, 88% also expressed the wish of “Taiwan becoming a normal 

country”, which logically suggests normal statehood, and perhaps de jure 

independence. 341  These figures seem contradictory but they are not: respondents 

answering the first question had the China factor in mind, while the second figure 

reflected what the respondents truly wanted, absent the China threat.  

In fact, more than 70% of Taiwanese agree with the statement that Taiwan is already an 

independent country called the Republic of China. Also, people in Taiwan increasingly 

identify as Taiwanese rather than Chinese. In the early 1990s, 25% of Taiwanese 

identified themselves as “Chinese”, 25% as “Taiwanese” and about 50% considered 

themselves both Chinese and Taiwanese. However, in 2014, only 3 percent identified 

as Chinese, whereas more than 60 percent identified as Taiwanese. The gap was wider 

among those who are 29 or younger with about 78 percent hold an exclusively 

Taiwanese identity — as did about 70 percent of people younger than 40 years-old.  

 

 

Figure 13 Chinese / Taiwanese identity in Taiwan, source: NCCU Election Center 

 

This being said, this trend has been reversing since 2015. In 2018 the decline of 

Taiwanese identification and the rise of dual identification was noticeable, with more 

people identified themselves as Taiwanese and Chinese. As we have mentioned in 

Chapter 3, these are maybe the result of successful Chinese limited-aims strategies and 

carrot and stick policy against the island. It will be very important to check the 

progression of this trend to see whether it is structural or not. If the lowering of national 

                                                 
341 Yeh, S., Low, Y.F., "Majority favors maintaining cross-strait status quo: survey" Focus Taiwan, 

June 20, 2017, URL: http://focustaiwan.tw/news/acs/201706200013.aspx. 

http://focustaiwan.tw/news/acs/201706200013.aspx
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identification to Taiwan is a structural trend, then it could mean that the national 

building process in Taiwan had reversed in the opposite directions, and that the 

strengthening of Taiwan’s identity was conjectural. Implications for this subject would 

be numerous and would invite us to change our conclusions about the future of cross-

strait relations. 

However, unfortunately for Chinese leaders, the number of people identifying 

themselves as Chinese has not rose as a result of the stalling of national identification 

to Taiwan. Therefore, we could interpret the recent results as indecisiveness, or as an 

effect of China’s intimidations and saber rattling. Also, if the term “Chinese” reflects 

an ethnic-cultural identity rather than a nationality, the rise in dual Chinese-Taiwanese 

identifications among the Taiwanese could mean nothing more than a growing 

recognition of Taiwan’s Chinese cultural roots without calling into question the 

independence of Taiwan vis-à-vis China. Taiwanese identity, as the graphic makes plain 

clear, is subject to changes due to contextual events, but deep-down, the tendency still 

shows that the Taiwanese national identity is on the rise. Reflecting China’s pressures, 

the percentage of Taiwanese considering China as “hostile” is as high as 80%342, while 

70%343 declared that they would be ready to fight if China attacked Taiwan, according 

to two recent surveys. This speaks volumes about Taiwan’s defense spirit.  

The future will tell if there really exists a theorem according to which the more pressure 

China exerts against the island, the deeper the roots of Taiwan’s national consciousness 

and estrangement from the continent would grow. But right now, there exists a risk for 

China to trap itself in a strategic deadlock. Chinese pressures, even if they successfully 

numb the Taiwanese quest for normal statehood, might as well strengthen rather than 

limit the emergence of Taiwan’s national identity and unity.  

The existence of two clashing nationalisms explain why misperceptions between 

Taiwan and China are so rife. Taiwan’s fundamental objective is to survive as a

sovereign state, in total opposition to China which insists that unification with the island 

is vital to its national unity. The collision course of both nationalisms makes the 

situation look like a zero-sum struggle, with little prospects for appeasement. 

Absent a compromise, the issue may go on indefinitely unless China succeeds to attract 

Taiwan’s in its orbit by reversing the trend of Taiwan’s national building process, or, 

out of impatience, decides to resort to the military option.  

342 Hsu, S., "Most Taiwanese see China as hostile to Taiwan: poll", Taipei Times, March 30, 2017, 

URL: www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2017/03/30/2003667744. 
343 Lin, S., "Taiwanese willing to fight China", Taipei Times, April 20, 2018, URL: 

www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2018/04/20/2003691661. 

http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2017/03/30/2003667744
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2018/04/20/2003691661
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5.2.3 China and Taiwan’s Different Conceptions of a Nation-state 

 

As Lebow wrote, “The demonstrable insensitivity of adversaries to each other’s signals 

and interests and the clashing perceptions they so often have of each other’s signals 

intentions and motivations point to what is perhaps the central failing of deterrence 

theory.”(Lebow, 1985)344 

What makes cross-strait relations potentially explosive is that the Taiwanese and the 

Chinese historical visions of the situation as well as their objectives are clashing 

fundamentally.  

“A challenger’s needs and the perceptual distortions they engender may actually 

constitute the greatest threat to the peace”.(Stein, 1985)345 

Taiwan identity transition fuels many of the tensions in the cross strait relationship. The 

CCP fears such change because it challenges its view that Taiwan is an inalienable part 

of Chinese sacred territory and the final piece of China’s national completion. Then to 

some extents, Taiwanese and Chinese goals are competing against each other: both want 

the land of Taiwan for the purpose of national construction.346 

In his volume about deterrence, Lawrence Freedman implies that a deterrence posture 

derives from a norms-based approach of international relations. In this case, 

inacceptable behaviors such as a Chinese aggression on Taiwan should be deterred not 

only because it poses a threat but because deterrence threats can be justified by the 

inadequacy between the challenger’s aggressive attitude and the values promoted in 

international relations.347 This is very interesting for our subject and it echoes to the 

arguably illegitimate China’s denial of self-determination for the Taiwanese by 

threatening and perhaps eventually use force to determine the future of the island. Then, 

accordingly to the international value of non-aggression, this kind of behavior should 

legitimately be deterred by Taiwan.  

Freedman writes:“The norms-based approach requires reinforcing certain values to the 

point where it is well understood that they must not be violated [in our case, the self-

determination of Taiwan]. This involves deterrence, in that part of this exercise may be 

punishing or threatening to punish violations”(Freedman, Deterrence, 2004)348. In our 

case, deterrence arises because it was impossible to find a consensus between Taiwan 

and China on how to settle the dispute peacefully, therefore China threatens to use force 

and Taiwan doesn’t have other choices than to deter and commit itself to defeat a 

                                                 
344 Ibid. 229. 
345 Ibid. 216. 
346Cabestan J.P., Vermander B., « La Chine en quête de ses frontières, la confrontation Chine-Taiwan, » 

Sciences Po – Les Presses, Paris, 2005, page 169. 
347 Read chapter 4 of Freedman, L., “Deterrence”, Polity Press, 2004, ISBN 0-7456-3112, page 117. 
348Freedman, L., “Deterrence”, Polity Press, 2004, ISBN 0-7456-3112, page 5. 
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potential aggression349. For Freedman, Taiwan’s deterrence will obtain if “the deterred 

[China] is working within a sufficiently shared normative framework so that it is 

possible to inculcate a sense of appropriate behavior (…) that can be reinforced by a 

combination of social pressures and a sense of fair and effective 

punishment”.(Freedman, Deterrence, 2004)350 

The very big problem between China and Taiwan is that there is no such thing as a 

shared normative framework.  

As we mentioned in Chapter 2, an opposite paradigm to Taiwan’s national building and 

self-determination exists in China. The CCP and a large part of the population consider 

unification with Taiwan as the last part of China’s national (re)building process. This 

argument is used by the Chinese intellectuals for showing that Taiwan is strictly a 

Chinese internal matter and to dismiss any international dimension to the struggle. 

Reunification is seen as the final step of a process of national recovery after the 

humiliation brought by the successive wars and unequal treaties of the 19th and 20th 

centuries. In this perspective, the revolution of 1911, the Sino-Japanese War, the 

proclamation of the PRC in 1949, the retrocession of Hong-Kong and Macao, the 

Chinese economic and diplomatic rise, and the prospective unification with Taiwan are 

all steps of the same historical process. The fighting needed to achieve the precedent 

objectives justifies agreeing to equivalent sacrifices in order to take Taiwan “back”. 

With Taiwan in China’s hands, the “national rejuvenation” would finally be finalized. 

This vision is almost never challenged by the Chinese population and intellectuals.  

In fact, besides the official narrative, most Chinese don’t have much knowledge of 

Taiwan. Less than a thousandth of Chinese have ever visited Taiwan, and the 

development of cross-strait tourism is unlikely to challenge misperceptions. Most 

Chinese who visited Taiwan come with large groups, in which they are given the same 

vision of Taiwan as on the continent. Taiwan is presented as an idealized conservatory 

of Chinese culture, untouched by modernity.351 Chinese tourists do not challenge this 

narrative, and some of them can be seen taking pictures selfies, Chinese flags in hands, 

in front of the 101 tower in Taipei.352 

What’s more is that, for most Chinese, China is more a “culturally defined community” 

or a civilization, than a nation-state in a western, Westphalian acceptation. Under the 

concept of Tianxia (天下), the Chinese have traditionally considered their country to 

dominate over others and this very old vision still feeds a sense of exceptionalism in 

Chinese thought. For Wang, unlike western nation-states, China encompasses a 

                                                 
349 Ibid. 116. 
350 Ibid. 6. 
351 Corcuff, S., “The Liminality of Taiwan: A Case-Study in Geopolitics”, Taiwan in Comparative 

Perspective, Vol. 4, December 2012, pp. 34–64 ISSN 1752-7732 © Taiwan Research Program, London 

School of Economics, page 34-64. 
352 Read the article from J. Michael Cole’s blog: Cole, J.M., “Chinese tourists, Taiwanese, and the rest 

of us”, The Far Eastern Sweet Potato, March 15, 2014, URL: 

http://fareasternpotato.blogspot.fr/2014/03/double-standards-chinese-tourists.html. 

http://fareasternpotato.blogspot.fr/2014/03/double-standards-chinese-tourists.html
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“boundless cultural community" according to which other people who have been under 

the influence of the Chinese culture once, are still Chinese.353 Unsurprisingly in this 

settings, the Chinese consider the Taiwanese, who have close ethnic and cultural 

connections to China, to be Chinese as well, regardless of evolving borders and national 

identities, two irrelevant “Western” concepts. For the Chinese, the national 

appurtenance is a determinant that cannot be altered by foreign thought or time, whereas 

for the Taiwanese, national building is a construction and knows no-

predetermination. 354  Then China does not accept Taiwan’s domestic dynamics as 

upsetting their Chineseness or being relevant developments, and Taiwan’s separation 

of China would merely be ephemeral, as a result of the division of China by foreign 

invaders. Thus, there is no place for reconciliation in the Taiwan Strait if the island does 

not go “back” to the continent.  

The Taiwanese, despite their Chinese cultural background, argue otherwise and seem 

to have adopted the Western vision of the nation-state, stressing that Taiwan has all the 

characters of a modern and independent, albeit unrecognized, nation. A concept 

misunderstood in China!  

We are thus facing two different conceptions of the state and national community, a 

global one (or “western”, although this point could be debated) on the island vs. a 

Chinese one in China. And this conceptions are clashing over the control of the island 

of Taiwan. Therefore, neither side of the Strait really understands the other. 

As a result, misperceptions and lack of knowledge between both sides of the Taiwan

Strait are high. The Taiwanese misunderstanding of China is aggravated by the

aggressiveness the latter usually displays towards the island. Although we have

explained above the logic of China’s claim over Taiwan, most Taiwanese consider that 

China’s posture is uncivilized and brutal.

5.2.4 China’s Bureaucratic Culture 

Struggling for deterring a well-motivated challenger can stem from structural 

weaknesses within the defender state such as military weakness, internal political 

division or poor reputation for resolve. However, the defender does not control every 

aspects of the deterrence relationship and it is possible that some weaknesses may be 

imputable to the challenger state.  

In the case of Taiwan, it is possible that the island’s leadership struggles to communicate 

its deterrence threat to China because the latter’s thick bureaucracy would distort or 

dilute the message before it reaches the top leadership level.  

353Zheng Wang, “Never forget national humiliation, historical memory in Chinese politics and foreign 

relations”, Columbia University Press, New York (US), 2014, page 72. 
354Cabestan J.P., Vermander B., « La Chine en quête de ses frontières, la confrontation Chine-Taiwan, » 

Sciences Po – Les Presses, Paris, 2005, page 170. 
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Bureaucracies undermine rationality of states primarily because of their complexity, the 

number of organizations in charge within them and the internal clashes and 

misunderstandings caused by conflicting opinions about strategies to be chosen and the 

decisions to be taken.355 For Morgan, “the argument is that information from outside 

only has a limited importance on what a government will decide. Because foreign info 

will have been filtered through many bureaucratic layers (…)before it finally arrives at 

the decision-making level. Deterrence threats end up twisted by many different 

dissonant sources, who come up with each having its own interpretation of the 

threat.”(Morgan P. , Deterrence, A conceptual analysis, 1977)356 

For McCready, “the Chinese decision making system is one where good analysis and 

creative options are unlikely to survive the bureaucratic gauntlet so as to gain the 

attention of the actual decision makers. If correct, this would mean success in easing 

tensions in the Taiwan Strait is unlikely to come from the Chinese side.”(McCready, 

2014)357 In our case, this makes that information emanating from Taiwan will have little 

importance on the decision taken in China. Its heavy bureaucratic culture may well 

dissipate the understanding of Taiwan’s internal dynamics and blur its deterrence 

signals. For example, the existence of competing rationalities among the CCP, such as 

between the civilians and the CMC, make that the information at hand by Chinese 

bureaucrats can be distorted or incomplete. The same mechanisms and hazardous 

contexts could impact on China’s assessment of Taiwan’s internal dynamics or health 

of its deterrence posture.  

For Morgan, communicating with the adversary’s bureaucracy would be successful 

when “one government generates threats which sufficiently enhance the influence of 

those bureaucratic politics players in the other who oppose attack that a decision not 

to attack emerges”(Morgan P. , Deterrence, A conceptual analysis, 1977). In other 

words, for the deterrence threats to be effective, they must be communicated to the good 

people or organizations. Morgan writes these could be “dissenting faction within the 

adversary bureaucracy” or people “who have good reasons to be alarmed at the 

possibility of war.”358 

However, few actors like these exist in China. Generally, taking a moderate line on 

Taiwan is extremely unpopular within China’s decision-making bodies, for three 

reasons. One is that within the CCP bureaucracy, Taiwan has long served as a release 

valve in times of power politics. Thus, Chinese officials often use verbal attacks on 

Taiwan in order to demonstrate their attachment to the regime and/or the party line in 

                                                 
355Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-

0819-9, page 64. 
356 Ibid. 64. 
357McCready, Douglas, "Crisis Deterrence in the Taiwan Strait", Strategic Studies Institute (SSI), U.S. 

Army War College, 2014, page 25. 
358Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-

0819-9, page 66. 
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order to survive politically.359 The second is the recent purges launched by Xi Jinping 

inside the CCP, which reduced the number of people susceptible, or daring, to oppose 

Xi Jinping, especially on such a hot issue. The third is that China’s closure of its 

communication channels with Taiwan because the CCP was unhappy about the election 

of Tsai Ing-wen in 2016 aggravated the problem of miscommunication and attendant 

misunderstandings between both governments.  

As a result, China’s decision-making circles might be particularly subject to 

“groupthink”, for Morgan a “powerful illusion of invulnerability” created by 

interactions among people from the same top-leadership positions, who tend to share 

the same opinion and misunderstanding of Taiwan, likely to self-convince themselves 

about the validity of their decisions. Groupthink creates excessive optimism and 

augments propensity for decision-makers to take the wrong decisions, or to take 

unnecessary risks. Morgan adds: “A deterrent threat would not likely prove effective 

against a leadership considering an attack while under the influence of groupthink”360. 

With the numerous misperceptions between both sides of the Taiwan Strait, China’s 

inexperience in dealing with war matters, the rigid character of its top leadership, and 

the extremely low turnover within its decision-making bodies, groupthink is real risk.  

Groupthink could also mean that China’s decision-making could calculate and 

recalculate the odds of success and failure of a forcible attack on Taiwan until a 

satisfactory option emerges. At extreme levels, or during a crisis, it is therefore possible 

that Chinese decision-makers accept extremely high costs for taking Taiwan. 

Imperfect decision-making combined to rife misperceptions means that leaders should 

never be too confident that they know exactly what they are doing and that they are in 

a position to control the situation. As a result, Taiwan should never feel reassured, even 

if policy-makers assume they have built a credible deterrence and a flawless defense 

because China’s understanding of Taiwan’s deterrence posture is likely to be weak. 

 

5.2.5 Xi Jinping and Taiwan  

 

Deterrence threats can also be directed to the leadership of a challenger state, and in the 

case of China, Xi Jinping himself, since he sits at the top of the PRC’s hierarchy. This 

would have the benefit of short-cutting the Chinese bureaucracy so that Xi’s judgment 

could be more impacted by Taiwan’s internal dynamics and commitment to defend 

itself.    

                                                 
359Yu, M., “Political and Military Factors Determining China’s Use of Force” in Tsang, S., “If China 

Attacks Taiwan: Military Strategy, Politics and Economics”, Asian Security Studies, Routledge, 

Abingdon, 2006, page 23, pp 17-34. 
360Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-0819-

9, page 62. 
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Morgan writes that, usually, nations’ leaders are brave, self-confident and that most of 

them, in order to climb the steps to the higher positions, had to demonstrate great 

intelligence. The everlasting selection process within political systems would eliminate 

non-sensible leaders.361 So people in charge at the top are said to avoid war, be moderate, 

generally risk-averse, and to have the required bureaucratic knowledge to understand 

how governments work and relate to each other. Therefore, Morgan considers that most 

national leaders are wise and flexible, and that they usually consider deterrence threats 

from outside with the greatest attention362.  

It looks like Xi Jinping fits this image. 

Xi Jinping, born in 1953, cultivates an image of rigor and so far has proved to be an 

agile politician, a skilled diplomat, and acquired the reputation to be a conciliator. Xi 

describes his own thinking as pragmatic and throughout his rise he has cultivated a 

down-to-earth image. He is calm, and does not seem to let his emotions take over or be 

prone to hasty decisions. He has also tried to appear friendly and closer to the people 

than its predecessors, with more relaxed images of him playing football, enjoying rest 

with his wife, or riding a bike with his daughter without his costume. Xi presents itself 

as strong and hard to break, but not out of reach or too tough.  

Xi is often portrayed by international media as a confident person and by Chinese media 

as a man of compassion who has refreshed his country's political life. Osnos wrote: Xi 

is “five feet eleven, taller than any Chinese leader in nearly four decades, with a rich 

baritone and a confident heft. When he received a guest, he stood still, long arms slack, 

hair pomaded, a portrait of take-it-or-leave-it composure that induced his visitor to 

cross the room in pursuit of a handshake. (…) Xi projects an image of manly vigor. He 

mocks “eggheads” and praises the “team spirit of a group of dogs eating a lion."363 

The rise of “Big Daddy Xi” stems from his conviction that it was the absence of firm 

leadership that allowed the Soviet Union to collapse. He reportedly declared: “When 

the Soviet Party was about to collapse, there was not one person who was man enough 

to turn back the tide".364 

Confident, he has repeatedly showed his disposition to engage dialogue with South 

Korea, Japan or the United States. However, in the same time, Xi is tough in 

negotiations and did not hesitate to take hard measures against its opponents when their 

choices clashes with Beijing’s line, as is the case of Taiwan. During crises, such as the 

one over North Korea, Xi has proven remarkably psychologically stable and called for 

restraint and diplomacy whereas both Kim and Trump went ballistic without actually 

turning their words into deeds.  

                                                 
361 Ibid. 159. 
362 Ibid. 158. 
363Osnos, E., "Born Red", The New Yorker, April 6, 2015, URL: 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/04/06/born-red. 
364Phillips, T., "Xi Jinping: the growing cult of China's 'Big Daddy Xi'", The Telegraph, December 8, 

2014, URL: https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/11279204/Xi-Jinping-the-

growing-cult-of-Chinas-Big-Daddy-Xi.html. 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/04/06/born-red
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/11279204/Xi-Jinping-the-growing-cult-of-Chinas-Big-Daddy-Xi.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/11279204/Xi-Jinping-the-growing-cult-of-Chinas-Big-Daddy-Xi.html
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On the other side, since assuming office in late 2012, Xi strengthened the CCP’s power 

and his own position. He leads an economic power that is poised to surpass the 

American one and holds authority over the military, influences greatly the judiciary, the 

media, and businesses. He leads seven Central Committee groups, oversees government 

reform, cybersecurity, finance and security apparatus.  

He is also tightening government control over China’s civil society, media and the 

Internet. Human rights activists, lawyers and even moderate intellectuals have been 

harassed, detained and jailed. He has launched an unforgiving anti-corruption campaign 

(in fact a purge of rival factions within the CCP), reorganized the PLA, and abolished 

the two-term limit for the Chinese presidency, meaning that he could remain in power 

indefinitely— as well as cultivated a cult of personality. References to Xi as China’s 

“core” leader imply a status similar to that of former leader Deng Xiaoping or even Mao 

Zedong. 365  Xi Jinping had his personal “Thought” added to China’s national 

constitution.  

The CCP’s nature does not seem to encourage Xi’s understanding of foreign issues and 

international relations. Xi’s pedigree is one of a CCP prince, while his father was a very 

influential party cadre. Although he and his family were impacted by the Cultural 

Revolution (he was sent to work in the countryside like many teenagers of his 

generation), Xi himself has been a CCP cadre for decades and his rise has been gradual 

within the party – he is not an outsider nor has he spent a significant amount of time 

abroad. Consequently, his understanding of local politics on Taiwan or of Western 

thought cannot be overestimated. Accordingly, he doesn't speak English. All these 

elements combined increase the risks of misperceptions, misreading and 

misunderstanding of signals from abroad (from Taiwan, the U.S. and Japan).  

As a consequence, while Xi has cultivated an image of cautious leader, we find that his 

likely lack of understanding of China’s adversaries bear significant risk of tensions. 

Xi’s actions and newfound power status seem to imply a wish to make history. The 

Chinese people have grown accustomed to strong economic growth, but Xi did not 

initiate it so it won’t qualify him as a historic leader. However, since he and the CCP 

have tied their legitimacy to the long-term goal of subjugating Taiwan, “entering history” 

could be achieved by delivering on this goal, a glorious prize for him and the CCP.  

Precipitating a war against Taiwan for personal prestige seems like a remote possibility.  

However, tied by its repeated commitments to advance on the goal of unification and 

the wish to enter history, together added to its strong personal character and probable 

misunderstanding of foreign interests, Xi is unlikely to ease pressure on Taiwan. We 

can expect that as long as Xi remains in power, he will keep an uncompromising line 

on Taiwan, while staying away from extreme positions as much as possible, although 

this will not preclude any use of force in the future. Xi Jinping has shown its ability to 

                                                 
365Fan, J, Zhang, T., Zhu, Y., "Behind the Personality Cult of Xi Jinping", Foreign Policy, March 8, 

2016, URL: http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/03/08/the-personality-cult-of-xi-jinping-china-leader-

communist-party/. 

http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/03/08/the-personality-cult-of-xi-jinping-china-leader-communist-party/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/03/08/the-personality-cult-of-xi-jinping-china-leader-communist-party/
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grab opportunities on the international front and to show audacity when confronted to 

opponents (as in the South China Sea, on Korea and on Taiwan). Also, power sometimes 

corrupts minds, and one is left to speculate what Xi’s behavior will be in five, ten year 

time when China will have grown even bigger.  

Finally, there is also the fact that Xi Jinping’s entourage (in the higher levels of the CCP 

and the military hierarchy)is not particularly pacifist and that most are partisans of a 

hardline in foreign policy. Taiwan’s weakening defenses can induce these individuals 

to pressure Xi Jinping, himself quite nationalist, to take a harder line or to even to attack 

Taiwan as soon as they think that China really overpowers Taiwan militarily and that 

the U.S. will not intervene. Uniformity of thinking and the absence of counterweight at 

the top of China’s leadership may invite wishful thinking and groupthink366 , both 

ingredients for bold decisions and subsequent deterrence failure.  

Although overall Xi Jinping’s personal character and foreign policy record make him 

fit Morgan’s “sensible decision-maker” description, this is no panacea for Taiwan’s 

deterrence prospects, nor does it bear credible indication that Taiwan’s deterrence will 

obtain in the future if its flaws are not fixed very quickly.  

5.2.6 Cross-strait Conciliation? 

Morgan writes that “deterrence can set off emotional fireworks, can provoke a highly

dangerous response, and can readily stiffen resistance by upping the opponent’s 

threshold of acceptable harm. That is why various findings suggest blending it with

reassurance or other cooperative steps”367.

But is conciliation a good strategy for Taiwan? Tsai, since she was elected, has

multiplied reassuring declarations to China that she will abide to the status quo and not 

seek formal independence for Taiwan. However, the very fact that Taiwan’s identity

causes the island to drift away from China is making CCP leaders concerned that, even

without Taiwanese political efforts to push for an independence agenda, the prospects 

of peaceful unification are diminishing. Therefore, instead of trying to win hearts of

minds in Taiwan, China has no willingness to negotiate and relies on coercion for

bringing about unification. 

In these conditions, it is possible that Chinese decision-makers interpret Tsai’s 

accommodating stance as a lack of resolve. Since Tsai was elected any attempt to 

366 For Morgan, groupthink designates the misplaced confidence on the part of decision-makers that 

they have the necessary capacity to act correctly. This is triggered by uniformity of thinking within a 

leadership group and causes overconfidence. In the end, the group self-convinces itself of the validity 

of their decisions, consensus act as a censorship against legitimate doubts, and risk of tragic mistakes 

and misunderstanding of the adversary signals increases greatly. Read: Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – 

A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-0819-9. 
367Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence Now”, Cambridge University Press, 2003, ISBN 0521822572, page 

265.
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negotiate with China has failed since the CCP has not showed any willingness to discuss 

with the DPP, which Beijing sees as illegitimate. To the contrary, China has ramped up 

its pressures against Taiwan, as we have seen in Chapter 3. The reason why China has 

been unwilling to negotiate with the DPP is easy to explain: its leadership has no interest 

in doing so. The DPP, despite its accommodating stance, remains committed to the 

safeguarding of Taiwan’s sovereignty and any political talk on this issue is a non-starter. 

Likewise, Tsai has always refused to recognize the 1992 consensus which says that 

there is only one China and that Taiwan is part of it. In addition, Tsai has not condemned 

its premier’s, William Lai, public support for Taiwan’s independence. As a result, for 

Beijing, which objective is unification with Taiwan at all price, there is absolutely no 

basis for negotiation. In all fairness for Chinese decision-makers, Tsai’s 

accommodating stance has no real substance, so it is easy to interpret it as a tactic to 

gain time for Taiwan. In reality, Tsai and the DPP are not really conciliatory with China, 

at least regarding their goals to safeguard Taiwan’s de facto independence and 

strengthen Taiwan’s diplomatic ties with the U.S., too objectives that are anathema to 

the CCP’s objectives of unification. 

Without credible pledges that Taiwan is moving toward unification, China will never 

abandon its threat to attack the island since, in a last resort, it is their only viable option 

to force unification. Logically but uncompromisingly, China has redoubled its pressures 

on the island. Since the election of Tsai in 2016, China has reengaged in its tactic to 

isolate Taiwan by poaching its official allies (offering very generous material benefits 

in exchange), pressured countries keeping unofficial ties with the island, and attacked 

of foreign business which hint that Taiwan exists as a separate entity of China. In the 

meantime, China strengthened efforts to hollow out Taiwan’s economy and ramped up 

military intimidations and political warfare against the island.  

It appears that Tsai herself understood that its strategy to appear conciliatory has not 

yielded any results. Since China’s objective is to subdue Taiwan at any price and that 

Taiwan’s core objective is to prevent this from happening, negotiations are doomed 

from the start. Once again, the rigidity of Beijing and antagonistic goals across the 

Taiwan Strait are making common understanding and consensus extremely improbable. 

Deterrence theory confirms this vision:  

For Morgan, “if the challenger is motivated by hopes of gain only, conciliation may only 

provoke further threats”.368 

For Lebow, “the efficacy of deterrence depends very much upon the adversary’s 

intentions, the degree any kinds of constraints that affect its leaders, and the political 

context in which that strategy is pursued. Appeasement of a Hitler only elicits more 

demands.”369 

                                                 
368Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence Now”, Cambridge University Press, 2003, ISBN 0521822572, page 264. 
369Lebow, R.N., “conclusion”, in Jervis, R., Lebow R.N., Stein, J., “Psychology and Deterrence”, London, 

The John Hopkins Press Ltd, 1985, page 221, pp 203-232. 
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In the case of imperialist challenger states motivated by unlimited gains such as China, 

Snyder argues that concessions from a defender merely undermine the credibility of its 

deterrence posture. Imperialist states face a dilemma: they want to expand their territory 

or sphere of influence but they don’t want to provoke war, so they usually resort to the 

old tactic of gradually grabbing what they want, taking advantage of their opponents’ 

weaknesses or cowardice.  

Accordingly, although China pretexts that its claims on Taiwan and the China Seas are 

justified by its quest for territorial integrity, its strategy has proved for several years to 

be one of opportunistic expansion. Accordingly, China has seized every opportunities 

to expand at minimal cost, that is, each time the U.S. or international response was low. 

The Chinese always act in gradual steps to tests their adversaries’ resolve and degrade 

at the same time the possibility of response by creating a fait accompli. This Chinese 

salami tactic has been taking the form of the gradually built islets in South China Seas, 

against which the international response has always been very mild and from where are 

now stationed extensive military capabilities, impossible to remove without provoking 

a war with China. Against Taiwan, this has taken the form of the limited-aims strategy, 

the numerous small hits we have been talking about throughout this work.  

According to deterrence theorists, the only way to block such actions is to take care of 

the problem when it first materialize, and not wait until it is a done deal. For Snyder, “a 

strategy of concessions will at best buy a little time before an unyielding deterrent 

strategy must be adopted.”370 Lessons from the past indicate that aggressors can’t be 

appeased but have to be deterred (Muich in 1938), that commitments have to be clear 

(Korean War in 1950), and that conveying weaknesses incite challenges (Vienna in 

1961).371In a deterrence relationship, if the deterrer has nothing to offer to the challenger, 

like Taiwan cannot deliver on China’s demand to unify, then the only hope the deterrer 

can ever have is for the challenger to gradually accept the status quo by matching the 

challenger’s strength and for this deterrence should be at an all times high. Stein also 

argues that deterrer should better closely watch the challenger’s costs of inaction, and 

in the case of China where the CCP has tied its legitimacy to the unification with Taiwan, 

such costs could run increasingly high.372Snyder adds that in the case of a hardly 

dissuaded challenger willing to overcome the resistance of status quo states such as 

China, the best policy would be to “match all capability increases and yield no ground, 

so that the will to resist cannot be doubted”373. In appearance, Taiwan cannot afford 

this strategy. But it can still invest much more in its military, and fully switch its strategy 

                                                 
370 Snyder, J.L., “Perceptions of the security dilemma in 1914” in Jervis, R., Lebow R.N., Stein, J., 

“Psychology and Deterrence”, London, The John Hopkins Press Ltd, 1985, page 179, pp153-180. 
371 Ibid. 76. 
372 Stein J., “Calculation, Miscalculation, and Conventional Deterrence II: The view from Jerusalem” in 

Jervis, R., Lebow R.N., Stein, J., “Psychology and Deterrence”, London, The John Hopkins Press Ltd, 

1985, page 86, pp60-88. 
373 Snyder, J.L., “Perceptions of the security dilemma in 1914” in Jervis, R., Lebow R.N., Stein, J., 

“Psychology and Deterrence”, London, The John Hopkins Press Ltd, 1985, page 179, pp153-180. 
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to asymmetric defense, as will be argued in the next chapter. And still, augmenting 

military capabilities is never a promise of deterrence success.  

For Stein, “deterrence is a useful strategy to buy time only if a defender uses the time 

to address the source of grievance frustration and revisionism.”374 However in our case, 

to assuage China might prove to be mission impossible. Taiwan’s conciliation is both 

empty of substance and a bad idea for assuaging China, which does not display any 

interest let alone willingness to compromise. Given China’s unlimited objective, 

intransigence, growing military might and relentless limited aims strategy against 

Taiwan, and the latter unwillingness to give political concessions, cross-strait tensions 

may only aggravate in the future. Therefore, the only deterrence posture for Taiwan is 

to rely on its alliance with the U.S. and strengthen its own military capabilities, without 

any indication that this architecture will tenable on the long term.  

 

5.2.7 Conclusion: Taiwan’s Commitment 

 

For Morgan, "Deterrence is not typical among intimates; more often than not it is a 

primitive method for managing a primitive social relationship.”375 

We have seen in this part that China and Taiwan have fundamentally opposite goals and 

perceptions of the situation. China’s serious motivations to take Taiwan are only match 

by Taiwan’s solid commitment to resist. The Chinese are bound by too many factors to 

renege on their goal to take the island, whereas the Taiwanese fear for the very survival 

of their state and their freedoms. In addition, China and Taiwan’s very limited 

understanding of each other is fed by an opposite and competing paradigm of national 

building process and nationalism, with both parts claiming the island of Taiwan to be 

their territory. Therefore and despite both parties’ willingness to avoid conflict, we 

hardly see on which basis any conciliation could take place.  

Because an arrangement between both parties looks extremely difficult to find, we don’t 

see another option for Taiwan than maintaining an extremely solid deterrence strategy 

against China if it wants to avoid conflict. This goes through improving military 

capacities and plug the holes that China blows in its ability to function as a sovereign 

state with its limited-aims strategy.  

  

                                                 
374 Stein J., “Calculation, Miscalculation, and Conventional Deterrence II: The view from Jerusalem” in 

Jervis, R., Lebow R.N., Stein, J., “Psychology and Deterrence”, London, The John Hopkins Press Ltd, 

1985, page 87, pp60-88. 
375Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-

0819-9, page 336. 
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5.3 Taiwan’s Answer to China’s Limited-aims Strategy 

5.3.1 Homefront: Democracy and National Unity 

China, as we have seen in chapter 3, is spending considerable energy in trying to induce 

division and undermine democracy within Taiwanese politics with the use of political 

warfare. So the first priority for a Taiwanese government willing to deny China’s 

limited-aim strategy objectives is to strengthen Taiwan’s democracy and national unity 

as well as to promote renewal and creative thinking for the island’s politics. In addition, 

presenting the international community with a united Taiwanese society may help 

leverage support.  

For Cole, “Taiwan faces an existential threat from a giant neighbor that is fully 

committed to annexation, by force if necessary. So for Taiwan, democratic breakdowns 

have ramifications for its survivability as a sovereign state and as such every 

improvement to the system, every reform that fosters cooperation and unity, strengthens 

the island’s ability to stand on its own against external meddling (…). The healthier 

[Taiwan’s democracy] is, the more credible its defense will be.”(Cole, 2016)376 

5.3.1.1 Taiwan Political Consensus 

We have seen in last chapter that Taiwan has evolved from an authoritarian and 

segregated society to a consensual and inclusive democracy, making the bedrock of 

Taiwan’s national identity and setting Taiwan and China apart by nourishing the 

island’s resilience against China attempts to spread division. 

However Taiwan’s national cohesion remains plagued by political polarization. 

As we have seen, China is spending considerable energy in ensuring that Taiwan 

remains divided so as to hinder efficient decision-making and thereby encourage public 

support for unification with China by undermining the legitimacy of Taiwan’s 

democratic governance.  

From there stems the need for the Taiwanese to strengthen unity. This is not to say that 

debates over policies should be discouraged or that differences in political views should 

be erased, as ensuring peaceful cohabitation of different ideas is a core objective in a 

democratic regime. The problem concerns unnecessary, paralytic and unconstructive 

partisan struggles, obstruction to reform, corruption, perfectible media environment, 

remnants of ethnic divide and authoritarian legacies. Together, they hinder Taiwan’s 

376Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 59. 
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government well-functioning, strengthen the impact of China’s division tactics and 

political warfare as well as discredit the effectiveness of democratic decision-making. 

Therefore these drawbacks need to be shelved.  

Party politics and political polarization are one of the biggest issues Taiwan is facing, 

they concern the tendencies within dominant political forces, both the DPP and the 

KMT, to value demagogic electoral practices, short-term tactics over long-term 

objectives, reform obstruction when sitting in the opposition, link to influential 

businesses and religious groups as well as drawbacks due to corruption.377 

For Cole, “Although such problems are certainly present in other democracies, Taiwan 

is in a situation where it cannot afford the kind of politicking that often has brought the 

nation to a standstill and that has led politicians to make decisions that, while 

maximizing their chances at the polls, have betrayed the nation’s ideals and undermined 

its safety.”(Cole, 2016)378 

Polarization of Taiwanese politics, mainly opposing the “greens” against the “blues” 

has led to the alarming paralysis of political cooperation for reform, such as in the 

security realm where Taiwan’s legislative has been unable to find a consensus on 

elevating the defense budget and arms sells for years, with dire consequences on 

Taiwan’s military modernization.  

For Gitter and Sutter, “Such gridlock and divisive criticism along party lines on 

sensitive issues of national defense are emblematic of a broader weakness in Taiwan’s 

infrastructure capacity—specifically the ability of the governing authority to set goals 

supported by elites and to consolidate enough power to see those goals through (…). 

Foreign experts for many years have seen this weakness as having a deleterious effect 

on Taiwan’s ability to carry out needed reforms and effective policy in economic, social, 

and national security areas important to preserving and advancing national power in 

the face of China’s threat.”(Gitter-Sutter, 2016)379 

Polarization of Taiwanese politics is one of the ROC’s authoritarian legacies. The 

fracture of the Taiwanese society takes its roots in the decades long KMT dictatorship 

on Taiwan, the White Terror, Martial Law and the conflict between ethnic Taiwanese 

and mainlanders. The salience of this ethnic divide has diminished but is still alive and 

shapes bipartisan politics in Taiwan today. The DPP and, overall, the green camp is still 

the spearhead of Taiwanese nationalism whereas the blue camp suffers from its 

reputation as being China-leaning because some of its personalities’ pro-Beijing stance.  

Admittedly, factions within the KMT have hindered efforts to correct this reputation 

with many personalities repeated visits to China. Former president Ma Yin-jeou’s 

behind closed doors economic and political discussions with the CCP have also 

contributed to this view. These hide the fact that the vast majority of KMT members 

                                                 
377Ibid. 49. 
378Ibid. 203. 
379Gitter, Sutter, "Taiwan's Strong but Stifled Foundations of National Power", The National Bureau of 

Asian Research (NBR), 2016, URL: http://nbr.org/publications/element.aspx?id=857. 

http://nbr.org/publications/element.aspx?id=857


DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Hugo Tierny 142 NCCU 

and voters agree that unification with China in the short to middle term is not attractive. 

Therefore, deep-down, both the KMT and the DPP share an equal attachment to 

Taiwan’s sovereignty. The focus of Taiwan’s main political forces should therefore 

strive toward reconciliation and national priorities such as ensuring Taiwan’s survival 

as a free state.  

But many in both the DPP and the KMT continue to fight over less important issues, 

very often for electoral purposes. Some “deep greens” still argue that the KMT is merely 

a Chinese Trojan Horse and that mainlanders can’t be trusted, appealing to those in 

Taiwan who suffered from the ROC’s authoritarian past. 380  “Deep blues” promise 

cross-strait tensions and economic setbacks for mobilizing their voting base against the 

DPP. Extremists from both camps have engaged in policy obstruction once the opposing 

party was in charge and also made sure their own party would not reform or change 

their stance towards other political forces.381 

On cross-strait policies, this meant that although Tsai has troubles satisfying elements 

within both the greens and the blues, with the first arguing that Taiwan should take a 

firmer stance against China and the latter pushing for the recognition of the 1992 

consensus. This situation is extremely fortunate for China, which takes advantage of the 

situation by manipulating political resentments in Taiwan. 

In addition to party politics, Taiwan’s institutional framework is clearly outdated. Cole 

calls the current Taiwanese policymaking system a “Frankenstein monster”, which 

outdated framework has participated in polarizing Taiwan’s legislative. Among

weaknesses, an unbalanced executive-legislative relationship has made life difficult for

divided governments (executive DPP and legislative KMT for example) as well as

slowed and complicated policy implementation. In addition, the current constitutional

settings do not facilitate the renewal of Taiwan’s political forces with, for example third 

force parties, because of the disproportional electoral system for representation in the 

Legislative Yuan. 382 Meanwhile, constitutional revisions regarding a more

proportionate system were opposed by the KMT, which political representation in the 

legislative usually benefits from the current architecture.383

Political gridlock is further fed by Taiwan’s polarized media outlets and very often low-

quality contents, despite being free and Taiwan ranking top in Asia regarding media 

freedom in 2017 (RWB ranking). 384   For Cole, while Taiwanese journalists are 

overworked and tend to save time on fast checking, politicians often step into the breach 

380Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 205. 
381Gitter, Sutter, "Taiwan's Strong but Stifled Foundations of National Power", The National Bureau of 

Asian Research (NBR), 2016, URL: http://nbr.org/publications/element.aspx?id=857. 
382Templeman, K., "Political reform under Tsai Ing-wen: A disappointing record", Taiwan Insight, May 

2018, URL; https://taiwaninsight.org/2018/05/29/political-reform-under-president-tsai-ing-wen-and-

the-dpp-a-disappointing-record/. 
383Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 59. 
384 Huang M., "Taiwan ranks top in Asia in media freedom", Taiwan News, April 26, 2017, URL: 

https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3149644. 

http://nbr.org/publications/element.aspx?id=857
https://taiwaninsight.org/2018/05/29/political-reform-under-president-tsai-ing-wen-and-the-dpp-a-disappointing-record/
https://taiwaninsight.org/2018/05/29/political-reform-under-president-tsai-ing-wen-and-the-dpp-a-disappointing-record/
https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3149644
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to spread disinformation on their opponents. This makes that “false news or fabrication 

become their own reality through replication and false corroboration” 385 , thus 

reinforcing political polarization and defiance towards politicians, as well as traditional 

medias as collateral victim of their own practices. As a symptom of these 

malfunctioning, the MOE minister Wu Maw-kuen resigned in June 2018after having 

been slandered in both the legislature and in the media.386 

In the end, there is a growing gap between the Taiwanese populace and their 

representatives at the government. For Cole, this and chaotic political processes feed a 

growing disillusionment toward their political system within the Taiwanese population, 

especially among the youth:  

“The fact that young and educated activists, conceivably the most politically aware 

people from that generation, had become so disillusioned with party politics in Taiwan 

was certainly bad omen for Taiwan’s democracy. (…) Such perceptions, of course, 

played right into the Chinese propaganda of “historical inevitability”.(Cole, 2016)387 

5.3.1.2 Political Renewal 

Many elements suggest that confidence toward Taiwan’s political system can be 

strengthened. At the top of the priority list there is the need for the political spectrum to 

better reflect the evolution of the Taiwanese society, for example by permitting a greater 

participation of the youth and third force parties in policy-making and pushing the 

agenda of progressive reforms in all realms (judicial, legislative, arts and culture, LGBT 

rights, women).  

By doing so, Taiwan will kill two birds with one stone: on the one hand, Taiwanese 

politics will be more consensual and stable; on the other, such modifications will move 

Taiwan one step ahead of other countries in the region which will undoubtedly benefit 

the island’s soft power and reputation overseas. 

The young Taiwanese’s political perceptions have little to do with their elders’ as most 

of them have grown up in a democratic Taiwan where the Taiwanese identity was 

already taken for granted. Sons and daughters of mainlanders and native Taiwanese 

alike have grown-up altogether and never had to mind about increasingly irrelevant 

ethnic divisions. For them, Taiwan has always been home and the land they identify to, 

so they have grown uninterested to discuss the extent of their Taiwanese identity – it is 

just a given fact. So their political opinions, among those who mind, reflect the wish to 

move ahead the struggles that defined the political landscape their parents have known 

385Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 56. 
386 Wu, M.k., "My reasons for quitting as minister", Taipei Times, June 8, 2018, URL: 

www.taipeitimes.com/News/editorials/archives/2018/06/08/2003694515. 
387Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 53. 

http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/editorials/archives/2018/06/08/2003694515
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and shaped. They have grown tired of abstract identity struggles and have more 

pragmatic demands such as a cleaned-up political system, the protection of their 

freedom and liberties, and the securing of a more generous working market and 

environment. This needs not evacuate the China factor, but it became a less relevant 

issue for the youth.  

For Cole, “the views of the population were gradually moving toward the political 

center. This process was unacknowledged but it was nonetheless real, built on 

foundations that almost every person in Taiwan could agree with: a liberal democracy 

with free access to information, human rights, and prosperity – and above all, the notion 

that Taiwan incarnated those ideals.”(Cole, 2016)388 

The young Taiwanese demands have surfaced to the world’s attention during the 

Sunflower Movement during the spring of 2014. The fact that Taiwan got closer to 

China under the presidential terms of Ma Ying-jeou (2008-2016) led to a surge of 

Taiwanese national identity, or for Cole, a “rapprochement within Taiwan’s 

society”.389Discussions behind closed doors about an unpopular cross strait deal, the 

“Cross-Strait Service and trade Agreement” (CSSTA) between the KMT and the CCP 

lit the powder keg. The lack of democratic scrutiny over the passing of the deal triggered 

anger among many Taiwanese, who were wary that Ma’s China leaning policy would 

put elements of Taiwan’s sovereignty at risk.390It is the Taiwanese youth who led these 

protests. The “strawberry generation”, as it was called by their elders, surprised the 

whole world by launching a spectacular protest movement. To foreign observers, the 

Sunflower Movement echoed other world political movement, such as the anti-austerity 

movement in Spain (live discussions over political matters, participative democracy 

proposals…). The demonstrators’, which demands included a more democratic 

governance, showcased Taiwan’s inclusive and progressive nationalism. As such, the 

Taiwanese youth stood on the world stage in stark contrast against China’s nationalist 

and traditionalist revival. After having occupied the parliament for three weeks, the 

“Strawberry generation” became known as the “Sunflower generation,” which 

relationship with the mainland is more pragmatic – being aware of the intertwined 

existence of China and Taiwan – but as separate political entities. 

The Sunflower Movement permitted to young and until then unknown political forces 

to emerge. The “third force parties”, such the New Power Party (NPP), of which five 

members have entered the Legislative Yuan as MPs after the legislative elections of 

2016, advocate for a renewal in Taiwan’s politics, participative democracy and is 

usually classified on the left of the political spectrum391. The NPP (New Power Party), 

                                                 
388 Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 130. 
389 Ibid. 204. 
390 Pedroletti, B., “A Taipei, la révolution des Tournesols démontre les inquiétudes de la jeunesse face à 

Pékin”, Le Monde, March 28, 2014, URL : 

http://abonnes.lemonde.fr/international/article/2014/03/28/a-taipei-la-revolution-des-tournesols-revele-

le-malaise-des-jeunes-face-a-pekin_4391329_3210.html. 
391 Hsiao, A., "Sunflower movement ‘not accidental’" Taipei Times, March 15, 2015, URL: 

http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2015/03/15/2003613597/2. 

http://abonnes.lemonde.fr/international/article/2014/03/28/a-taipei-la-revolution-des-tournesols-revele-le-malaise-des-jeunes-face-a-pekin_4391329_3210.html
http://abonnes.lemonde.fr/international/article/2014/03/28/a-taipei-la-revolution-des-tournesols-revele-le-malaise-des-jeunes-face-a-pekin_4391329_3210.html
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2015/03/15/2003613597/2
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which takes its roots in the Sunflower movement, is particularly popular among the 

youth and its members come directly from the civil society; they are more prone to 

defend the youth interests than the DPP, which is more linked to Taiwan’s establishment. 

As such, Freddie Lim, who was a former chief of Amnesty International Taiwan from 

2010 to 2014, has defended the rights of ethnic minorities, and is eager to secure 

Taiwan’s hard earned social achievements. Through the Sunflower movement and other 

popular mobilizations, the Taiwanese have also demonstrated a growing politicization. 

In the meantime, the creation of third force parties renewed the political life of Taiwan 

and consecrated the end of old-style politics between pro-independence and pro-China 

forces.  

Taiwan needs to encourage rather than dissuade the emergence of these political forces. 

They are young and will probably bring new ideas regarding the cross strait situation. 

When the New Power Party founder, Freddy Lim, said in an interview with the 

Guardian in 2016 that “[the Taiwanese] don’t necessarily want to be estranged from 

China, but they do want to exist as different entities,”392 one can understand the slight 

difference between this view and the zero-sum approach that has characterized the 

cross-strait relations both on the Chinese and the Taiwanese side. While Taiwan youth 

takes its particular identity for granted and is unlikely to compromise on core issues, 

they have taken on a pragmatic middle line when addressing cross-strait relations. In 

other words, they have a very clear ideas of who they are and what they would prefer 

as Taiwan’s political future, but at the same time, they have fully understood that China 

should be a partner rather than an adversary. As such, while they escape the classical 

but unconstructive Taiwanese political polarization between the DPP and the KMT, 

they increasingly reflect Taiwan’s pragmatic public opinion on China. The CCP, when 

dealing with such interlocutors, would be denied its weapon of feeding ethnic 

resentment and political on the island. These young people, united in their relationship 

to Taiwan, could hope to find a better way to manage cross-strait relations. Therefore, 

we find that political diversification, the entering of young people in politics, and the 

emergence of third force parties is promising for the future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
392 The New Lens, "Rise of The Third Force in Taiwan; Black Metal Star Runs in Legislative Election", 

January 15, 2016, URL: http://international.thenewslens.com/article/34512. 

http://international.thenewslens.com/article/34512
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5.3.2 Taiwan’s Economic Challenges 

The next paragraph, written by Gitter and Sutter, sums Taiwan’s economic challenge 

up: 

“Looking into the future, the long-term risk is that Chinese businesses will obtain 

Taiwan’s most productive and innovative advantages and outperform their Taiwan 

counterparts, thereby undermining the island’s economic independence and 

diminishing its resources for governance, defense, and societal well-being. Hollowing 

out also endangers the economic ties and resources that underwrite Taiwan’s 

international diplomatic support, which is key to its political survival.”(Gitter-Sutter, 

2016)393

The goal for the current government remains to diversify economic opportunities abroad 

in order to make Taiwan’s economy less dependent on China. The island currently tries 

to increase its economic engagement of other states (as exemplified with the new 

Southbound Policy), to enhance domestic innovation, to favor a knowledge based 

economy and to enhance its competitiveness against China. In sum, Taiwan tries to 

continue to take advantage of the Chinese market but tries to smartly invite other friends 

in the balance.  

5.3.2.1 Taiwan’s Brain-drain 

For Bush;“[Taiwan] confronts a demographic squeeze, difficulty attracting talent and 

capital from overseas, energy constraints, low productivity growth, and an outdated

educational system that is not fostering innovation. It is not part of the major Asia trade

regimes and risks being left out of regional economic integration.”394

As we stated in chapter 3, Taiwan’s economic reliance on China makes it vulnerable to 

political pressure from Beijing, which regularly attempts to bypass the government of 

Taiwan in its pursuit of closer economic integration between the two sides of the Strait, 

with the objective of making unification an inevitable future.  

Economic growth is back in Taiwan, pushed by increases in private consumption and 

growth in exports, with a surprisingly high 2.84% GDP growth in 2017395 and a forecast 

for 2018 of 2.42%.396 However, Taiwan’s economy still lacks attractiveness for its 

young talents and economic interdependence with China makes that more and more 

393Gitter, Sutter, "Taiwan's Strong but Stifled Foundations of National Power", The National Bureau of 

Asian Research (NBR), 2016, URL: http://nbr.org/publications/element.aspx?id=857. 
394Hass, R., Medeiros, E.S., "Don't squeeze Taiwan", Brookings Institution, February 7, 2018, URL: 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/02/07/dont-squeeze-taiwan/. 
395Chiu, P.s., Kao, E., "Taiwan records stronger than expected economic growth for 2017", Focus 

Taiwan, January 31, 2018, URL: http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aeco/201801310022.aspx. 
396Cheng, C.w, Hsu, E., "Taiwan raises 2018 economic growth forecast to 2.42%", Focus Taiwan, 

February, 13, 2018, URL: http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aeco/201802130030.aspx. 

http://nbr.org/publications/element.aspx?id=857
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/02/07/dont-squeeze-taiwan/
http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aeco/201801310022.aspx
http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aeco/201802130030.aspx
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people are induced to start a career there. For Gitter and Sutter, “If Taiwan does not find 

a way to integrate its top graduates into the national workforce, it risks losing them to 

regional competitors, including China.”(Gitter-Sutter, 2016)397 

Reacting on China’s announcing of more incentives to attract Taiwanese to work and 

establish on the mainland, Taiwan’s Mainland Affairs Council (MAS) reacted by stating, 

“The government can strengthen and show off Taiwan’s advantages”.398  But here 

stands the problem, as Taiwan’s economy faces structural weaknesses such as a weak 

engagement with world economics other than China, a technological and R&D edge at 

risk, low wages and high housing prices for young graduates. And this is precisely 

where China holds an advantage over the island. To stop these trends, Taiwan needs to 

create more jobs for young people and increase wages.  

Youth unemployment (15-24 years of age) has also become a serious problem. For 

example, in Taipei City, by late 2015 it had risen to 12.8%.399 In Taiwan today, young 

Taiwanese graduates have a hard time finding their place in the job market and they 

complain that jobs are scarce, with 5.5% of them being unemployed in 2017, against 

only 3.7% for Taiwan’s total working population.400 According to the United States-

China Economic and Security Review Commission, “Taiwan’s services and tech-

driven economy has few practical applications for academic research skills, creating a 

gap between the number of academic research positions available and the supply of 

highly educated workers.”401Taiwan is also a country where time spent at work is one 

of the longest in the world: an average of 2124 hours per year against 1474 hours for 

France, according to the OECD. Among Taiwanese employees, 70% of a survey 

respondents said they were not paid for their extra hours.402 

Stagnation in salaries is also problematic, especially at a time when housing becomes 

more and more expensive. For example, observers speak today about the “22k 

generation”, an analogy to the starting salary for a young graduate, which is about 

22,000 NTDs per month ($600)403. The history behind this specific amount goes back 

to a proposition of Ma Ying-jeou, who offered this low starting salary as an incentive 

for enterprises to employ young post-graduates. However, it has rapidly become a base 

value which in turn constrained young post-graduates to the bottom of the wage scale.404  

                                                 
397 Gitter, Sutter, "Taiwan's Strong but Stifled Foundations of National Power", The National Bureau of 

Asian Research (NBR), 2016, URL: http://nbr.org/publications/element.aspx?id=857. 
398Reuters, "Taiwan says should educate its youth on dangers of China", March 23, 2018, URL: 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-taiwan-china/taiwan-says-should-educate-its-youth-on-dangers-of-

china-idUSKBN1GZ1AN?platform=hootsuite. 
399 Yeh Kwan-yu, "Youth unemployment rate on the rise in Taipei", Taipei Times, December 29, 2015, 

URL: http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2015/12/29/2003635950. 
400 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 382, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
401 Ibid.  
402 Ibid. 
403 Baubry. P.Y, "Elections à Taïwan : quelle place pour la jeunesse dans les programmes ?" Asialyst, 

January 5, 2016, URL: https://asialyst.com/fr/2016/01/05/elections-a-taiwan-quelle-place-pour-la-

jeunesse-dans-les-programmes/. 
404 Ibid.  

http://nbr.org/publications/element.aspx?id=857
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-taiwan-china/taiwan-says-should-educate-its-youth-on-dangers-of-china-idUSKBN1GZ1AN?platform=hootsuite
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-taiwan-china/taiwan-says-should-educate-its-youth-on-dangers-of-china-idUSKBN1GZ1AN?platform=hootsuite
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2015/12/29/2003635950
http://www.uscc.gov/
https://asialyst.com/fr/2016/01/05/elections-a-taiwan-quelle-place-pour-la-jeunesse-dans-les-programmes/
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Now, most Taiwanese people under 40 earn less than $1.200 a month, far below the 

national average of $1,600.405 

The minimum salary was recently raised, but a far cry from the 30% that were 

announced earlier. 406  Low wages prevents the young Taiwanese from renting or 

purchasing real estate, especially in northern Taiwan.407 Taipei has thus become one of 

the most expensive cities in Asia while youth salaries are stagnating. As a result, the 

young Taiwanese have no other choice but to rent little flats or to live far from the city 

center. To address the need of affordable housing for young Taiwanese professionals, 

Tsai Ing-wen has promised the construction of 200,000 public housing units.408To fix 

the low salaries, Tsai Ing-wen has suggested that a minimum wage must be 

implemented and that work-linked training would have to be strengthened. Taiwanese 

are waiting for results.  

Tsai Ing-wen and her administration have also laid the foundations for an innovation-

driven economy, actively pursuing cooperation with Taiwan’s international economic 

partners. Taiwan’s government has also designed a “5+2 Major Innovative Industries” 

policy which emphasizes the development of key innovative industries such as green 

energy, defense, internet, biotechnology as well as smart precision machinery as well 

as high value agriculture and circular economy. These initiatives have been given a 

large budget.409 

For Cole, needed corrections would include:410 

- Attract foreign firms in Taiwan: by lifting by many investment regulations; 

- Attract foreign academics in Taiwan: by elevating wages, grant access to 

foreigners to actual teaching positions, open competition for academics to 

foreigners; 

- Rise wages, obviously, to competitive levels compared to China, South Korea 

and Japan so that the island attracts more talents; 

- Reduce government wastage: mainly the result of corruption or political 

clientelism, redirect it to the above mentioned fields, young Taiwanese and 

NGOs; 

- Tackle short-termism: Take inspiration on China, which has “a long-term view 

and ensures the sustainability of its initiatives” – this should enable Taiwan to 

“bolster its “soft power,” outreach and connectivity with the international 

community”; 

                                                 
405Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 382, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
406Everington, K., "Taiwan's monthly minimum wage increased to NT$22,000", Taiwan News, August 

18, 2017, URL: https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3234717. 
407 Ibid. 
408 Ibid. 
409Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 383, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
410Listed in Cole, J.M., "The Great Chinese Lure: A Matter of National Security for Taiwan", March 

15, 2018, URL: https://sentinel.tw/great-chinese-lure-taiwan/. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3234717
http://www.uscc.gov/
https://sentinel.tw/great-chinese-lure-taiwan/
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In the fields of science and engineering, China offers high wages and greater 

opportunities for career development with more than 420,000 Taiwanese workers 

employed in China in 2015, according to the United States-China Economic and 

Security Review Commission.411 If the trend of Taiwanese workers departing to China 

is not stopped, closer contact between young people the continent might slowly alter 

Taiwan’s public opinion in favor of unification, however probably more as a result of 

attrition than a true embrace of China.  

Over the long term, as China is extending an olive branch to the young Taiwanese 

people and dangles various incentives in order to lure them into a closer relationship 

with the continent, the risk is that a lot young Taiwanese increasingly integrate within 

China’s society and that “de facto unification” becomes more likely between both sides.  

Hong Chi-chang, the former head of Taiwan’s Strait Exchange Foundations (SEF), an 

unofficial government body in charge of communications with China, wrote in the 

Taipei Times: “Although unilateral integration and active intervention and initiatives 

may accelerate some measures favorable to Taiwanese, the question is if that will lead 

to “spiritual affinity” between the two sides.”412 

 

5.3.2.2 Taiwan’s Economic Diversification  

 

New Southbound Policy 

 

Taiwan is seeking to diversify its economic opportunities and to gain international room 

of maneuver by deepening contacts with Southeast Asia. More precisely, the policy 

aims at increasing touristic, cultural, technological and academic exchanges between 

Taiwan and Southeast Asia with the creation of many incentives such as vacancies, 

government funds and scholarship for Southeast Asian citizens willing to work or study 

in Taiwan. Taiwan will also lift regulations regarding VISA applications, in order to 

allow workers and students both easier entrance and longer stay in Taiwan.  

As wages in China are rising, the policy’s timing is excellent since Taiwanese 

companies are increasingly attracted by cheap labor costs in Southeast Asia as well as 

the opportunities presented by their fast developing economies and rising middle 

classes.413 Acting on its words, Taiwan’s government has budgeted over $130 million 

                                                 
411Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 382, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
412Hong, C.c., "China's new approach on Taiwan", Taipei Times, February 10, 2018, URL: 

www.taipeitimes.com/News/editorials/archives/2018/02/10/2003687391/2. 
413Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 388, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/editorials/archives/2018/02/10/2003687391/2
http://www.uscc.gov/


DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

Hugo Tierny 150 NCCU 

for the Southbound Policy in 2017, an amount likely to be augmented by the 

investments of Taiwan’s private and NGO sectors.414 

Concern over China's rise in Asia-Pacific is also creating a fertile ground for Taiwan. 

This is first of all the case with the ASEAN countries, where a recent poll indicated that 

China occupies the last position in terms of the perception of its participation in world 

peace.415 

Although the policy is very recent so it is hard to judge its effectiveness by now, it 

already appears to have a positive impact on various sectors. For example, Taiwan is on 

the verge of signing a series of investments agreements with several countries while its 

overall trade with targeted states is growing faster than its trade with other partners. 

Tourism is probably the area where the policy met its nicest success. While China cut 

the amount of tourists it allowed to visit Taiwan, the losses have been largely 

compensated by a surge of visitors from Southeast Asia (as well as Japan and South 

Korea). The number of Southeast Asian tourists visiting Taiwan has increased by 28.6% 

between October 2016, when the New Southbound Policy was launched, and March 

2017.416 

It remains to be seen whether the strategy will pay off in the long run as Taiwan still 

faces many problems in engaging Southeast Asian countries, including the lack of free 

trade treaties (FTA) and a bargaining capacity constrained by a strong cultural gap and 

language barriers. The other limit is the China factor, which could pressurize Southeast 

Asian states to renounce making business with Taiwan.  

 

Taiwan’s Regional Economic Integration 

 

Taiwan marginalization on the diplomatic level might be doubled by marginalization 

from the emerging Asian regionalism.  

The deepening dependence of Taiwan economy on China is accentuated by structural 

economic weaknesses. After a peak in the 80s, the Taiwanese economy began to slow-

down, whereas the Chinese economy was rising. Taiwan’s knew its first recession in 

2001.  

According to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, Taiwan’s hourly compensation costs 

in manufacturing was still 31% of that of the USA in 1997, but in 2010, the same 

number fell to 24%. In comparison, the one of South Korea passed from 41% to 48% 

                                                 
414Hsiao F., “Taiwan in the Global Economy, End of the miracle?” in Lee S.T., in Williams J.F., 

Taiwan’s struggle: Voices of Taiwanese, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Lanham, Maryland, 2014, 

page 247. 
415https://www.todayonline.com/chinaindia/china/trust-lacking-china-would-be-reponsible-regional-

leader-survey. 
416 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 389, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 

https://www.todayonline.com/chinaindia/china/trust-lacking-china-would-be-reponsible-regional-leader-survey
https://www.todayonline.com/chinaindia/china/trust-lacking-china-would-be-reponsible-regional-leader-survey
http://www.uscc.gov/
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in the same time span417. Admittedly, South Korea has the advantage of being free to 

sign FTAs with many leading economic powers in the world, something Taiwan does 

not enjoy due to China obstruction.  

In Taiwan’s traditional top industries and activities, the competition is also becoming 

more and more severe. The world’s economic environment is changing and emerging 

countries are cutting the Taiwanese advantage. Today’s Taiwanese IT industries are 

concerned with labor shortage, high wage rates and high land prices. The Taiwanese 

economy also faces hard times to promote new fields, such as biochemical, 

pharmaceutical, precision instruments and other energy industries 418 . Protectionist 

policies in agriculture and financial services do not help. Taiwanese industries 

subcontract larger world’s companies and failed to appear as global competitor to such 

brands like Apple or Samsung. Besides HTC and ASUS, Taiwan has a few leading and 

innovative corporations. COMPAL is still the subcontractor of Windows, FOXCONN 

is still the subcontractor of Apple.  

Finally, Taiwan’s competitiveness with its major trading partner is decreasing, hence 

Taiwan’s import share with China slipped to the 3rd place in 2010 since South-Korea 

became number 2. Between 2000 and 2010, Taiwan FDAs (Foreign Direct Investment) 

to China increased to 84%, showing the growing economic connection with the PRC 

(although, another source is giving 67% between 1998 and 2010).419 A connection that 

has been further augmented by after the signature of the ECFA between Taiwan and 

China.  

In order to correct these deficiencies and over reliance on China, Taiwan has tried to 

blend in Asia’s regional economic integration and made several attempts to expand its 

international space by seeking to integrate international organizations and free trade 

areas. Such free trade areas (ASEAN, ASEAN+3, +6, TPP, APEC) are flourishing in 

Asia since the turn of the century.420However, Taiwanese efforts are always limited by 

China’s obstruction. 

As a member of the World Trade Organization (WTO), Taiwan can legally sign a FTAs 

with any other member421, but fearing China disapproval, no one is willing to risk 

signing one with Taiwan. Any attempts to sign a Free Trade Agreement between the 

U.S. and Europe has been complicated by China’s opposition. The problem is serious 

since Taiwan relies on its exportations and its legislation suffers from outdated 

protectionist barriers. Even though Taiwan is a member of WTO and APEC (under the 

                                                 
417 Ibid. 242. 
418Copper, John F., “Taiwan, Nation state or province? (Sixth edition)”, Westview Press, Philadelphia, 

2013, page 166. 
419 See Chow, Peter C.Y: “The ECFA and its impact on cross-strait relations, and implications of the 

United States”, in Chow, Peter C.Y, National Identity and Economic Interest, Taiwan’s Competing 

Options and their Implications for Regional Stability, Palgrave MacMillan, New York City, 2012,page 

187.  
420 Ibid, 215. 
421 Chow, Peter C.Y: “The ECFA and its impact on cross-strait relations, and implications of the United 

States”, in Chow, Peter C.Y, National Identity and Economic Interest, Taiwan’s Competing Options 

and their Implications for Regional Stability, Palgrave MacMillan, New York City, 2012,page 67. 
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name of “Chinese Taipei”), its president cannot attend the leader’s meetings, thus 

making Taiwan’s participation incomplete and unequal.422 Nowadays, China is the only 

country with which Taiwan has signed consequent economic agreements, especially 

during President Ma Ying-jeou mandates. 

But Taiwan needs to break the circle and both Ma and Tsai administrations have 

regarded the Transpacific Partnership (TPP) as a powerful tool. The TPP is a trade 

agreement involving a 12-country deal intending to lower trade barriers and open 

markets for its members, which accounted for around 40% of the world GDP before the 

U.S. withdrew from the agreement (although it may come back eventually). It is an open 

secret that the TPP has been thought under the U.S. Obama administration as a tool to 

counterbalance China’s growing economic edge in Asia by augmenting the cohesion 

between the U.S. and its regional allies. So far, Taiwan’s participation is backed by 

Japan, and with U.S. support, Taiwan could have a chance to join.423 

However, the U.S. withdraw is a game changer for Taiwan. First, the U.S., thanks to its 

weight in negotiation, was the most able actor to drag Taiwan in (as it did for Taiwan’s 

joining of WTO in 2002). Second, a TPP without the U.S. would likely facilitate 

China’s efforts to block Taiwan’s meaningful participation to the TPP whether it had 

joined the agreement or not. In the end, for Hatch, “while the TPP may survive, its 

current form isn’t much help to Taiwan and makes more room for Beijing to dictate the 

rules of the game.”424 

Hopefully, even without participation to the TPP, the Taiwanese could still benefit from 

the agreement since many of its signatories are already Taiwan’s major trading partners

or countries targeted by Tsai’s New Southbound Policy. But besides this, there is no 

solution currently for permitting Taiwan to jump on the train of Asian economic

regional integration.  

422Chan, G., “Diplomatic truce in cross strait relations – limits and prospects”, in Hu, W., New 

Dynamic in Cross-Taiwan Strait Relations. How far can the rapprochement go?” Routledge, Abingdon, 

2013, page 101. 
423 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 388, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
424 Hatch, A., "Taiwan Isolated amid New TPP Trade Talks", The New Lens, November 8, 2017, URL: 

https://international.thenewslens.com/article/82957. 

http://www.uscc.gov/
https://international.thenewslens.com/article/82957
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5.3.3 Taiwan’s International Engagement and Communication 

 

Safeguarding Taiwan's international space has therefore become a vital issue for Tsai, 

as China redoubles its efforts to deepen the island's isolation since the election of Tsai 

Ing-wen (DPP) in January 2016. 

Confronted by China, Taiwan has always been eager to find solutions to its international 

isolation. The Taiwanese have to be ingenious to attract the attention of their global 

partners. On May 28th 2018, Taiwan’s MOFA declared that “The ministry will leverage 

the nation’s strengths and resources to tap into underdeveloped areas in diplomacy, 

even as China tries to suppress Taiwan on the world stage [and that] aside from striving 

to maintain diplomatic relations with existing allies, the ministry would also attempt to 

bolster Taiwan’s “substantial relations” with the US and other countries that share the 

nation’s values”.425 

If Taiwan succeeds in strengthening its link with its international partners, it can have 

better hopes that such countries will voice their support to the island and call China to 

restraint. Taiwan has fully understood the challenge and has engaged in a wide 

campaign for attracting foreign support. Results have slowly materialized recently with 

more countries advocating for Taiwan’s presence at the World Health Assembly of 

2018. This is a limited achievement but it shows that pushing against China’s 

marginalization strategy is possible.  

This section is backed by a short case study of Taiwan’s international engagement in 

order to give an empiric perspective to the demonstration.  

 

5.3.3.1 Improve Taiwan’s Soft-power and International Communication  

 

For Nye, “Soft power” is the ability to influence the behavior of foreign countries not 

by coercive means but by taking advantage of a nation’s edge in culture, political ideals 

and particular policies. A well-crafted soft-power is able to attract and persuade other 

nations to adopt the same goals. 

Taiwan’s soft power has traditionally taken the form of a moral argument valuing the 

democratic nature of the regime in order to gain visibility and respectability on the 

international stage. In order to target China and differentiate itself internationally, 

Taiwan's weapon has long been to promote its own political system, i.e. respect for 

human rights and the rule of law, the maturity of its democracy, and the tolerance of all 

forms of constructive criticism. 

This policy is aimed at Taiwan’s key partners, the United States, Japan, and Western 

Europe, which often display their attachment to the respect for democratic values and 

                                                 
425Peng, W.h., "Taiwan to invest in non-diplomatic allies: MOFA", Taipei Times, May 28, 2018, URL: 

www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2018/05/28/2003693860. 

http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2018/05/28/2003693860
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human rights. Therefore Taiwan has seized this opportunity to showcase its democratic 

governance internationally, a practice that goes back to Lee Teng-hui's famous speech 

at Cornell University in 1995. Tsai did not depart from this tradition during her 

inaugural speech in 2016, recalling that "the people of Taiwan have shown the world its 

commitment to freedom and democracy" and the sharing of democratic values as a basis 

for "the deepening of friendly relations with American, Japanese and European 

democracies”.426 

While Taiwan's promotion of its democratic regime has been effective for a while, the 

idea faces a certain attrition. 427  Tsai Ing-wen took office in a global context of 

dissatisfaction and disillusionment with the performance of democratic governance 

practices (Trump presidency in the U.S., populist surge in Europe, popularity of Russian 

and Chinese authoritarian models) which does not spare Taiwan. Tsai mentioned such 

challenges in her inaugural speech with elements of language known to Westerners such 

as: democracy must become more "effective" and "pragmatic", as well as be able to 

establish a "closer contact with citizens.428 Internationally, the loss of prestige that 

democratic regimes suffer has damaged the strength of Taiwan's tactic to showcase the 

exemplary nature of its governance. Similarly, faced with their national interests, the 

growing pressure of China and its economic investments, many countries are now 

turning a deaf ear to the moral argument presented by the Taiwanese government. 

Economic drawbacks in the west also meant that democratic countries have tended to 

refocus on their own problems, thereby paying less attention to the political situation 

overseas.  

In the meantime, Taiwan’s inability to reach a global audience has real costs: the world 

grew ignorant of the situation the island is facing against China and this plays in favor 

of the latter’s propaganda effort to push for a policy of gradual abandonment of the 

Asian democracy. Taiwan’s democratic argument is important but it needs both revision 

and strengthening. Being a democracy is no panacea, many countries in the world have 

adopted democracy in various forms: democracy does not make Taiwan an exception. 

So Taiwanese have to refine their arguments for attracting the world’s attention, and to 

shout out those new appeals much louder.  

For Cole, Taiwan should design a workable propaganda in order to make the island both 

interesting and relevant to foreign audiences.429 He writes: “The term “propaganda” 

tends to have a negative connotation but in reality it is nothing more than a sustained 

                                                 
426 Inaugural discourse of Tsai Ing-wen, 2016: http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201605200008.aspx. 
427 Shane Lee, "A New Interpretation of “Soft Power” for Taiwan", Taiwan International Studies 

Quarterly, Vol. 1, No. 2, pp. 1-23, Summer 2005 / 台灣國際研究季刊第 1 卷第 2 期頁 1-23 2005 年/

夏季號, URL: http://www.tisanet.org/quarterly/1-2-1.pdf. 
428 Jacques deLisle, "Taiwan’s Quest for International Space: Ma’s Legacy, Tsai’s Options, China’s 

Choices, and U.S. Policy", FPRI’s Journal of World Affairs, ORBIS Volume 60, Number 4, Fall 2016, 

doi:10.1016/S0030-4387(16)30046-1, page 20.  
429 Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 202. 

http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201605200008.aspx
http://www.tisanet.org/quarterly/1-2-1.pdf
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public relations strategy meant to shape the perceptions of an “other” who needs 

convincing.”430 

Among creative solutions, maybe Taiwan could invest in a much stronger 

communication machine able to launch a broad scale semantic offensive against 

Beijing’s political warfare as well as to promote Taiwan’s achievements widely. This 

government structure could be in charge to provide material and immaterial support to 

all potential emitters of Taiwan’s soft power.  

Taiwan stands out in several fields due to its multicultural identity and the social 

liberalization that has taken place on the island for more than a decade. Taiwan has 

achieved impressive results in the implementation of progressive laws and such 

achievements have made headlines in the west. Other progresses encompass the de facto 

legalization of the gay marriage, the defense of ecology as well as equal rights between 

men and women, and a rejection of social conservatism. These advancements contrast 

sharply with the social conservatism and the renewal of neo-Confucian values in China. 

Changes in Taiwan are influenced by the youth and third-force political parties.  

Although social conservatism is the rise in the world, Taiwan stands out as an exception 

where progressivism is scoring points in every realms of the society, and this 

development is interesting for the country’s communication overseas. Western societies 

are globally more sensible to issues regarding human rights than others. This western 

tendency has a bad side as soon as it obstructs these countries’ understanding of other 

cultures where human rights and democracy are not seen as universal values, such as 

Russia, China and Middle Eastern nations. But it is surely an advantage when it comes 

to Taiwan, which shares a lot with the west when it comes to political norms and values. 

Therefore, even if Taiwan’s government has troubles attracting the attention of its 

counterparts in the west, it could appeal directly to the population.  The western public 

is an interesting target for Taiwan’s soft-power, but right now few people know about 

the island. So Taiwan has every incentive to increase the scale of its communication 

effort to let more people know about Taiwan by showcasing the island’s democratic 

achievements and concomitant goal of self-determination in the face of a survival threat 

from its giant authoritarian neighbor. After all, it is because some western individuals 

have come to know Taiwan better at the occasion of studies or work on the island that 

a part of them became outspoken supports of the island when back to their home 

countries (among many others, this is my case). Hit western people’s consciousness and 

Taiwan can become in their minds a place worth to be talked about, and ultimately 

supported. If Taiwan succeeds in spreading the word enough within western societies, 

governments may find the issue harder to ignore.   

Taiwan could take example on the Kurd experience. Although the knowledge about 

Middle Eastern geopolitics is very scarce in Europe, the Kurds have successfully raised 

the awareness of a majority of Europeans regarding their national claim. With little 

money and support, and without a government, they were able to influence the opinion 

430 Ibid. 200. 
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of a whole continent, making great publicity of their fight against ISIS, in which women 

took a significant part, which triggered admiration in Europe where gender equality has 

become the norm. Now, European governments are calling Turkey to restrain in its 

attempts to deny the Kurds a political existence. Taiwan, comparatively, has both more 

resources to alert foreign opinions and a much easier case to defend: the country is 

already de facto independent, is in peace, and is socially and economically advanced.  

Outlining Taiwan’s alterity to China is another way. Opinions in the west sometimes 

suffer from a black and white vision of international relations, which is a strong 

impediments for them to understand other countries’ political cultures. However, for 

Taiwan, this weakness can be turned into an advantage, with the same spillover effect 

on governmental action we have seen above. No western people like the idea of a small 

country being threatened by a stronger one for political gains, the method being simply 

too aggressive. This idea can be reinforced by presenting Taiwan at sitting at the 

frontline of a more global struggle between authoritarianism and democracy, something 

Taiwanese organizations such as Taiwan’s Foundation for Democracy has been doing 

lately.431For this Taiwan needs to publicize more widely its achievements. Following 

this idea, Taiwan MOFA recently had its first consultation about Human Rights with 

the European Union and European delegates advised their Taiwanese fellows to 

advertise more on Taiwan’s human rights record. There is also the website “leave no 

one behind” that came out recently following Taiwan’s exclusion from WHA, and the 

proposition to donate $1 million to the WHO for fighting against Ebola.  

Taiwan has not quite abandoned its attempt to highlight the democratic functioning of 

the island, since the progressive character of Taiwanese society in certain subjects 

allows it. Recently, Taiwan has de facto legalized same-sex marriage– thus being the 

first country in Asia to do so432 - and Reporters Without Borders (RWB) has ranked the 

country number 1 in Asia in the field of freedom of the press.433 In 2017, the Freedom 

House has also ranked Taiwan ahead of many western countries in terms of political 

rights and civil liberties.434 

In addition, increase Taiwan’s presence in the cultural and artistic realms will augment 

foreign sympathy to the island. We hear a lot in Taiwan that the country is almost 

unknown overseas, an impression highlighted by a certain passivity of Taiwan 

diplomats when it comes to strengthening the cultural influence of the island, this even 

though the arts, music and literature in Taiwan are flourishing sectors. It is true that 

Taiwan’s cultural edge has lost of its currency compared to South Korea or Japan – the 

                                                 
431Shih, H.c., "Taiwan a frontline state against authoritarian influence: official", Focus Taiwan, May 28, 

2018, URL: http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201805280028.aspx. 
432Emily, R., "In historic decision, Taiwanese court rules in favor of same-sex marriage", The 

Washington Post, May 24, 2017, URL: https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/in-milestone-decision-

taiwan-court-rules-in-favor-of-same-sex-marriage/2017/05/24/bf7aa370-405b-11e7-9851-

b95c40075207_story.html?utm_term=.0d53ac3753ab. 
433Han Cheung, "Taiwan’s press freedom No. 1 in Asia", Taipei Times, April 27, 2017, URL: 

http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2017/04/27/2003669485. 
434Chung, J., "Taiwan ranks ahead of the US in freedom report", Taipei Times, February 2, 2018, URL: 

www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2017/02/02/2003664178. 

http://focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201805280028.aspx
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/in-milestone-decision-taiwan-court-rules-in-favor-of-same-sex-marriage/2017/05/24/bf7aa370-405b-11e7-9851-b95c40075207_story.html?utm_term=.0d53ac3753ab
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/in-milestone-decision-taiwan-court-rules-in-favor-of-same-sex-marriage/2017/05/24/bf7aa370-405b-11e7-9851-b95c40075207_story.html?utm_term=.0d53ac3753ab
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/in-milestone-decision-taiwan-court-rules-in-favor-of-same-sex-marriage/2017/05/24/bf7aa370-405b-11e7-9851-b95c40075207_story.html?utm_term=.0d53ac3753ab
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2017/04/27/2003669485
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2017/02/02/2003664178
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island has no Pokémon or influential musical scene like K-pop. This might look like a 

trivial argument but in fact it is not – for Japan, South Korea, or France, cultural soft 

power is considered a strategic sector which greatly assists these countries prestige and 

reputation overseas. Taiwan possesses all the potential for exporting cultural goods 

overseas, and renewing its influence in the cultural domain would surely strengthens 

the international standing of the island. 

The communication efforts may also need to directly push back against China’s political 

warfare by making the publicity both domestically and internationally of the existing 

consensus among the Taiwanese population over the independence of the island from 

China, in order to strengthen the image of a unified nation and, as Cole put it, debunk 

China’s narrative that “one’s ethnic origins should serve as a determinant of his or her 

identity.”435 This also goes through reinforcing the fact that Taiwanese do not define 

their national identity as Chinese and that Taiwan’s nationalism has little to do with 

China’s nationalism (as we explained in chapter 4) so as to strengthen Taiwan’s obvious 

difference. Taiwan should also continue its effort to appear as a peace-loving nation (to 

the opposite of China) by not engaging in earth breaking moves or official declarations 

detrimental to cross-strait peace. In addition, for Cole, Taiwan should explain why its 

quest for difference has nothing to do with any “anti-China” sentiment, a belief Beijing 

has sought to encourage, but rather reflects a legitimate case for self-determination.436 

 

5.3.3.2 Asymmetric International Participation 

 

Taiwan's international room is extremely constrained by its external environment. The 

island does not have a chance to win a diplomatic war against China, at least not in a 

conventional fashion. Most of Taiwan's international actions go unnoticed by the 

world’s media so the global public is rarely aware of them. Therefore, Taiwanese policy 

makers need to think about how best to engage global players. 

Taiwan makes use of innovative tactics to make its participation essential on certain 

international issues that directly affect the island, or regarding which blocking its 

participation would be counterproductive. In other words, Taiwan attempts to create 

"win-win" situations in some international settlements to maximize its visibility. 

Taiwan justifies its full participation on the international stage by scrupulously 

observing international law and norms, by “showing the example” so it can better 

denounce China’s systematic blocking as being illegitimate. To succeed in the exercise, 

Taiwan does "as if" the country was fully integrated on the world stage, therefore acting 

as responsible international stakeholder. This way, Taiwan reduces China's ability to 

block its participation, and augments its international visibility and respectability. 

                                                 
435Cole, J. M., “Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of peace?” Routledge, 2017, 

page 201. 
436Ibid. 201-203. 



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

Hugo Tierny 158 NCCU 

The field of international security is one of the most favorable, especially with regards 

to the dispute in the South China Sea between China, Taiwan, their neighbors and the 

United States. In this case, Taiwan’s participation was called for and recognized by 

other powers because it was relevant to the settlement of the issue. Therefore, it is in 

such niches that Taiwan has the best chance to make its voice heard.437During Ma’s 

terms, the island could appear as a quasi-official collaborator in the negotiations 

regarding the East and the South China Seas, first in 2012 with the East China Sea Peace 

Initiative (ECSPI) and then in 2015 with the South China Sea Peace Initiative 

(SCSPI).438On these issues, while Taiwan based its position on the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea and the United Nations Charter, its conciliatory 

attitude contrasted with China’s bellicosity. 

Augmenting Taiwan’s international engagement also means greater military exchanges 

with partners. This goes through Taiwan’s attempts to attract military experts in Taiwan 

and to integrate security dialogues, HA/DR operations and seminars, workshops and 

exchanges as well as international military drills such as the U.S. Rim of the Pacific (by 

taking advantage of China’s eviction of the drill) in order of course to acquire new 

knowledge and improve the training and readiness of Taiwan’s armed forces but also to 

establish closer contacts Taiwan’s international partners. 439  Accordingly, Taiwan’s 

stated objective in the 2017 QDR is to: “deepen the relations and solidify the friendship 

with them, participate in international cooperation activities.”440Sign that the policy is 

working, a bill was recently passed at the U.S. Senate, calling for the U.S. to send troops 

to participate in Taiwan’s military exercises and vice-versa. It remains to be seen if the 

Trump administration will endorse it.441 

Another area in which Taiwan conducts this policy is the protection of the 

environment.442While Taiwan was excluded from Paris Climate Conference (COP21), 

Tsai declared that its government would enforce new environmental policies in order to 

meet the objectives set during the conference.443 

                                                 
437Ide, W., Huang, J.,“Taiwan Looks for Role in South China Sea Dispute,” VOA, November 26, 2015, 

URL: http://m.voanews.com/a/taiwan-looks-for-role-insouth- china-sea-dispute/3074622.html. 
438Delisle, J., "Taiwan’s Quest for International Space: Ma’s Legacy, Tsai’s Options, China’s Choices, 

and U.S. Policy", FPRI’s Journal of World Affairs, ORBIS Volume 60, Number 4, Fall 2016, 

doi:10.1016/S0030-4387(16)30046-1, page 10. 
439Chin, J., "US drill a ‘superb’ opportunity: minister", Taipei Times, May 31, 2018, URL: 

www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2018/05/31/2003694028. 
440 Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee, Ministry of National Defense, “2017 Quadrennial 

Defense Review of the Republic of China”, Ministry of National Defense, ROC (Taiwan), 2017, ISBN: 

978-986-05-2059-0, page 88, URL: http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-

content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf. 
441 Chiang, C.y., Low, Y.F., "U.S. Senate passes bill calling for troops to join Taiwan drills", Focus 

Taiwan, June 19, 2018, URL: 

http://m.focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201806190006.aspx?platform=hootsuite. 
442Loa, I.s, “Tsai Ing-wen asks Environmentalists to Stand with Her,” Taipei Times, April 22, 2016, 

URL: http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2016/04/22/2003644544. 
443 Malovic, D., "Exclu de la COP21, Taïwan se bat aussi pour le climat", La Croix, Décembre 1, 2015, 

URL: https://www.la-croix.com/Actualite/Monde/Exclu-de-la-COP21-Taiwan-se-bat-aussi-pour-le-

climat-2015-12-01-1387346. 

http://m.voanews.com/a/taiwan-looks-for-role-insouth-%20china-sea-dispute/3074622.html
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2018/05/31/2003694028
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://m.focustaiwan.tw/news/aipl/201806190006.aspx?platform=hootsuite
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2016/04/22/2003644544
https://www.la-croix.com/Actualite/Monde/Exclu-de-la-COP21-Taiwan-se-bat-aussi-pour-le-climat-2015-12-01-1387346
https://www.la-croix.com/Actualite/Monde/Exclu-de-la-COP21-Taiwan-se-bat-aussi-pour-le-climat-2015-12-01-1387346
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By adopting the international rules and cultivating cooperation with its global partners, 

Taiwan is gaining sympathy. In some occasions, Taiwan partners will agree to 

discreetly solidify their links with Taiwan, as it is increasingly the case between the 

island, Japan and the U.S. 

 

5.3.3.3 Taiwan’s Track-two Diplomacy and Think-tank Exchanges 

 

This case study was extracted from one of the author’s previous work on Taiwan’s 

diplomacy, published in French (see the corresponding footnote below).444  I found 

interesting to add this empirical observation to feed the analysis, so I translated it and 

added it here as an example of Taiwan’s diplomatic action. 

The island-state has been trying since the election of Tsai Ing-wen to highlight its 

strategic importance, sitting at the heart of the first island chain around China, between 

Northeast Asia, Southeast Asia and Oceania. 

For this, and according to the Taiwan’s MND, the island has sought to organize 

meetings with “influential foreign think tanks as Track Two platforms of exchanges and 

expanded contact and dialogue with international strategic research communities.” 

And then the MND explained the logic of the move: “By so doing, we are showing our 

strong willingness to play a role in activities concerning regional security and shoulder 

more responsibilities in maintaining the peace and stability in the Asia-Pacific in order 

to win the support to our national security from the international community.”445 

In Taipei, on Saturday, October 14 and Sunday, October 15, 2017, the luxurious Grand 

Hyatt Hotel hosted an important gathering of personalities and researchers from many 

Asia-Pacific powers (Japanese, Americans, Australians, Indians and other regional 

powers). The academic meeting was organized by the Institute for National Policy 

Research (INPR), in collaboration with various NGOs and Sun-Yat-Sen University in 

Kaohsiung, gathered many former ambassadors and diplomats, including Douglas Paal, 

the former head of the American Institute in Taiwan, the de facto U.S. embassy in 

Taiwan. The first part of the meeting looked like an official summit, with president Tsai 

Ing-wen delivering a speech highlighting the importance of increasing cooperation 

between Taiwan and other Asian powers in a context of uncertainties related to the 

future place of American power in Asia, China’s coercive diplomacy and the North 

Korean nuclear crisis.446 

                                                 
444 Tierny, H., "Diplomatie de Taiwan (partie III) : Réflexion sur le soft power et la diplomatie taïwanaise 

de « substitution", Asia Focus (IRIS), October 2017, URL: www.iris-france.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/10/Asia-Focus-48-Taïwan-série-3.pdf. 
445Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee, Ministry of National Defense, “2017 Quadrennial 

Defense Review of the Republic of China”, Ministry of National Defense, ROC (Taiwan), 2017, ISBN: 

978-986-05-2059-0, page 87-88, URL: http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-

content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf. 
446 Hsu Stacy, “Think tanks important for policy formation: Tsai”, Taipei Times, 17 octobre 2017, URL: 

http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/print/2017/10/15/2003680382. 

http://www.iris-france.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Asia-Focus-48-Taïwan-série-3.pdf
http://www.iris-france.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Asia-Focus-48-Taïwan-série-3.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/print/2017/10/15/2003680382


DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Hugo Tierny 160 NCCU 

The Asia-Pacific Think-Tank Summit comes at the right moment for Taiwan, which 

diplomatic space has shrunk since the resumption of the Chinese offensive on official 

relations that the island still maintains with eighteen states in the world. Taiwan is 

therefore looking for new tools to continue to shine on the international scene, such as 

think-tank and academic exchanges. Throughout the conference, the Taiwanese hosts 

focused on the value of the event. The Taiwanese hope and repeated that such exchanges 

should lead to closer contacts between Taiwan and its international partners. In this 

respect, this summit looked like a diplomatic substitute designed to compensate 

Taiwan’s absence from official circuits. Throughout the conference, officials stood 

alongside academics. While the presentations were made by researchers and professors 

linked to universities, the conference was opened by the president Tsai Ing-wen and 

Taiwan’s Minister of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) David Lee. Other officials delivered 

speeches, such as Lin Cheng-yi, vice minister of the Mainland Affairs Council (MAC). 

Many researchers combine research and diplomatic tasks, like the director of the INPR, 

Tien Hung-mao (professor and former diplomat), Lin Wen-chang (professor) and Kuo 

Yujen (also professor, executive director of the INPR). This dichotomy was also found 

among foreign guests with a strong presence of retired diplomats such as the American 

Douglas Paal. 

It is therefore possible that the Taiwanese professors had two missions: one of research, 

the other diplomatic. Since an official meeting between Taiwan and countries 

recognizing the PRC is impossible, the island organizes meetings of "almost official"

level with professors and foreign public figures without official mandates (in order to 

not challenge their country’s One China policy); so they can serve as intermediaries

between Taiwan’s government and theirs. This syncretism symbolizes what could be

called a "Taiwan’s alternative diplomacy", a kind of track-two diplomacy mixing

academic and diplomatic circles. In this vein, the Japanese Nubuo Tanaka emphasized 

the usefulness of new areas of cooperation with Taiwan in defense-related industrial 

fields, reflecting Taiwan and Japan’s rapprochement. Among other projects, Taiwan is 

developing submarines and is actively seeking technology transfers from friendly 

countries. 447  The meeting also provided the occasion to talk about Taiwan’s new 

southbound policy with the many guests from ASEAN countries. 

To target the PRC and differentiate itself internationally, Taiwan's has valued its own 

democracy. During the summit, this attitude resulted in a series of reminders to the 

participants to speak freely during the discussions. It was also reiterated than research 

can only be effective if it is free from any form of government pressure. Did you get the 

message, China? 

The Taiwanese were not the only ones to verbalize their attachment to democratic ideals, 

with members from other Asian democracies following suit. Yoshiji Ngami from the 

Japan Institute of International Affairs (JIIA) has denounced the “ultra-realist" vision 

447Tierny, H., "Taiwan’s Budding Security Relationship With Japan", Taiwan Sentinel, May 16, 2017, 

URL: https://sentinel.tw/taiwan-security-japan-kuoyujen/. 

https://sentinel.tw/taiwan-security-japan-kuoyujen/


DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

Hugo Tierny 161 NCCU 

of international relations according to which ideals and democratic values do not impact 

states’ international behavior. For Nogami, to the contrary, an alliance network is 

resilient only if it is supported by a substantive agreement on common political visions, 

which is the case between Taiwan and Japan. 

The emphasis on the cohesion of values between Taiwan and global democracies, is 

timely, while some in the West are have proposed a policy of political accommodation 

with China, using Taiwan as a bargaining chip in exchange of strategic concessions. 

Participants opposed the policy, saying that China's strategic appetite may well be 

reinforced by such a “grand bargain”, and defending a vision of international relations 

that does not sacrifice the small for the benefit of the great. 

Taiwanese soft power is performing well in its ability to take advantage of its difference 

from China. However, it seems unlikely that the summit will translate into concrete 

diplomatic actions, because of the China factor. We therefore conclude the conference 

with the feeling that the friendly postures towards Taiwan are still quite superficial. This 

being said, the task for the Taiwanese is uneasy, and ingenious attempts such as this 

one, while they can’t achieve decisive results alone, should be multiplied. Only through 

repetition and regularity can Taiwan succeed. The summit has also scored one point: 

the participants from other countries repeatedly stated that they were interested to meet 

their Taiwanese counterparts again for more exchanges of this kind.  

 

5.3.4 Conclusion: Taiwan’s Answer Against China’s LAS 

 

In order to deny China’s LAS successes, we have surveyed a few areas where Taiwan 

could push its advantage: (1) first, encourage political renewal in order to reinvigorate 

support for democracy and take advantage of Taiwan’s fundamental domestic 

consensus about the island’s de facto independence from China for achieving better 

national unity, (2) second, continue to strive towards an innovation-driven economy and 

augment the competitiveness of Taiwan’s job market in order to attract national and 

foreign talents as well as diversify Taiwan’s economic opportunities, and (3) third, 

create a brand-new communication machine able to advertise on a global scale Taiwan’s 

uniqueness, achievements and goals.  

These are distant objectives, and some may be extremely difficult to achieve. In addition, 

Taiwan may not have enough financial resources or political consensus to successfully 

start such policies. There are several fields that impair Taiwan’s ability to resist China’s 

limited aims strategy: (1) first, the island’s politics is polarized and divided in its answer 

to China, (2) second, Taiwan has troubles for efficiently addressing its structural 

economic problems although the brain drain to China and other countries is accelerating, 

thereby depriving Taiwan’s of some of its best talents, (3) third, Taiwan’s asymmetric 

campaign against international marginalization, however ingenious it may be, is also 

asymmetric in its effects.  
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In the end, despite a few advancements and several good ideas to fight against isolation, 

the fact remains that China’s limited-aims strategies are blowing holes that Taiwan has 

not yet been able to plug.  

One area for relative peace of mind for Taiwan is that China’s limited-aims strategies 

are only worrisome if they ultimately successfully break Taiwan’s will to resist by 

inducing fear and division – and the present outcome of China’s LAS against Taiwan 

is a far cry from that objective. Rather, the effect of China’s limited-aims strategy is 

still symbolic, and not really substantial. China only scored limited successes such as 

coercing dispensable official allies to switch recognition and obligating some 

businesses to change the way they name Taiwan – political warfare strikes minds but 

coercing Taipei remains a distant dream. 

The bamboo bends but does not break.  
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5.4 Taiwan’s Answer to China’s Military Option 
 

 

5.4.1 Doctrinal Context 

 

5.4.1.1 Taiwan’s Doctrine 

 

Knowing the defender’s plan has important implications for conventional deterrence, 

thus it is necessary to know Taiwan’s one. Of course, the main objective of Taiwan's 

Ministry of National Defense (MND) regarding a future cross strait conflict is to 

convince the Chinese not to invade Taiwan and to defeat its invasion attempt if 

deterrence fails.  

Before an invasion, Taiwan hopes to complicate China’s war planning by denying 

China of “easy ways” to invade Taiwan, mainly by developing joint capabilities so as 

to present “multiple dilemmas” to the enemy and protect the homeland with a multi-

layered defense in depth so as to spare Taiwan from destruction and slow-down the 

enemy’s progression. Taiwan’s “Multi-Domain Deterrence with Joint Operations 

Capabilities” strategy is designed accordingly.  

This idea of layered defense in depth was summarized by the MND: “[Taiwan’s armed 

forces] have used all-out defensive power and the natural advantages of the Taiwan 

Strait to build multi-layered defense in depth for operational sustainability and to 

achieve “strategic endurance.448 

If China attacks, the Gu’an Plan calls (which we already introduced in our part “concept 

and context” above) for a projection of Taiwan’s naval and air assets to attack the PLA 

on China’s shore before it embarks towards Taiwan, a realist expectation given 

Taiwan's likely beforehand knowledge of China’s war preparations.  

In the same time, Taiwan’s military would take advantage of its successive layers of 

defensive outposts situated in a forward position in the Taiwan Strait (Kinmen, Matsu, 

and Penghu). Although the MND recognizes that Taiwan cannot defend these outposts 

indefinitely, they can serve to provide intelligence before the attack and then resist 

stiffly in order to give Taiwan’s time to prepare for invasion.  

The military would then strike the PLA on transit, seek to oppose China’s air and naval 

dominance and finally annihilate the invading force while landing. The operations 

would be complemented by the mobilization of the full array of Taiwan’s asymmetric 

defense means such as missile strikes as well as cyber and electronic warfare to spread 

disarray in the enemy lines. Taiwan’s 2017 QDR strengthens the demonstration: “When 

                                                 
448中華民國 106 年國防報告書(2017 National Defense Report, The Republic of China) - 初版. --臺北

市：國防部, 民 106 年 12 月 ISBN：978-986-05-4093-2 (平裝), page 65. 
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enemy aggressions persist, our guiding principle is to (1) “resist the enemy on the other 

shore, (2) attack the enemy on the sea, (3) destroy the enemy in the littoral area, and 

(4) annihilate the enemy on the beachhead,” and impose multiple interdictions and joint 

fire strikes to degrade enemy capabilities, disrupt its offensive and prevent the enemy 

from landing.”449 

For Mearsheimer, a defense in-depth designates a “series of prepared defensive 

positions arrayed in great depth and designed to wear the attacker down as it fights his 

way past each position.”It could take the form of "either a sequence of defensive lines 

or a widely dispersed pattern of individual strong points.” The defense in depth is 

excellent for thwarting a blitzkrieg because it forces the attacker to fight many times 

set-piece bloody battles, breaking his attempts to pierce decisively.450 All the same, 

defense in-depth allows great tactical mobility and the loss of territories. In our case 

Taiwan’s defensive outposts and the natural buffer represented by the Taiwan Strait are 

the battlefields chosen by Taiwan to exhaust the invading force before it reaches the 

invasion beaches. 

This strategy seeks to compel China to fight longer than it expects in order to break each 

of Taiwan’s defensive line. This is fully consistent with Taipei’s strategies of forcing a 

war of attrition on China, by denying its ability to punch a quick decisive blow to the 

ROC military. 

 

5.4.1.2 Asymmetric Warfare in a Defense Dominance Context? 

 

China is expanding and modernizing its military capabilities at a pace that Taiwan 

cannot hope to follow. Because Taiwan cannot lead an arms race against the PRC, its 

military has sought to compensate by developing innovative and asymmetric 

capabilities.  

The MND states “In wartime, we will take advantage of favorable timing and space to 

strike the enemy’s center of gravity and critical weakness to disrupt their battle tempo 

and paralyze their capabilities for achieving partial advantage with the aim of “small 

taking on large, weak striking strong.”, using "equipment and tactics that the PLA 

cannot easily predict or prevent”, with a preference over “mobility, stealth, fast speed, 

low cost, abundance, minimum damage, and high effectiveness.”451 

                                                 
449 Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee, Ministry of National Defense, “2017 Quadrennial 

Defense Review of the Republic of China”, Ministry of National Defense, ROC (Taiwan), 2017, ISBN: 

978-986-05-2059-0, page 39, URL: http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-

content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf.  
450Mearsheimer, John J., “Conventional Deterrence”, Cornell University Press, 1983, ISBN 0-8014-

1569-1, page 50. 
451中華民國 106 年國防報告書(2017 National Defense Report, The Republic of China) - 初版. --臺北

市：國防部, 民 106 年 12 月 ISBN：978-986-05-4093-2 (平裝), page 86. 

http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
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For Morgan, the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) had a beneficial impact on 

deterrence by valuing asymmetric defense over offense.452  If true, this assumption 

would play for Taiwan a lot. The first factor beneficial to Taiwan is the progress in 

intelligence and surveillance permitted by the new communication technologies (NCTs) 

such as satellites, making it harder for China to prepare for war in secrecy and allowing 

better warning time for Taiwan. The second reason why Taiwan’s deterrence may 

benefit from the current context of defense dominance concerns progresses in 

asymmetrical weaponry (cyber and electronic warfare) and precision guided munitions 

(PGMs), with for example cheaper, more accurate and powerful ballistic missiles. 

According to this view, the impact of modern-day PGMs on the battlefield could be 

compared to the role of the machine gun in World War One, able to wreak havoc on 

any assault. 

A number of analysts have argued that China’s has also benefited a lot from the RMA. 

China has fielded efficient and massive Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) capabilities 

to counter the U.S. naval power in Asia by taking advantage of the increasing efficacy 

of asymmetric and conventional weapons such as cheap and efficient EW capabilities 

and PGMs.  

The logic also applies to Taiwan, which would not need to match the PLA technological 

and numeric edge in order to inflict unacceptable losses in a war. Because the A2/AD 

strategy is cheap and efficient, Taiwan and other countries facing a threat of attack have 

taken example on China. Taiwan’s current doctrine, by taking advantage of its 

asymmetric strike capabilities, closely resembles an attempt to draw lessons from 

China’s own A2/AD and make the tactic its own. In other words, the current context 

would permit Taiwan’s defense to asymmetrically counterbalance the strength of the 

PLA with cheaper but highly efficient weaponry able to deny the enemy’s achievement 

of objectives on the battlefield.  

For Beckley, “defense is dominant, at least within maritime East Asia, because 

precision-guided munitions enable even relatively weak countries to sink surface ships 

and shoot down aircraft near their homelands (…). China’s neighbors can counter 

Chinese naval expansion asymmetrically, by launching precision-guided munitions 

from a variety of relatively cheap platforms (…). China will have trouble overcoming 

these local A2/AD forces, because power projection is fundamentally platform-centric, 

and therefore extremely expensive, whereas A2/AD is munitions-centric, and thus 

comparatively cheap.”(Beckley, 2017) 

Therefore Taiwan’s new capabilities in PGMs would enable it to better counter a 

Chinese invasion since it would enable it to sink more ships of the PLA’s fleet and other 

very expensive military assets. In this perspective, in order to deny China’s attainment 

of its objectives on the battlefield, all Taiwan would need to do is to stockpile munitions 

such as missile and other asymmetric platforms such as fast attack boats, truck based 

                                                 
452Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence Now”, Cambridge University Press, 2003, ISBN 0521822572, page 

218. 
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missile platforms, or small submarines. In addition to their number, these weapons are 

cheap; for Beckley: “these A2/AD platforms require far less skill, coordination, and 

maintenance to employ effectively than power-projection forces.”453 

Is seems that Taiwan’s MND priorities, by placing a premium on building-up an 

asymmetric defense, are well thought. It also appears that Taiwan’s decision-makers 

have understood the nature of China’s blitzkrieg and have thought their plan 

accordingly.  

However, there is still the possibility that China’s missile strikes will succeed in 

destroying most of Taiwan’s defense. In this case, the advantages conferred by 

Taiwan’s A2/AD may be suppressed. 

 

5.4.1.3 Taiwan’s Geography and Deterrence 

 

For Mearsheimer, the outcome of an attacker’s blitzkrieg has a lot to do with the 

geographical nature of the battlefield.454Accordingly, we will explain here why the 

Taiwan Strait geography is ideal for defense.  

For Easton, “Mother Nature is on Taiwan’s side of the fight”.455 

First of all, the weather in the Taiwan Strait is generally awful. Time windows for an 

invasion are very narrow, with the PLA assessing that only weather patterns of March-

April and September-October could be suited for invasion.456 

Although the body of water between China and Taiwan is not very large (80 miles at its 

narrowest point in the north, 225 miles at its widest point in the south), winds are 

complex and omnipresent, fog and rain can be thick, water currents are strong and the 

sea is rough in most seasons. In winter, cold air and foul weather make conditions awry 

for boats, typhoons are recurrent during the summer, spring and autumns are very 

unstable. As a result, Easton says that the PLA assesses that amphibious operations 

would always be hard to be conducted: waves would cause seasickness for troops and 

hamper the accuracy of weapons; due to bad weather patterns he PLAN and the PLAAF 

would struggle to operate. For the same reasons, even a blockade of Taiwan would be 

made extremely complicated.457 

                                                 
453Beckley, Michael, "The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia - How China’s Neighbors Can 

Check Chinese Naval Expansion", International Security Volume 42 | Issue 2 | Fall 2017 p.78-119, MIT 

Press Journal, URL: https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294.  
454Mearsheimer, John J., “Conventional Deterrence”, Cornell University Press, 1983, ISBN 0-8014-

1569-1, page 43. 
455Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 165. 
456Ibid. 170. 
457Beckley, Michael, "The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia - How China’s Neighbors Can 

Check Chinese Naval Expansion", International Security Volume 42 | Issue 2 | Fall 2017 p.78-119, MIT 

Press Journal, URL: https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294. 

https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294
https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294
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Selecting a correct invasion day for the PLA would be hampered by complex tides on 

both sides of the Strait. Rise and fall of tides along China’s side are uneven, with an 

average surface difference between high and low tide of 15 feet and 3h of difference 

between eastern and southern China - would surely complicate the organization, 

assembling and loading of the PLA’s ships. On Taiwan’s side, tides are unpredictable 

and stronger, complicating landing attempts since only high tides favor the assault by 

shortening the length of beaches. In addition, landing boats could drift away from their 

destination and amphibious vehicles in rough waves could capsize before they reach the 

beaches. 458  As a result of unpredictable tide conditions, for Easton, it would be 

“improbable that a time could be found when conditions were optimal for landing at 

multiple points on the island simultaneously”.459 

Although the PLA seems to prefer clear weather conditions, it can also be said that a 

very-well trained force could use this erratic weather as a cover for approaching Taiwan 

unnoticed and untargeted by Taiwan’s coastal defenses (which accordingly would be 

left intact by a lack of PLA’s covering support…).  Another real advantage for the PLA 

in the Taiwan Strait is the high level of background underwater noise and deep waters 

around southern Taiwan, which would augment the PLAN’s submarines ability to 

escape sonar detection, however not sea mines. And while a bad sea would affect the 

PLA’s crossing of the Taiwan Strait, the Taiwanese Navy would face similar difficulties 

in its attempts to block it.460 

While the PLA will be crossing the Taiwan Strait they will have to crush or to 

outmaneuver Taiwan’s defensive outposts in Kinmen, Matsu, and Penghu in the middle. 

And then, there is still the question of where to land. In general, Taiwan’s coastline is 

very impracticable for an invasion, and the defenders had been strengthening it for 

decades. While the east coast is mountainous, far from China and poorly connected to 

the rest of the island (links which would be destroyed anyway), the amphitheater shape

of its potential landing zones (Keelung, Yilan’s, Su’ao) facilitates defense and makes

them an awful bottleneck for an attacker. In addition, the high elevation of mountains

would hamper China’s strike capabilities and thus create a sanctuary for the defenders’

air force and navy. The west coast has a lot of terrible beaches, with broken sand and 

mudflats. So Taiwan keeps its advantage with only a few practicable and strategically

interesting beaches for an amphibious attack and the rest of the island is easy to defend.

In order to avoid detection and a long risky travel to Taiwan as well as to land on a 

beach that is both practicable, situated not too far from its strategic objectives and 

critical port infrastructures, the PLA does not have many choices. In order to supply the 

landing troops and quickly attain objectives, the chosen beach should be “close” to 

China, and near one of Taiwan’s major harbor, airfield, strategic node, and Taipei. 

However, these emplacements, such as Haihu Beach (Taoyuan county), the Zhuoshui 

458Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 165-169. 
459Ibid. 168. 
460Ibid.169. 
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River Delta (Taichung county) or the Jianan Plain (wider area but far from Taipei: 

Tainan’s Golden Beach – Kaohsiung’s Linyuan and Jialutang beaches) are well-known 

by the Taiwanese who built solid coastal defenses such as tunnels, bunkers (and keep 

impressive mine stocks). Nearby are stationed artillery units, attack helicopters, as well 

as armored elite forces. These plains are also filled with obstacles such as sea walls, 

dangerous industries, urban areas or dense vegetation while the inland is full of cities, 

swamps and jungles. 461  Taiwan’s military has plans to flood the plains, demolish 

tunnels and roads. In these conditions, even poorly equipped Taiwanese troops could 

occupy strongholds for extensive periods of time.  

In the end Taiwan’s geography offers a perfect operational theatre for an attrition 

struggle as it offers no depth for any PLA breakthrough in Taiwan’s defense.  

 

5.4.2 Raw Capabilities & Roles on the Battlefield 

 

The condition of the defender military capability is one of the most important factors 

for explaining deterrence success or failure. For Mearsheimer, after the defender has 

understood the nature of the threat, it must have the necessary military capability to 

back up its defense plan.462 This is what we want to see in this part: we will see that 

although Taiwan’s weapons are well-used, they increasingly lack the necessary punch 

necessary to efficiently repeal an invading force.  

 

5.4.2.1 Air Force 

 

Taiwan’s Air Force is the first line of defense against China. At the onset of hostilities, 

their mission would be to protect Taiwan’s air space, attack China’s forces on the other 

side of the Strait, strike them on their way to Taiwan, and annihilate landing troops, 

acting jointly with other services. 

For force preservation purposes, Taiwanese warplanes would be placed in hardened 

shelters or moved from vulnerable bases on the west coast to the east coast where 

Taiwan has built an impressive networks of underground bunkers (Hualien’s Chiashan 

and Taitung’s Shihzishan). This way, Taiwan could efficiently protect the planes and 

their crews from missile strikes, in order to be able to dispute air supremacy to China. 

Other jets could be redirected to civilian airports or take advantage of Taiwan’s 

freeways for operation.463 

                                                 
461Ibid. 149-160. 
462Mearsheimer, John J., “Conventional Deterrence”, Cornell University Press, 1983, ISBN 0-8014-

1569-1, page 46. 
463Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 217. 
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When the fight heats up after the first salvo of Chinese missile strikes, the mission of 

the ROCAF would be intercept the PLAAF bombers and fighters, as well as to attack 

the invasion fleet. Although Taiwan’s pilots are believed to have better training, China 

fields much more advanced jets. So achieving even localized air superiority is likely to 

be a daunting task. To compensate for their numeric inferiority, the ROCAF may 

privilege night fighting and escape attrition tactics against the Chinese. Instead, they 

would rather fly at very low altitude as an attempt to escape detection by the PLA’s 

radars and SAMs, in order to aim at high value targets along the Chinese coast such as 

C2, staging areas and the invasion fleet. Alternatively they could stay outside the range 

of China’s air defenses and use long-range Wan Chien and Harpoon (AGM-84L) 

missiles to strike theirs targets (range of 150 to 200km). This effort would be 

complemented by anti-radar operations and missile strikes, in an attempt to paralyze 

and gut the aggressors.464 Other missions for the ROCAF could include retaliatory 

strikes on Chinese symbolic targets, such as Shanghai, as a display of Taiwan’s 

willpower (arguably a one way mission for the pilots).465 

 

Figure 14 Air forces balance in the Taiwan Strait, source: Annual report to Congress 2017, 95 

Taiwan’s ROCAF deployment shows a serious diversity and is increasingly obsolescent. 

Taiwan currently fields around 320 operational aircraft and has been trying to acquire 

new items to complete its fleet of 142 F-16 A/B Fighting Falcon, 54 Mirage 2000-5EI 

and 102 F-CK-1 AIDC Ching-kuo complemented by some antique F-5 Tiger II. F-16s, 

Mirage 2000s and F-CK-1s were assembled more than 20 years ago already. As a 

consequence, the aging of their airframe combined to the overexertion of their 

mechanics are making the aircrafts demand more and more logistics and maintenance, 

meaning rising operation costs and lowering availability.466 

The F-CK-1s and F-16s are being upgraded (standard F-16Viper with new radar, avionic 

and computers), but Taiwan has tough times finding spare parts for its Mirage-2000s, 

which availability has fallen to 30%.467 In order to complete its fleet, Taiwan has long 

                                                 
464 Ibid. 221. 
465 Ibid. 223. 
466 Trevithick, J., "That One Time Lockheed Hated on the Taiwanese Air Force", War is Boring, Mar 7, 

2015, URL: https://warisboring.com/that-one-time-lockheed-hated-on-the-taiwanese-air-force-

321bb2ac778e#.8yq2ft5gy. 
467 Ibid. 

https://warisboring.com/that-one-time-lockheed-hated-on-the-taiwanese-air-force-321bb2ac778e#.8yq2ft5gy
https://warisboring.com/that-one-time-lockheed-hated-on-the-taiwanese-air-force-321bb2ac778e#.8yq2ft5gy
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sought to acquire the U.S. made F-35 Lightning II fighter jets, which stealth and VSTOL 

capabilities match the island needs, but the fighter is very expensive, its likely limited 

number would limit its competitiveness in fight, and while on ground, it would still be 

vulnerable to China’s missile strikes.468 In addition, the U.S. part is still hesitant to 

furnish Taiwan with the fighters for various reasons (the PRC’s political pressures, 

organizational matters, and Chinese spying issues in Taiwan). Taiwan also fields several 

P-3C ASW and airborne early warning E-2K “Hawkeye” aircrafts but both are 

vulnerable to China’s fighters and need long runways to take-off, which will likely be 

cratered by the PLA missile strikes. Taiwan also plans to field a new trainer jet (Blue 

Magpie), which is promising for the development of an indigenously produced fighter 

in the future. Other advancements have been made regarding Taiwan’s development of 

UAVs and long-range precision weapons. The island strengthened its electronic warfare 

capabilities and deployed an Intelligence Early Warning System and Early Warning 

Radar to allow for greater C2 flexibility, which is consistent with the island’s goal 

develop asymmetric and joint capabilities.469 

In the end, we find that the air force desperately needs reinforcement if it wants to 

remain competitive against the PLAAF. If this trend continues, the ROCAF will hardly 

be a match for its opponent. Others (RAND) have suggested that Taiwan would have to 

abandon its air capabilities and save money and energy for a better SAM system 

inventory, but this option would deprive Taiwan’s from its strike capability against 

China at the early stages of the conflict, which is central to the current defense 

strategy.470 

 

 

5.4.2.2 Navy  

 

The Republic of China Navy (ROCN) can be defined as the second line of defense of 

Taiwan. According to Taiwan’s MND mission is to prevent the “enemy’s sea blockade 

and invasion as well as to safeguard Taiwan’s shipping routes, gain maritime 

superiority and to provide favorable conditions for joint homeland defense 

operations.”471 

                                                 
468 Liao, Y.f., "Taiwan's grail quest for F-35s", Taiwan in perspective, January 2, 2018, URL: 

https://taiwan-in-perspective.com/2018/01/02/taiwans-grail-quest-for-f-35s/. 
469 Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee, Ministry of National Defense, “2017 Quadrennial 

Defense Review of the Republic of China”, Ministry of National Defense, ROC (Taiwan), 2017, ISBN: 

978-986-05-2059-0, page 46, URL: http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-

content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf.  
470 For more insights, read: Rand Corporation, "Air Defense Options for Taiwan - an assessment of 

relative costs and operational benefits", Library of Congress, Santa Monica, CA, 2016, DOI: 

10.7249/RR1051, URL: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1051.html. 
471中華民國 106 年國防報告書(2017 National Defense Report, The Republic of China) - 初版. --臺北

市：國防部, 民 106 年 12 月 ISBN：978-986-05-4093-2 (平裝), page 58. 

https://taiwan-in-perspective.com/2018/01/02/taiwans-grail-quest-for-f-35s/
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1051.html
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At the onset of hostilities all available ships would sortie immediately so as to escape 

China’s missile strikes, and head towards prepared operating areas (likely around 

Taiwan east coast, which is better protected). The other ships would be either be sank 

as obstacles or sabotaged at docks. Ships at sea would try to hunt and harass PLAN 

submarines and ships, but they would make sure they would never sail too far from safe 

zones for force preservation purposes.472 The ROCN is tasked to take more direct action 

against the PLAN once its invasion fleet leaves wharf, with the mission of denying the 

Chinese access to Taiwanese waters although the question of “how” is particularly 

salient given the PLAN’s superior firepower and the PLA’s own coastal defense. In fact 

it is likely that the ROCN stays away from the Taiwan Strait during the main phase of 

the invasion, letting the ROCAF, fast attack boats, and missile strikes deal with the 

Chinese fleet. The larger units ROCN would only attack when it has an advantage.  

Currently the ROCN mission to interdict Taiwan’s waters seems to demand too much 

from Taiwanese sailors. When one takes a glance at the ROCN capabilities, it is very 

likely that it would struggle to compete against a much stronger PLAN. The Taiwan 

Navy presently consists principally of retrofitted but obsolete ships built in the U.S. 

(Perry-class frigates, Kidd-class DDG) or France (Lafayette-class frigates) decades ago, 

in addition to several domestic designs. Under China’s pressure during the 1990s, 

France-built stealth frigates had even been deprived of their Exocet anti-ship missiles 

(hopefully replaced by the performant HF-II) and anti-aircraft guns (AAW) prior the 

ships delivery to Taiwan, only to be replaced by an antique MIM-72/M48 “chaparral” 

system.  

The situation of the ROCN submarine fleet is even worse. 473 As of now, Taiwan 

possesses just four submarines. Two of them are World War Two antiques, former US 

Tench and Balao-class474, sold to Taiwan during the 1970s. They were used for training 

purposes but are now near inoperability and more prone to raise historians’ interests 

than to fight against PLAN vessels. In the late 1980s however, Taiwan purchased two 

Dutch-made Zwaardvis MK2-class submarines (aka Hai Lung-class), which, despite 

their increasing age, are being upgraded. Nevertheless, Taiwan’s submarine fleet is 

outnumbered by the PLAN. When it comes to comparable weaponry alone, the RAND 

Corporation estimated in 2015 that by 2017, almost 70% of the PLAN’s 60 diesel-

electric submarines will be modern475, meaning that they would be more recent than 

Taiwan’s two Dutch-built submarines. That makes 30x more ships…  

                                                 
472Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 215. 
473Tierny, H., "Rough Seas for Taiwan’s Indigenous Defense Submarine Program", Taiwan Sentinel, 

March 21, 2017, URL: https://sentinel.tw/rough-seas-taiwan-ids/. 
474 And not Guppy-class, although people confuse very often. For more information, read: The Fleet 

Submarine in the U.S. Navy, by John D. Alden. Published by the Naval Institute Press, 1988 edition. 

URL: http://navsource.org/archives/08/pdf/0841707.pdf. 
475RAND Corp., “The US-China Military Scorecard: forces, geography, and the evolving balance of 

power, 1996-2017”, Library of Congress, RAND Corp., Santa Monica (CA), 2015, URL: 

http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR300/RR392/RAND_RR392.pdf. 

https://sentinel.tw/rough-seas-taiwan-ids/
http://navsource.org/archives/08/pdf/0841707.pdf
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR300/RR392/RAND_RR392.pdf
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Taiwan modernization goals are summarize in the 2017 National Defense Report 

(NDR): “We are building a highly effective, high quality, rapid-deployment, and long-

range strike capability, and developing sea control capabilities characterized by stealth, 

high-speed, long-range, precision strike, high survivability and multi-purpose 

capability.”476 

Taiwanese decision-makers seem to have made the good decisions for the future. 

Obviously Taiwan cannot win a symmetric maritime struggle against China, which 

possesses much more modern units. Therefore Taiwan relies on asymmetric means by 

creating new designs such as high-performance and stealth Tuo Chiang-class corvette 

(catamaran) ships and the smaller Kuang Hua VI-class missile boat. These ships are 

cheap and small, but they are extremely fast and carry a heavy payload made of high 

performance Hsiung-feng II and III anti-ship missiles. Taiwan’s objective is to put more 

at sea, and engage them as a sea guerilla or in wolf packs, so they could substantially 

complicate, maybe even render impossible an invasion attempt.  

Taiwan is also pushing forward its plan to develop its own diesel-electric submarines. 

Developing submarines is an excellent idea, as their capability to fight alone, operate 

and strike silently underwater, would be feared by any blockading or invading fleet477. 

The presence of undetected submarines would increase an invasion fleet anxiety and 

inevitably compel it to conduct their operations with more self-restraint. Finally, a 

submarine is cost-effective given its superior firepower relative to its small size. Taiwan 

also plans to upgrade its larger surface units (Kangding, Chengkung and Keelung-class 

ships), and enhance their air-defense capabilities (install Sky Sword TC-II SAM system 

aboard instead of “chaparral”).  

5.4.2.3 Army 

The ROC army can be defined as Taiwan’s last line of defense. Its primary mission is 

the defense of the homeland, by preventing enemy troops to land and to make progresses 

inland, jointly with other services. At the onset of hostilities, the army would deploy 

near the likeliest invasion beaches, but remain in safe zones under the protection 

provided by an umbrella of air defense as an attempt to avoid being stricken by China’s 

missiles and preserve force for the incoming struggle with the PLA. Closer to landing 

time, the army would leave its concealments and converge to the invasion beaches, 

coastal artillery would start to fire at the PLA warships and amphibious units, 

supplemented by air support and missile strikes. During the landing, ROC rapid reaction 

brigades (armored, mechanized elite troops) would raid the beaches, supported by attack 

476中華民國 106 年國防報告書(2017 National Defense Report, The Republic of China) - 初版. --臺北

市：國防部, 民 106 年 12 月 ISBN：978-986-05-4093-2 (平裝), page 88. 
477 The use of submarines would be extremely effective in denying access to the island’s Sea Lines of 

Communications (SLOC) without seeking direct confrontation with PLA’s surface vessels.  
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helicopters, special-ops units, and marine counter invasion brigades. Regular troops 

would fire from the bunkers and tank battles would take place.478 

 

 

Figure 15 ROC / PRC Military balance, Ground forces, source: Annual report to the US congress 2017 

 

According to Mearsheimer, for an amphibious assault to be successful, the attacker 

needs to field at least a 3:1 troop ratio to overcome a defender.479 For Beckley, it is very 

unlikely that China achieves this against Taiwan in the current context. He writes: 

“Taiwan’s army has 150,000 active-duty troops and 1.5 million reservists. With that 

force, Taiwan theoretically could station 2,000 defenders per mile along its shores and 

have more troops over any stretch of 13 miles than China could deploy using its entire 

amphibious fleet.”(Beckley, 2017)480 This advantage would be completed by Taiwan’s 

advanced knowledge of the location of the invasion, thanks to its intelligence. If not, 

Taiwan would have at least 30 minutes after it has visual contact with the PLA armada 

                                                 
478 Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 195-234. 
479Mearsheimer, John J., “Conventional Deterrence”, Cornell University Press, 1983, ISBN 0-8014-

1569-1, page 173. 
480Beckley, Michael, "The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia - How China’s Neighbors Can Check 

Chinese Naval Expansion", International Security Volume 42 | Issue 2 | Fall 2017 p.78-119, MIT Press 

Journal, URL: https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294. 

https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294
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for massing troops on the right beach. Beckley adds that the PLAN is currently very far 

from having the capability to provide adequate covering fire for its troops, giving an 

opportunity for the Taiwanese defenders to approach the landing site and tore the 

invaders to pieces unpunished. Beckley envisions that the PLA losses would be grueling 

since the Taiwanese army has a very solid plan and capabilities for defending the 

beaches:481 

“During the D-Day assault of 1944, the United States lost roughly 10 percent of its 

troops on the beaches while attacking a severely overstretched German army defending 

thin positions on foreign soil with small arms and mortars. 

If the PLA invaded Taiwan today, it would be attacking massed forces defending home 

soil with precision-guided munitions, helicopter gunships, tanks, and smart mines. PLA 

losses during each wave of attack, therefore, would likely be much higher than 10 

percent.  

Adding the most conservative loss rates together suggests that China would lose at least 

25 percent of its forces each time its amphibious fleet approached Taiwan. China 

therefore could not hope to land more than 20,000 troops in its initial assault and 

15,000 troops the day after—assuming the initial wave of troops could hold the 

beachhead in the first place.”(Beckley, 2017) 

However. If things go wrong and that the PLA secures beachheads, the battle would 

start to take place inland and take the form of a war of attrition in Taiwan residential 

neighborhoods, high rise buildings, fields, MRT, underground parking, and industrial 

parks… The army would try to protect its vital communication nodes and inflict as 

much pain as possible on the invaders, and slow their progression towards Taipei. While 

retreating, the army would either protect or destroy critical infrastructure such as bridges, 

tunnels, supply depots, fuel stores, airport tarmacs so that they can’t be used by the PLA. 

The retreat would ideally take the form of a reestablishment on successive defensives 

lines in order to give maximum resistance and force the Chinese to engage into many, 

many set-piece battles on a terrain well-known by the defenders, fighting for their 

homeland. At this point it is unlikely that the army still enjoys air support, and losses 

would very likely be horrendous, so the success of this attrition war will depend on their 

motivation to fight, and probably also to the survival of their chain of command, which, 

as a primary PLA target, might not be intact. Given the state of disarray at this stage of 

the war, a lot will depend on the army local commanders’ initiative. Caught in crossfire, 

civilian casualties will surely be frighteningly high. Destroyed industries would 

intoxicate the battlefield, while the use of chemical warfare is another possibility.482 

Taiwan and the Taiwanese would be bled out in a war, which explains why the ROC 

military will do whatever it takes to win the fight on sea and in the air domains.  

                                                 
481Ibid. 
482 Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 195-234. 
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The equipment of the Taiwanese army also faces quick fatigue. For example, Taiwan’s 

armored units spearhead is composed of the already obsolete U.S. made M-60A3 Patton 

main battle tanks (MBT)and locally produced CM-11 Brave Tiger MBTs. The CM-11 

is a hybrid M-60 chassis fitted with the turret from the archaic early-series M-48 Patton 

tanks, but armed with the 105mm L7 Royal Ordinance gun and fire control system of 

the early M-1 Abrams. Taiwan has tried to purchase M1A1/A2 Abrams MBTs from the 

U.S. but was unsuccessful, while the tank is said to fit imperfectly Taiwan’s needs (60 

tons is too heavy for some bridges). Taking advantage of warming ties between the 

Trump and Tsai administration, the Taiwan side has reiterated its demand in May 

2018.483 

Other hardware include attack helicopters, about which Taiwan is well dotted with the 

Boeing AH-64E Apache, and AH-1W Super Cobra. For facilitating fast response 

against landing and support for outlying islands, Taiwan is currently fielding new 

equipment such as the AAV7 Amphibious Assault Vehicle (AAV). Among other 

artillery capabilities, Taiwan fields the domestically produced Thunderbolt 2000, a 

wheeled multiple launch rocket system, mounted on trucks, with a considerable range 

and payload, but with perfectible accuracy (a default “corrected” by the use of sub 

munitions, giving it a “shotgun-like” strike effect).484 

Among future procurements, Taiwan hopes to purchase more anti-tank munitions and 

launchers (BGM-71 TOW, FGM-148 Javelin). Taiwan also plans to field more of its 

locally produced CM32/33 Clouded Leopard armored fighting vehicles (can carry fully 

equipped soldiers, armed with grenade launchers and small-caliber cannons) and better 

artillery guns armed with precision munitions. The army would also like to improve the 

internal communications systems of its vehicles and increase the effectiveness of C2, 

with the goal to achieve "long-range, precision and mobility” and creating a “three-

dimensional, digitalized and automated” arm.485 

 

 

5.4.2.4 Asymmetric Means of Defense  

 

For reasons we already explained, the ROC military is strengthening its asymmetric 

warfare capabilities. According to the MND, “Asymmetric warfare is a warfare concept 

that employs asymmetric measures, unequal strengths, and non-conventional means in 

operations. The concept of asymmetric warfare is to evade the enemy's strength while 

using suitable military tactics and weapons to attack against their weaknesses in order 

                                                 
483 Keck, Z., "Taiwan Wants American M1 Abrams Tanks. And the Reason Is China." The National 

Interest, May 5, 2018, URL: http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/taiwan-wants-american-m1-

abrams-tanks-the-reason-china-25692. 
484 Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 225. 
485中華民國 106 年國防報告書(2017 National Defense Report, The Republic of China) - 初版. --臺北

市：國防部, 民 106 年 12 月 ISBN：978-986-05-4093-2 (平裝), page 86. 

http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/taiwan-wants-american-m1-abrams-tanks-the-reason-china-25692
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/taiwan-wants-american-m1-abrams-tanks-the-reason-china-25692
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to influence the result of battles so that the war develops in a favorable 

direction.” 486 Building up an asymmetric force also serves the objective of force 

preservation, in order to enhance the survivability of Taiwan’s Armed Forces, which 

would be confronted by heavy precision bombing in the case of a conflict.487 

In this part we will survey Taiwan’s capabilities that answer to this definition. 

Military hardware which development and role fit with the objective of asymmetric 

warfare, but which has already been surveyed in the above parts (such as submarines or 

fast-attack boats) won’t be treated again here. Because electronic warfare constitute a 

kind of warfare in itself, it will be treated separately, just below this section. 

In this part, we will rather write about the other Taiwanese asymmetrical weapons, such 

as coastal defenses (mines), inland obstacles, camouflage, decoys, rapid-runway repair 

capability, and missiles. Those constitute capabilities for themselves and don’t really fit 

in other parts of this thesis. We found it more convenient to gather them in a separated 

section. 

Missiles and Artillery 

Taiwan fields a variety of advanced missile system, which could be used either for 

striking important value targets in China or for denying the PLA access to Taiwan’s 

water and air domains. 

1) Anti-ship Missiles

Central to Taiwan’s asymmetric assets are its missile strike capability. According to 

Easton, “Taiwan’s anti-invasion plan calls for using a missile-centric strategy to deny

Chinese fleets’ access to its territorial waters.” 488 Taiwan MND has called for

increasing the mobility of its missile arsenal, so as to make their use more flexible and

in order to prevent them being destroyed by China’s precision-guided munitions.

Accordingly, many of the missiles are mounted on trucks, warships, and airplanes. 

Among anti-ship missiles, Taiwan fields various versions of the domestically produced 

Hsiung-feng (brave wind), a supersonic long range, and high-precision weapon (up to 

250 miles). It is deployed on many of Taiwan’s warships and ground-based assets 

(hardened ASCM base in Taiwan and outlying islands, or wheeled trucks). Easton says 

486Taiwan’s 2017 National Defense Report, MND, (Taipei) Taiwan, 2017. 
487Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee, Ministry of National Defense, “2017 Quadrennial 

Defense Review of the Republic of China”, Ministry of National Defense, ROC (Taiwan), 2017, ISBN: 

978-986-05-2059-0, page 45, URL: http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-

content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf.
488Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 224.

http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
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that priority targets includes the PLA leading ships, such as large amphibious ships, 

carriers, destroyers and frigates.489 

For Beckley, “computer simulations suggest that Taiwan would need to fire only 50 

precision-guided missiles to destroy a dozen Chinese amphibious ships, losses that 

would end all hopes of a successful invasion.”(Beckley, 2017)490(I would have liked to 

have these computer simulations to analyze the results myself but most seem to be 

classified.) 

 

2) Surface-to-air capabilities 

Taiwan owns ten batteries of the U.S. made Patriot Pac-3 missiles, with the ability to 

intercept ballistic missiles. But such missiles are of an ancient generation and were 

acquired in too limited numbers to efficiently counter Chinese SRBMs threat.491 In 

order to compensate the lack of “Patriots”, Taiwan had deployed at least six batteries of 

the indigenously developed and produced Tien Kung “sky bow” air defense missiles. 

All these missiles batteries would be connected to Taiwan’s radars networks.492 

For shooting down Chinese fighters, bombers, and transport aircrafts, Taiwan possesses 

more than 500 long-range SAM launchers, 80% of which mountable on trucks, and 

thousands of short range SAM launchers, either mounted on vehicles or MANPADS 

(individually served). In addition Taiwan fields hundreds of anti-aircrafts guns.  

For Beckley, the presence of this massive SAM system in Taiwan is itself a strong 

deterrent against China’s invasion. According to him, “Even if Chinese air and missile 

strikes eliminated half of these, attrition rates of Chinese transport aircraft flying over 

Taiwan could exceed 50 percent per sortie.”(Beckley, 2017)493 

One review of the RAND Corporation about Taiwan’s air power options, taking note 

of China’s total air superiority against Taiwan, has recommended that the island devotes 

“most of its air defense resources to investment in its SAM force: 

The SAM force is an enabling force; it clears airspace to allow other critical military 

operations. In sizing that force, it should be able to meet the demands on the SAM forces 

to support maneuver forces in an invasion scenario but also have the capacity to meet 

some air defense demands in a coercive scenario, which could be a prelude to a larger 

                                                 
489 Ibid.  
490 Beckley, Michael, "The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia - How China’s Neighbors Can 

Check Chinese Naval Expansion", International Security Volume 42 | Issue 2 | Fall 2017 p.78-119, MIT 

Press Journal, URL: https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294. 
491Murray, William S., Revisiting Taiwan’s Defense Strategy (reedited), US Naval War College, 2015, 

page 5 
492 Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 213. 
493 Beckley, Michael, "The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia - How China’s Neighbors Can 

Check Chinese Naval Expansion", International Security Volume 42 | Issue 2 | Fall 2017 p.78-119, MIT 

Press Journal, URL: https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294. 

https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294
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conflict and thus places an additive demand on the SAM force.”494 This is another 

credible air-defense option for Taiwan.  

3) Surface-to-surface capabilities

According to Beckley, Taiwan possesses “at least 12 road-mobile missiles launchers, 

50 short-range ballistic missile launchers in underground silos; 300 howitzers located 

on offshore islands (Jinmen and Mazu)”.495 These would target high-value objective in 

China.  

Chinese naval losses would almost certainly be greater than 15 percent, as China’s 

ships would be operating within 100 miles of Taiwan from the moment they left Chinese 

ports and would spend substantial time within the range of Taiwan’s artillery.  

Unconventional Fortifications and Weaponry 

All the following could be used to disturb any PLA’s landing and progression inland. 

Many of those obstacles are what the PLA is expecting while fighting on Taiwan. Some 

of them seem very realistic, others a bit bizarre.  

According to Easton, Taiwan does not deploy mine fields and obstacles networks in 

peacetime, but this situation would change at the onset of a conflict. At sea, Taiwanese

would lay many and large layers of different kinds of obstacles and mines in order to

complicate the PLA’s approach of Taiwan’s shores. An outer thin layer would be

dispatched 60 miles from the coast (surface and deep water mines), and thicker layers

would be laid closer to shore. Closer to the envisioned invasion beaches, concentrated

mining would require the PLA to spend substantial time sweeping the areas order to 

make the landing zones safe. The Taiwanese mining tactic would be to create death 

traps for the PLA ships, from there it would take considerable risks to escape. It would 

also force the PLA sailors to navigate slowly, offering better targets to Taiwan’s coastal 

artillery and air power. Other than mines, the Taiwanese have planned to lay beach 

obstacles systems as simple as moored nets, clamshell traps, log cages, steel spikes, and 

sunken truck containers.496 This could slow landing soldiers, block ships propellers. 

494Rand Corporation, "Air Defense Options for Taiwan - an assessment of relative costs and operational 

benefits", Library of Congress, Santa Monica, CA, 2016, DOI: 10.7249/RR1051, page xxii, URL: 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1051.html. 
495Beckley, Michael, "The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia - How China’s Neighbors Can 

Check Chinese Naval Expansion", International Security Volume 42 | Issue 2 | Fall 2017 p.78-119, MIT 

Press Journal, URL: https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294. 
496Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 206. 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1051.html
https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294
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Deadlier devices include oil drums, filled with TNT, gasoline and shrapnel, chained 

under the surface, waiting for the invaders.497 

Inland, such asymmetric defense means would take the form of other successive layers 

of manmade and natural defenses. Among them, minefields, fortifications (bunkers, 

machine-gun nests, and reinforced concrete built civilian buildings), razor wire nets, 

skin-peeling planks, trenches, cement barriers and drainage ditches, tank traps, ambush 

sites with antitank rockets, ponds, salt fields, swamps, wind-breaks, flooded areas. 

According to Easton, “Taiwan’s army has greatly altered the coastal landscape in 

peacetime to make it more defensible in wartime.”498 Taiwan also plans to post air 

defense close to parachuting sites (airfields) and military engineers and military police 

would guard critical infrastructure (highways, bridges, tunnels), ready to protect, 

rebuild, or destroy them to prevent capture. They would also be ready to collapse 

building, trees and power lines to present deadly obstacles to the invaders.499Among 

other eccentric ideas, in order to prevent PLA helicopters from bringing close-air 

support to troops, or even to crash them, Taiwanese string steel cables between 

mountain passes and tall buildings.500 

 

Preserve: Hardening, Camouflage and Decoys 

Among other asymmetric defenses are camouflage, concealment, decoys and other 

special skills. The airwaves would be filled with false radio chats, in order to make noise 

and deceive the Chinese about the defenders’ real intentions. Taiwan can also 

complicate China’s targeting of its military capabilities and adopt decoy tactics in order 

to force the PLA to waste a share of its finite missile stocks; alternatively “Taiwan could 

stockpile fake debris and use smoke machine to mimic battle damage and obscure 

observation”.501 Taiwan could double this tactic by scattering its weaponry, in order to 

obligate the PLA to exhaust more munitions. Accordingly, the ROCAF and the ROCN 

regularly move their planes and ships from bases to bases. 

The U.S. DoD suggests that Taiwan ensures “multiple redundancies in key 

infrastructure for the distribution of food and water, medical support, wartime 

command and control, radar, civil defense, and the electrical grid.”502 All should be 

hidden and well protected. Accordingly and to prevent serious infrastructural damages, 

the Taiwanese have buried many of their C2 assets503  and have stockpiled critical 

supplies (oil, water, food and medical supplies). This way, Taiwan’s political power 

                                                 
497Ibid. 207. 
498Ibid. 209. 
499Ibid. 210. 
500Ibid. 210. 
501Ibid. 220. 
502An, David, "Reconstructing Taiwan's Military Strategy - Achieving Forward Defense through Multi-

Domain Deterrence", The National Bureau of Asian Research (NBR), 2018, URL: 

www.nbr.org/publications/specialreport/pdf/SR69_An_February2018.pdf. 
503Murray, William S., Revisiting Taiwan’s Defense Strategy (reedited), US Naval War College, 2015, 

page 13. 

http://www.nbr.org/publications/specialreport/pdf/SR69_An_February2018.pdf
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will survive and the population won’t starve as soon as China’s blockade and missile 

strikes kick off. Shelters are also inexpensive to build and they permit the protection of 

such assets as well as key military facilities from being gravely impacted by 

decapitation strikes.  

The ROCAF have also developed its rapid runway repair skills (world speed record: 

3h), would make use of highways and civilian airstrips for operation, or place the 

fighters in the hardened underground bases around Hualien and Taitung we mentioned 

earlier.504. 

 

5.4.2.5 C4ISR + EW 

 

Definitions and Mission 

 

The acronym C4ISR505 is a derivate of command and control (C2), or "the exercise of 

authority and direction by a properly designated commander over assigned and 

attached forces in the accomplishment of the mission”, according to the US Department 

of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms.506 

The field of C4ISR and electronic warfare is very important to Taiwan’s security. Such 

capabilities encompass operation security, military deception, psychological warfare, 

electronic warfare, and cyber operations. C4ISR and EW have a lot to do with the 

effectiveness of the military’s communication technology, chain of command, and 

intelligence. Well-prepared electronic and cyber warfare capabilities could have an 

important impact in a conflict, by engaging in jamming and deception against the PLA. 

In this way, the strengthening of electronic and cyber warfare fit perfectly with 

Taiwan’s MND goal to wage an asymmetric war against China.  

Taiwan 2017 QDR: “The ROC Armed Forces have been strengthening information, 

communications and electronic warfare capabilities, such as offensive and defensive 

information and electronic warfare, and protection of critical infrastructures. Civilian 

information security expertise will be enlisted as a force multiplier.”507 

To achieve this, Taiwan MND has sought to better integrate its information, 

communications, electronic warfare, and information security agencies, such as the 

                                                 
504Beckley, Michael, "The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia - How China’s Neighbors Can 

Check Chinese Naval Expansion", International Security Volume 42 | Issue 2 | Fall 2017 p.78-119, MIT 

Press Journal, URL: https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294. 
505 C4ISR stands for: Computerized Command, Control, Communications + I (Intelligence), S 

(Surveillance), and R (Reconnaissance). 
506 DoD Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms: http://www.jcs.mil/doctrine/dod_dictionary/. 
507 Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee, Ministry of National Defense, “2017 Quadrennial 

Defense Review of the Republic of China”, Ministry of National Defense, ROC (Taiwan), 2017, ISBN: 

978-986-05-2059-0, page 46, URL: http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-

content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf.  

https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294
http://www.jcs.mil/doctrine/dod_dictionary/
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
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former ICEFCOM, into a new Information and Electronic Warfare Command (IEWC), 

with the objective to enhance “cybersecurity incident response and management” and 

“maximize information, communication and electronic effectiveness to gain dominance 

in electronic warfare”.508 

Electronic Warfare 

According to Taiwan’s MND, “The Armed Forces’ various radar and intelligence 

interception systems, intelligence collection techniques and tactical ballistic missile 

warning systems are used to monitor the force deployment and activities of the enemy, 

and collect important strategy-related information regarding the political, economic 

and public sentiment status of the enemy.”509 

In empirical terms, Taiwan’s intelligence would be hard pressed in a crisis with China 

to detect the PLA’s war preparations, make the difference between Chinese deception 

tactics and real signals and alert other services about how, when, and where the PLA 

will attack.  

For many analysts, China will have a tough time achieving strategic surprise against

Taiwan, given the island’s efficient ISR and intelligence networks. Taiwan enjoys one

of the best early warning systems in the world with E-2K Hawkeye aircrafts, UAVs, 

and other sea and land-based American-made radars as well as very likely U.S. satellite

support. These devices are not only dispatched on the main island of Taiwan but also 

on the defensive outposts closer to China (Penghu, Kinmen). Taiwan can also rely on

many dormant spies embedded in China. For Beckley, this is how “Taiwanese

intelligence has provided advanced warning of PLA actions. In 2013, for example, spies 

forewarned the Taiwanese government about China’s decision to announce an air 

defense identification zone in the East China Sea.”510 In the end, it makes that Taiwan

would probably discover in advance China’s war preparations, and be ready to meet it 

fiercely. 

Later in the battle, Taiwan’s EW units are tasked with intercepting the PLA’s ballistic 

missiles by jamming their electronic sensors and lure them away from their targets or 

into decoys. Easton recalls that “average Chinese ballistic missile, once fired, takes just 

7 mins and 20 secs to reach Taiwan”511, so to achieve this, Taiwanese EW teams will 

have to work fast.   

508中華民國 106 年國防報告書(2017 National Defense Report, The Republic of China) - 初版. --臺北

市：國防部, 民 106 年 12 月 ISBN：978-986-05-4093-2 (平裝), page 90. 
509 Ibid. 89. 
510 Beckley, Michael, "The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia - How China’s Neighbors Can Check 

Chinese Naval Expansion", International Security Volume 42 | Issue 2 | Fall 2017 p.78-119, MIT Press 

Journal, URL: https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294. 
511 Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The Project 

2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 219. 

https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294
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Cyber-security 

 

Taiwan faces a growing cyber-security threat from China. According to the QDR, “The 

PLA has drastically increased its information and electronic warfare and cyber 

operations capabilities, threatening our military and civilian networks.”512 The threat 

is not theoretical, Taiwan government websites are hit with over 200 million cyber-

attacks a year (mostly from China).513 These attacks have been conducted either by 

humans, bots, or viruses. Likely consequences of these attacks during an invasion could 

be the paralysis of Taiwan’s chain of command and blinding of all electronically 

assisted devices.  

These developments have led the Taiwanese government to establish the new 

Information and Electronic Warfare Command (IEWC) as an attempt to better integrate 

and coordinate Taiwan’s information and electronic warfare effort.514 Other efforts are 

directed towards the development of R&D in information security, technology and 

cyberspace as well as to the recruitment of “outstanding young people” (or hackers) for 

a career in the information security field, hoping to build an efficient electronic 

magnetic shield against China. 

For strengthening its cyberwarfare and EW capabilities and attract more professionals, 

the MND has sought to acquire other “information, communications and electronic 

countermeasure equipment and reviewing the employment of innovative tactics to gain 

battlefield superiority in information operations and electronic warfare.”515 

5.4.3 Force Readiness 

 

Would the island able to react fast and efficiently if China attacks?  

A nation’s readiness is an important aspect of deterrence. If a nation is not ready and 

appears unprepared to defend itself, an attacker would find it easier to attack. 

 

5.4.3.1 Crisis and Taiwan’s Decision-making Circles 

 

                                                 
512 Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee, Ministry of National Defense, “2017 Quadrennial 

Defense Review of the Republic of China”, Ministry of National Defense, ROC (Taiwan), 2017, ISBN: 

978-986-05-2059-0, page 27, URL: http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-

content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf.  
513 Yang, S., "200 million cyber-attacks hit Taiwan's military networks in 2017: expert", Taiwan News, 

May 28, 2018, URL: https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3441894. 
514 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2017, page 397, 

URL: http://www.uscc.gov. 
515中華民國 106 年國防報告書(2017 National Defense Report, The Republic of China) - 初版. --臺北

市：國防部, 民 106 年 12 月 ISBN：978-986-05-4093-2 (平裝), page 86. 

http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3441894
http://www.uscc.gov/
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Force mobilization at the highest level of the Taiwanese civilian and military leadership 

would take the following form. 

For Easton “Taiwan’s leaders would almost certainly not sit passively and watch their 

cities bombed and burned.” 516  It is indeed extremely unlikely that the Taiwanese 

government would decide to surrender without fighting.  

When the crisis escalates, Taiwan’s government will wait to receive “unambiguous 

signals” that China prepares for war before it declares a state of emergency, the martial 

law, and calls the mobilization of the reserve. Each step would be taken in accordance 

with the level of Chinese actions. Taiwan’s improved the effectiveness of its 

contingency response through ISR progresses (detection of enemy movements)517 and 

organizational refinements at the commanding level, with Taiwan MND wishing 

develop a "joint operational command mechanism that features “simplified command 

of deploying forces,” “flattened command hierarchy,” and “acceleration of command 

tempo.”518 

According to Easton, the Taiwanese government and military have plans to quickly 

adapt to war conditions. The first step would be the president, the cabinet and 

parliamentary leaders being moved to safety, in underground bunkers.519 After critical 

personalities are safe, the government would declare the country’s mobilization through 

alerts in media (radio, TV, SMS) and sirens. Reservists, law enforcement agents, coast 

guards, civil defense members, firefighters, and hospital personnel would be called to 

rush to their units. Dangerous zones would be evacuated, refugee camps would be set 

up, and potential warzones would be cleared.520 

One of the difficulties in such a plan is to define what exactly constitute an unambiguous 

signal that China will attack. In a deterrence situation, the deterrer does not always 

understand the signals of the adversary, or sometimes does not take threats seriously. 

For example, a Taiwanese government destabilized by China’s deception tactics could 

conclude that the danger is not real, that China is bluffing, and decide to not declare 

mobilization.   

Morgan wrote:521“Governments often fail to see an attack coming even from a longtime 

enemy, don’t press deterrence strongly enough, often out of fear of being provocative, 

and believe mistakenly that the alternative strategy they are using, conciliation, 

                                                 
516Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 265. 
517Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee, Ministry of National Defense , “2017 Quadrennial 

Defense Review of the Republic of China”, Ministry of National Defense, ROC (Taiwan), 2017, ISBN: 

978-986-05-2059-0, page 49, URL: http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-

content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf.  
518Ibid. 48.  
519Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 201. 
520Ibid.202. 
521Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence Now”, Cambridge University Press, 2003, ISBN 0521822572, page 

146. 

http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
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negotiations, scrupulous neutrality – will work despite mounting evidence to the 

contrary.”(Morgan, Deterrence now, 2003) 

If Taiwan misses the signal and that China really attacks, the island would have been 

deprived of its warning time to prepare for invasion, with serious consequences on its 

capacity to defend itself. China’s missile decapitation strikes could be successful against 

an unprotected Taiwan’s leadership, paralyze the country, and cut field commanders 

with the higher civilian and military hierarchy. The logical lesson of this should be that 

Taiwan should be ready to mobilize as soon as the situation compels it to do so.  

 

Figure 16 Major Taiwanese Military Bases, source: Easton, The Chinese Invasion Threat, P.218 

Alternatively, a Chinese bluff and an over-reaction by Taiwan could “undermine public 

confidence in the government, kindle panic, and get Taiwan to reveal some of its 

preparatory defensive measure” (Easton, 2017).522 In this case, the credibility of the 

Taiwanese government would be undermined, and China could reoffend immediately 

or blow hot and cold to keep Taiwan’s government in uncertainty and compel it to take 

wrong actions. As a result, China has several options for destabilizing a Taiwanese 

government during times of crisis.523 Skillful Chinese decision-makers could conduct 

provocative military actions and escalate a cross-strait incident while accusing the 

Taiwanese to have started it all. Alternatively, a war of nerves between China and 

Taiwan, with neither of them willing to escalate tensions, could nonetheless degenerate 

after both misread the other’s actions. Given low levels of mutual understanding 

between China and Taiwan, this risk is a reality.  

                                                 
522Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 217. 
523Morgan, Patrick, “Deterrence – A conceptual analysis”, Sage Publications, 1977, ISBN 0-8039-

0819-9, page 186. 
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5.4.3.2 Armed Forces Training 

During the summer of 2016, a Taiwanese Navy NCO based in Zuoying Naval Base 

(Kaohsiung) accidently fired a Hsiung-feng II ASCM towards the Taiwan Strait, which 

hit a fishing boat killing the captain and injuring three. The accident followed the airing 

in social media of a video recording showing Taiwanese marines torturing and killing a 

stray dog and the death of a conscript under severe punishment for having brought a 

smartphone at his base in 2013. These scandals raised both the public and the 

government awareness of perfectible training and discipline in the armed forces.  

Although it is clear that a PLA assault would be multidimensional and require the 

different services of the ROC military to fight together, Taiwan’s military trainings have 

long been criticized for their lack of realism and “jointness”.524In order to improve, it 

was argued that military trainings needed to emphasis combined arms operations and 

jointness, supplemented by computer simulations. Reserve training was also called to 

be strengthened by complementing the four months of military service with regular 

“skill refreshers” for reservists. 

Taiwan’s military commanders have sought to correct deficiencies and thereby 

provided efforts to enhance regularity, realism and jointness in the troops’ trainings. As 

a results, trainings have improved. All of them now emphasize joint-operations against 

a strong opponent, in realistic conditions.  

Accordingly, the 2017 Han Kuang exercise was computer assisted, and involved force

preservation, jointness, joint utilization of ISR, joint counter blockade and anti-landing 

operations.525 For Easton, efforts to enhance training seemed to have paid-off during

anti-landing drills on Penghu archipelago: “During one such drill, a joint force

unleashed a spectacular series of missiles, rockets, artillery, mines, decoys and

jammers at the simulated invasion fleet. The result was that not a single “Red”

infantryman made it to shore.” (Easton, 2017)526 The 2018 Han Kuang exercise saw

the different branches of the ROC military showcase their joint capabilities in air/sea

combat and anti-landing operations in northern and southern Taiwan, and joint anti-

airborne combat operations in the central regions.527 Protection of critical infrastructure

was emphasized during the exercise with anti-airborne operations on airports and anti-

landing operations near Tamsui, signaling China that Taiwan is ready to defend Taipei.

524 McCauley, K., "Taiwan’s Military Reforms and Strategy: reset required", Publication: China Brief 

Volume: 16 Issue: 13, The Jamestown Foundation, August 22, 2016, URL: 

https://jamestown.org/program/taiwans-military-reforms-and-strategy-reset-required/. 
525中華民國 106 年國防報告書(2017 National Defense Report, The Republic of China) - 初版. --臺北

市：國防部, 民 106 年 12 月 ISBN：978-986-05-4093-2 (平裝), page 97. 
526 Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 225. 
527 Taipei Times, "Han Kuang drills start off with anti-airborne exercise", June 4, 2018, URL: 

www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2018/06/04/2003694297. 

https://jamestown.org/program/taiwans-military-reforms-and-strategy-reset-required/
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2018/06/04/2003694297
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For Easton, Taiwan’s armed forces good training and response system was showcased 

on June 27th 2015 when a color-powder used during a music festival in northern Taiwan 

caught fire, creating a giant fireball in the public – with hundreds of partygoers suffering 

from burns of various degrees (although no one died). The accident took place near a 

potential invasion zone and was heavily guarded by the ROC military, which very 

professionally “jointly intervened” (a combination of army, navy, army, reserve and 

MP soldiers) and evacuated the scene in record time.528 

In addition to collective trainings, each soldier’s fitness, martial combat, and shooting 

skills have been strengthened with the implementation of routine checks, random 

evaluation, or sport competitions in order to increase both troop discipline and 

cohesiveness. General training have also been enhanced so that soldiers do not only 

know one specialty and are more versatile.529 

Overall it seems that the Taiwanese Armed Forces have sought to rectify many of the 

training shortcomings. However, short of an actual fighting experience, it is difficult to 

take a position on Taiwan’s real fighting potential – all we can say is that, it has “likely 

improved over time”. 

 

5.4.3.3 The Reserve Force Readiness 

 

Under fiscal pressure and eager to streamline its force, Taiwan’s military reduced its 

active duty force from 275,000 to 175,000 personnel.  

Those are complemented by 2.5 million reservists, susceptible to be re-drafted in the 

military in case of cross-strait conflict. While the active duty personnel would be the 

spearhead of Taiwan’s military in a war, reservists can be considered as the backbone. 

Therefore it is important to write about their current readiness. 

Taiwan’s reserve mobilization is quick and efficient. According to Easton, once the 

mobilization had been decided by Taiwan’s government, at least 200,000 to 300,000 

reservists could switch from their civilian life to the military within 24h, and most of 

the 2.5 million reserve within 72h with official estimations of 80% of reservists showing 

up in time (in peacetime, they are 97% to do so). In addition, around one million civil 

defense personnel and contractors would be ready under very short notice as well.530 

                                                 
528 Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 199. 
529中華民國 106 年國防報告書(2017 National Defense Report, The Republic of China) - 初版. --臺北

市：國防部, 民 106 年 12 月 ISBN：978-986-05-4093-2 (平裝), page 97. 
530Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, The 

Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, page 204 & 273. 
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But mobilization readiness doesn’t tell much about combat readiness and actual 

deterrence value of Taiwan’s reserve force. On this subject, the RAND Corporation has 

published an extremely detailed study. We will here summarize its main findings:531 

The RAND study states: “Taiwan’s current approach to reserve force training (…) 

seems inadequate for maintaining the readiness of those reserve units that would see 

combat in the event of an all-out Chinese invasion.”532 

The study identifies two impediments to Taiwan’s reserve: (1) the first being a lack of 

budgetary resource to maximize effectiveness of military training and maintenance of 

combat skills, which impacts the reserve’s efficiency and integration in war operations, 

(2) the second being the lack of rigorous training due to their scarcity. Put simply, the

main problem is training, and it is caused by lack of financial support.

For correcting these deficiencies, the RAND study calls the Taiwanese government to 

increase the budget devoted to the reserve force and design new training programs. New 

training programs should focus on the interoperability of the reserve force with the 

active duty personnel, by enhancing and streamlining the integration of reservists within 

regular units, so both the professional soldiers and reservists’ contribution to the war 

effort becomes “indistinguishable”. In other words, the reservists should be able to 

“blend” within the active force quickly and efficiently. For the RAND analysts, this 

means that reservists should spend more time with their professional comrades, training 

in intense and realistic conditions. This calls for more or better allocated funding, and 

make the building up of the reserve force one of the MND top priorities.  

About the reserve force’s impact on deterrence, the RAND analysts support that it is

likely to be weak, or inexistent, due to China’s political-military leadership being 

“unaware of the size and capabilities of Taiwan’s reserve force" or likely to “ignore

any facts judged too politically inconvenient to face.”533 However, even if Taiwan

reserve force’s effect on deterrence is deemed as very limited, its impact on Taiwan’s

overall fighting capability in the case of deterrence failure, would be substantial as 

reservists account for 90% of all of Taiwan’s fighting force. 

The RAND analysts summarized their study in the form of the following 

recommendations (directly quoted from the document):534 

1) Publicly highlight the reserve force in leadership statements, published defense

strategy documents, and the Taiwan press;

2) Highlight the reserve force at Taiwan’s annual HAN KUANG exercises;

3) Engage in military-to-military exchanges;

531 Read : Rand Corporation, "The Transformation of Taiwan’s reserve force", Library of Congress, 

Santa Monica, CA, 2017, DOI: 10.7249/RR1757, URL: 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1757.html. 
532Ibid. Summary.  
533Rand Corporation, "The Transformation of Taiwan’s reserve force", Library of Congress, Santa 

Monica, CA, 2017, page 45, DOI: 10.7249/RR1757, URL: 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1757.html.  
534Ibid. summary xi.  

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1757.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1757.html
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4) Organize the reserves for the era of the all-volunteer force; 

5) Consider how the reserve force can undermine PRC advantages in the initial 

stages of an invasion scenario, and better exploit domain-specific and 

geographic aspects of the conflict; 

6) Develop future reserve roles, missions, and capabilities, including specialist 

units and specialist jobs to incorporate into the reserve force structure, to exploit 

enabling capabilities, and provide additional equipment and training resources 

to support these units; 

 

5.4.4 Peacetime Matters 

 

5.4.4.1 Defense Industry 

 

Taiwan has been struggling to obtain the weaponry it needs from the United States, and 

therefore decided to domestically develop and produce the items it cannot purchase 

overseas. This policy is not new, with Taiwan having already developed such defense 

means as jetfighters, ships, and various missiles. It now plans to produce stealth UAVs, 

training jets and submarines.  

 

The Framework 

 

Taiwan’s new weapon acquisition strategy emphasizes domestically produced items. 

Ideally, foreign procurement should only occur when Taiwan cannot self-produce the 

items without support, under the form of technology transfers for example.  

Therefore Taiwan needs to strengthen its own defense industries and R&D capabilities 

in the fields of aerospace, shipbuilding and information security. It then needs to 

integrate these fields with relevant industries so as to harmonize development in both 

the defense and economic fields. The MND plans to gradually obtain the capacity to 

produce more indigenous weaponry through different stages:535 

1) Strengthens R&D in the right defense fields: by setting goals relevant to 

Taiwan’s operational demands, seek academic cooperation, set-up an efficient 

development mechanism and management to conduct such effort, and finally 

master technological capability for production; 

2) Develop and produce the weapons indigenously: by setting up an inventory 

of the necessary technology to obtain, decide whether or not Taiwan can develop 

                                                 
535 Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee, Ministry of National Defense, “2017 Quadrennial 

Defense Review of the Republic of China”, Ministry of National Defense, ROC (Taiwan), 2017, ISBN: 

978-986-05-2059-0, page 73-78, URL: http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-

content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf.  

http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
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them or ask for foreign support, and attempt to bridge the technological gap 

between Taiwan and foreign suppliers, and finally assemble the weapons 

domestically after having improved the domestic capacity for development and 

production; 

3) Create a virtuous circle for on-going development and production of 

domestic weaponry, or self-reliant defense: by ensuring the full cooperation 

of private, academic and governmental sectors in the fields of aerospace, 

shipbuilding and information security.  

The MND summed up the logic of the initiative: We must use the national economy to 

develop defense, and use defense to spur the economy, thus laying a solid foundation 

for a defense self-reliance.536 

 

Developments in Aerospace Industries: 

 

Aerospace industries is not a new field in Taiwan. The AIDC F-CK-1 Ching-kuo was 

one of the first domestically produced weapon in Taiwan. The F-CK-1 was developed 

during the nineties with design help from US defense firms. The ROC decided to 

acquire an indigenous jetfighter after Reagan’s refusal to sell F-16 A/B during the 1980s 

and the F-CK-1s entered service in 1994. More recently, Taiwan has been willing to 

strengthen their aerospace industrial capabilities by developing a new indigenous 

Advanced Trainer Jet (Blue Magpie), as a replacement for aging AT-3 trainers. The 

production of the prototype (XAT-5) started in June 2018, the first plane is expected to 

roll out in September 2019, and 66 aircrafts are scheduled to follow.537 The production 

of new aircrafts is promising for the further development of an indigenously produced 

fighter in the future. 

Developments in Shipbuilding Industries:  

 

Taiwan possesses a very mature shipbuilding capability and has already successfully 

produced fast attack catamarans and a variety of smaller ships. The emphasis is now 

placed on building diesel-electric submarines, which Taiwan needs desperately and has 

been failing to acquire from the U.S. The idea of developing indigenous submarines is 

excellent for securing Taiwan's waters and deter the PLA – currently, Taiwan only 

possesses two war-capable submarines (Dutch-produced Zwaardvis-class, 30 years-old 

already, to be modernized soon). In August 2016, the CSBC created the “indigenous 

submarine development center” in Kaohsiung in order to prepare for the construction 

                                                 
536中華民國 106 年國防報告書(2017 National Defense Report, The Republic of China) - 初版. --臺北

市：國防部, 民 106 年 12 月 ISBN：978-986-05-4093-2 (平裝), page 35. 
537 Grevatt, J., "Taiwan starts production of XAT-5 prototype", Jane's 360, June 4, 2018, URL: 

www.janes.com/article/80587/taiwan-starts-production-of-xat-5-prototype. 

http://www.janes.com/article/80587/taiwan-starts-production-of-xat-5-prototype
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of between four to eight diesel-electric submarines. The first submarine is scheduled to 

be delivered in 2024 and put into service in 2025538.  

But the program still faces major problems. Because China’s pressures, practically no 

country is willing to help Taiwan acquire all the necessary know-how to build its ships. 

Although the U.S. has recently approved the sales of technologies to Taiwan, which 

will help the island’s quest for such key devices as sonar systems, modern periscopes 

and weapons systems, Taiwan still has to develop on its own a diesel-electric submarine 

propulsion system or look to other countries than the U.S. for procurement (and face 

China’s pressures again). And yet there are many other issues: Taiwan will have to 

sustain decades long efforts to maintain its capacities of production and be capable of 

continuously improve the quality of its submarines in order to remain competitive 

against PLAN’s units, therefore the program is likely to become increasingly 

expensive.539 

Taiwan also wishes to develop other combat ships such as fast minelayers and missile 

frigates, all excellent ideas for efficiently facing a PLA aggression. 

5.4.4.2 Budgetary Resources 

Taiwan decided to modernize its armed forces and invest in new advanced weaponry. 

But the rhetoric is not supported by higher defense spending. It has been almost a decade 

since various Taiwan governments promised to raise the island’s defense budget to 3% 

of the island’s GDP, (a threshold commonly accepted as the minimum spending for 

credibly address the island’s security challenges).  

Figure 17 Comparison Asian defense budget, source: Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security 
Review Commission, 2017. 

538 Taipei Times, "Taiwan’s Indigenous Defence Submarine program goes out to tender 潛艦國造啟動

十二月簽設計主合約商", November 22, 2016, URL: 

http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/lang/archives/2016/11/22/2003659729. 
539 Tierny, H., "Rough Seas for Taiwan’s Indigenous Defense Submarine Program", Taiwan Sentinel, 

March 21, 2017, URL: https://sentinel.tw/rough-seas-taiwan-ids/. 

http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/lang/archives/2016/11/22/2003659729
https://sentinel.tw/rough-seas-taiwan-ids/
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Despite support for higher spending, the budget has fallen to 2% of the GDP in 2018 

(NT$321.7 billion – US$10.5 billion), compared to China’s US$175 billion budget (14 

times Taiwan’s, growing by double digits almost every year). Tsai Ing-wen has 

repeatedly vowed to increase the budget and recently announced that the amount would 

be raised by 2% each year, which is insufficient.540 A too limited defense spending 

could have direct consequences on the feasibility of Taiwan’s indigenous weapons 

development program. It could also impact on the U.S. support to Taiwan. As several 

US official put it: “we cannot help defend you, if you cannot defend yourself,” making 

clear that the Americans are waiting for Taiwan to show more commitment to its own 

defense by raising the defense budget.541 

Taiwan’s MND is fully aware of this problem, stating that it would “make the best of 

limited defense resources”, and plans to do so mainly by pragmatically allocating 

resources and cut spending of limited utility.542 Among other pledges, the MND plans 

to establish a budgetary management and control mechanism, streamline the weapon 

acquisition processes, phase out obsolete equipment, and apply automation to replace 

manpower. New funds should be directed to defense R&D, indigenously developed 

weaponry and equipment, acquisition of new advanced system from the U.S., 

modernization of the present assets, amelioration of the living conditions of the troops 

(so as to attract more recruits). The MND also plans to better integrate private industries 

in the development of new weapons and systems (create a “win-win situation”).543 

 

5.4.4.3 Military Recruitment Issues  

 

“Good men don’t become soldiers, just as one wouldn’t use good steel to make 

nails.”544 

Since 2012, Taiwan’s armed forces have sought to phase out the military conscription 

system and replace it with an All-Volunteer-Force (AVF). But the policy 

implementation has been postponed since then. The reason is simple: there are not 

enough men and women volunteering. While Taiwan has a low birth rate and careers in 

the private sector are more attractive than the military, there are other reasons.  

                                                 
540 Strong, M., "Taiwan presents defense budget for 2018", Taiwan News, October 7, 2017, URL: 

https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3269913. 
541Hickey Dennis V., “Imbalance in the Strait”, dilemmas for US strategy, 2013, page 10. 
542 Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee, Ministry of National Defense, “2017 Quadrennial 

Defense Review of the Republic of China”, Ministry of National Defense, ROC (Taiwan), 2017, ISBN: 

978-986-05-2059-0, page 26, URL: http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-

content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf.  
543 Ibid. 36-56. 
544 Chen, J., "Why Taiwan Won’t Be Able to Build an Effective All-Volunteer Force", Georgetown 

Security Studies Review, April 10, 2015, URL: 

http://georgetownsecuritystudiesreview.org/2015/04/10/why-taiwan-wont-be-able-to-build-an-

effective-all-volunteer-force/#_ftn6. 

https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3269913
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://georgetownsecuritystudiesreview.org/2015/04/10/why-taiwan-wont-be-able-to-build-an-effective-all-volunteer-force/#_ftn6
http://georgetownsecuritystudiesreview.org/2015/04/10/why-taiwan-wont-be-able-to-build-an-effective-all-volunteer-force/#_ftn6
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We have argued earlier in this thesis that there exists on Taiwan a quite solid national 

community. Also, 70% respondents of a recent survey stated that they were ready to 

fight against a Chinese aggression.545 Therefore, national defense spirit does not appear 

to be the principal problem behind the Taiwanese military failure to meet its recruitment 

objectives. For Cole, “The principal failure of the AVF effort is that the government 

and military establishment have been unable to win over enough young men and women 

who are willing to defend the nation.”546 

In fact, Taiwanese people tend to disregard their military. China's propaganda has 

portrayed the Taiwanese military as corrupted, incompetent, and powerless to prevent 

the unification with China. By such means, the Chinese successfully undermine the 

confidence the Taiwanese keep in their army by convincing them that resisting China 

is not worth the fight.547The PLA was supported in this effort by the Taiwanese military 

itself, which perfectible image deter the Taiwanese to pursue a military career. 

Numerous (and over mediatized) accidents and scandals happened recent years, which 

degrade the credibility of the Taiwan Armed Forces as an efficient combat force. For 

example, the death in July 2013 of a conscript, Hung Chung-chiu, after being abused 

by his hierarchy shocked the population and compelled the Minister of National 

Defense Kao Hua-chu to resign. The tragedy penalized the military’s reputation.548 

The bad reputation of Taiwan’s military is fed by the generally poor supervision of the 

conscripts, with an inadequate background or low educational levels of NCOs, use of 

archaic training method and poorly maintained or obsolete equipment and living 

facilities.549  As a result, many potential recruit decide to pursue a safer and more 

lucrative career in the private sector. Post graduates only exceptionally choose the 

armed forces to pursue a career. A large turn-over exists within the military, with 

professional soldiers dropping their contract when a better opportunity comes up, as is 

the case of many ROCAF pilots.550 

There is also the vision of many Taiwanese of the military as an instrument of 

oppression. The ROC military, for decades, was the armed wing of the KMT and 

engaged in atrocities in Taiwan, from which many Taiwanese keep a stern memory. The 

ROC military values its Chinese nationalist roots and fails to represent Taiwan’s reality 

today. Accordingly, it keeps caring about issues that are irrelevant for a majority of 

Taiwanese, such as repeating the ROC claim in the China Seas or celebrating China’s 

victory over Japan’s in World War II. As long as the ROC military keeps identifying 

                                                 
545 Asia Times, "70% of Taiwanese will fight if China invades, survey finds", April 20, 2018, URL: 

www.atimes.com/article/70-taiwanese-will-fight-china-invades-survey-finds/. 
546 Cole, J.M., "Taiwan’s All-Volunteer Force Pains: There’s a Way Out", The Diplomat, April 24, 

2015, URL: https://thediplomat.com/2015/04/taiwans-all-volunteer-force-pains-theres-a-way-out/. 
547 Ibid. 
548 Cole, J.M., “Is Taiwan military becoming too small to fight?” The Diplomat, March 19, 2014, URL: 

http://thediplomat.com/2014/03/is-taiwans-military-becoming-too-small-to-fight/2/. 
549Cabestan J.P., Le Pesant, T., « L’esprit de défense de Taiwan face à la Chine. La jeunesse taiwanaise 

face à la tentation de la Chine », L’Harmattan, Paris, 2009, page 111. 
550Ibid. 181. 

http://www.atimes.com/article/70-taiwanese-will-fight-china-invades-survey-finds/
https://thediplomat.com/2015/04/taiwans-all-volunteer-force-pains-theres-a-way-out/
http://thediplomat.com/2014/03/is-taiwans-military-becoming-too-small-to-fight/2/


DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Hugo Tierny 193 NCCU 

with its Chinese past, it also blurs the people’s understanding of its principal mission: 

to protect Taiwan against China.551 

So Taiwan’s military badly needs to restore the people’s trust in its capability to protect 

the island. The bad image the Taiwanese military suffers from has to be addressed with 

comprehensive measures. The MND’s objectives are:552 first, (1) raise on the awareness 

of the population about the threat of a Chinese attack through a better use of modern 

communication (social medias); second, (2) enhance the reputation of the military by 

increasing civilian-military contact, present a professional image in the medias, 

maintain a strict military discipline and fight against corruption; (3) third, ameliorate 

the living conditions in the military and care for service members by creating career 

plans for services members after retirement and updating living quarters, clothing, gear 

and food.553With such measures, the military hopes to rectify its perfectible image and 

make a career in the military more attractive in order to meet its recruitment goals.  

It is actually bizarre that Taiwan’s military, the very shield of Taiwan’s democracy 

against China, is so much criticized by the population. For Cole, a clearer definition of 

who is the nation’s number 1 enemy, by pointing China, might help in bolstering public 

confidence and confirm the ROC military role as Taiwan’s security guarantor.554 This 

would allow Taiwanese to fully identify with the institution and attract more young 

recruits whose wish is to protect their island, way of life and fellow citizens against 

China. Certainly, more Taiwanese will be willing to enlist if they believe they do it for 

a noble cause.  

Finally, the political and military elites have to reassure the Taiwanese on the capability

of their armed forces to perform their mission. During the Tainan 2016 earthquake, the 

military was very reactive and saved numerous lives.555Excellent performances such as

this one should enjoy greater publicity. 

In sum, the ROC military needs to remind the people that its first mission is to protect 

their country them against the PRC, offer better military career prospects, ameliorate

the soldiers’ living conditions, and debunk the idea that it is weak on defense. Achieving 

this objective would cost little money, and hopefully, Taiwan’s military does not start 

from scratch. Young Taiwanese still view the military service as a rite of passage and 

some do keep a positive view of the army.556 As a positive note, the proportion of 

551 Cole, J.M., "Taiwan’s All-Volunteer Force Pains: There’s a Way Out", The Diplomat, April 24, 

2015, URL: https://thediplomat.com/2015/04/taiwans-all-volunteer-force-pains-theres-a-way-out/.  
552 Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee, Ministry of National Defense, “2017 Quadrennial 

Defense Review of the Republic of China”, Ministry of National Defense, ROC (Taiwan), 2017, ISBN: 

978-986-05-2059-0, page 54-68, URL: http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-

content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf.
553 Ibid. 66.
554 Ibid.
555 Hernandez, J., "Taiwan Mobilizes Army to Search Rubble after Earthquake", The New York Times,

February 5, 2016, URL: http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/06/world/asia/taiwan-mobilizes-army-to-

search-rubble-after-earthquake.html.
556Cabestan J.P., Le Pesant, T., « L’esprit de défense de Taiwan face à la Chine. La jeunesse taiwanaise

face à la tentation de la Chine », L’Harmattan, Paris, 2009, page 108.

https://thediplomat.com/2015/04/taiwans-all-volunteer-force-pains-theres-a-way-out/
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/06/world/asia/taiwan-mobilizes-army-to-search-rubble-after-earthquake.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/06/world/asia/taiwan-mobilizes-army-to-search-rubble-after-earthquake.html
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volunteer military personnel has progressed from 39% in 2012 to 80.5% in 2017, an 

increase signaling that efforts bear fruits.557 

557中華民國 106 年國防報告書(2017 National Defense Report, The Republic of China) - 初版. --臺北

市：國防部, 民 106 年 12 月 ISBN：978-986-05-4093-2 (平裝), page 128. 
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5.4.5 Conclusion: Taiwan’s Answer to China’s Unlimited Option 

On the one hand and according to most studies, the ROC military war plan, capabilities 

and overall readiness seem solid enough for deterring and repealing a Chinese attack. 

Moreover, the choice of an asymmetric defense strategy for promising China that it will 

have to wage a long war of attrition likely to drag Taiwan’s partners in the fight is 

clearly right. This has enough deterrence effect to mollify the most hawkish CCP cadre 

or PLA commander for the time being.  

On the other hand, in terms of raw capabilities, Taiwan is losing steam rapidly. Financial 

hurdles, lack of political consensus over weapon acquisition and international isolation 

are making that Taiwan’s weaponry is increasingly obsolete and insufficient to counter 

the PLA. In addition, despite Taiwan’s objective to develop domestically the right kind 

of asymmetric military hardware, money is missing for adequately funding 

development projects and foreign support is still lacking regarding acquisition of key 

technologies.  

A long history of deterrence has showed that when a very motivated challenger enjoys 

a clear military advantage on a defender, deterrence always fails in the end.  

Taiwan’s deterrence is entering troubled waters right now, the island really needs 

stronger military capabilities, in all aspects. To achieve this, more money has to be spent, 

but it is not easy for an island of just 23 million people. And more foreign support is 

needed for arms sells and technology transfers, but it is also not easy given Taiwan’s 

isolation context.  
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6. Conclusion

In this thesis, I have attempted to assess the health of Taiwan’s deterrence in June 2018 

by using John J. Mearsheimer’s theoretical framework about deterrence. The theory 

recommended that I compare the challenger state’s strategy (China) in order to assess 

the validity of the answer opposed by the deterrer state (Taiwan).  

Within this architecture, I fed our analysis with the teachings of other leading authors 

on deterrence such as Morgan, Freedman, Jervis, Lebow and Stein. Those have taught 

us that in addition to the specific military strategy envisioned by the challenger state to 

attack a deterring state, the solidity of a deterrer’s conventional deterrence posture is 

also informed by the perceptions of one another, the depth of the challenger’s 

motivation to achieve its objective against the strength of the defender’s commitment 

to defend itself and incur severe costs, as well as by the comparison of both the 

challenger and the defender military capabilities. Throughout the thesis, I have tried to 

operationalize all of these theoretical guidelines to the case of Taiwan’s deterrence 

against China.  

In addition to these traditional indicators, I have suggested that deterrence could also be 

measured in terms of non-military variables, under the form of China’s short of war 

tactics encompassing political warfare, economic carrot and stick policy and attempts 

to isolate Taiwan internationally. I have characterized these tactics as being China’s 

limited-aims strategies, and accordingly, I have surveyed Taiwan’s answers.  

On top of this, it was also important to assess the health of Taiwan’s extended deterrence

provided by its closest security partners, first among which the United States and less

importantly, Japan. Taiwan has been seeking to strengthen ties with both in order to

compensate China’s increasing military might. Accordingly, I have surveyed the current 

trends of Taiwan’s relations with both countries in order to assess whether the

rapprochement is structural or not. 

Regarding these five indicators, perceptions & motivations, resilience against China’s 

limited-aims strategy, resistance against China’s unlimited strategies, and extended 

deterrence, here are our findings: 

6.1 Asia-Pacific Regional Security and Taiwan’s Extended Deterrence 

6.1.1 U.S. Support 

I have argued that uncertainty prevails about the health of Taiwan’s extended deterrence 

provided by the U.S. Regarding the future of the Taiwan – U.S. relationship, I have 

observed two possible but opposite trends:  
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(1) Current renewed support for Taiwan: I have seen that the U.S. support for 

Taiwan has recently strengthened as the result of two developments: the first is 

that Taiwan has many friends in both the U.S. administration and legislature. 

The second is that U.S. policymakers consider China’s expansionist and 

bellicose behavior as a liability for U.S. interests in Asia, an observation 

militating for the augmentation of security ties with Taiwan, among a more 

global U.S. reinvestment in the Asia-Pacific.  

This cooperation has taken multiple forms, such as the (re)allowance of U.S. 

Navy port calls in Taiwan and the (re)allowance of higher personalities’ visits 

between Taiwan and the U.S. with the Taiwan Travel Act. While these changes 

are quite symbolic, the U.S. is also passing a series of law and agreements with 

Taiwan to share defense research and facilitate technological transfers critical 

to Taiwan’s ability to develop asymmetric and undersea capabilities, all 

excellent but long-awaited progresses; 

 

(2) Risk of detachment over the long-term? The second trend is the, still quite 

distant, risk of U.S. detachment from the island. This view is backed by diverse 

calls among both the American academia and diplomatic community to strike a 

deal with China over the termination of U.S support to the island. While the 

option of renewed support dominates today with Taiwan receiving 

unprecedented attention from the U.S., the risk of a future relative decline of the 

U.S. and corresponding rise of China’s power and influence in the world may 

invite a long-term detachment from the island by the United States. The future 

of the Sino – U.S. competition, in both the military and economic realms, will 

play a prominent role for determining whether the rapprochement trend between 

Taiwan, the U.S. and Japan will last; 

Therefore, our central assumption is that the health of Taiwan’s deterrence posture will 

be seriously impacted by the future condition of the balance of power between China 

and the United States. A stronger China and a relatively weaker U.S., in the context of 

a highly motivated CCP leadership to take Taiwan, will further wreck the island’s 

deterrence. To the contrary, if China experiences more economic difficulties and that 

its leadership becomes primarily concerned by domestic matters and/or if the U.S. 

power does not decline and keeps its military edge, then Taiwan’s deterrence will 

remain in a relatively good shape. 

The lesson I drew from these possibilities is that Taiwan should always prepare for a 

possible future U.S. lowering of its security commitment to the island. I anticipate that 

a U.S. detachment would likely drag Japan’s support away too. While the island’s 

deterrence remains relatively safe today, it will face grave risks the day U.S. decides to 

pull out.  

I also supported that while a U.S. abandonment of the island would be dramatic, 

Taiwan’s security would not particularly benefit neither from its inclusion into a U.S. 
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led anti-China coalition because the island would be the first country to be hurt in the 

case of rising tensions.  

Quite worryingly, Trump has recently launched a “trade war” not only against China 

but also against the U.S. European allies. The Chinese leadership has signaled that it 

was ready to retaliate and if needed, escalate to the diplomatic and military fields.558 

China – U.S. trade war is worrisome because it further augments the rivalry between 

both superpowers. If tensions escalate, Taiwan will be in an extremely delicate 

conditions. Developments should be followed closely. 

Eager to find a middle way between both options, I have argued that Taiwan would 

benefit most from a U.S. administration that does not choose a zero-sum approach to 

Taiwan and China, and adroitly leads a policy of both reassurance to Beijing, and closer 

relationship to Taiwan; but given Beijing’s position on the issue, both may be hard to 

reconcile. To achieve this, Washington could not only support Taipei in the security 

area, as it is the issue that is the most sensitive to Beijing, but also to assist the island’s 

economic prosperity and quest for international space.  

6.1.2 Japan 

About Japan, I have supported that it is really too soon to present definitive conclusions

about the current rapprochement between the archipelago and Taiwan. At most I could 

conclude that most analysts are optimistic regarding a future cooperation in the security

areas but that negotiations will be protracted due to Japan’s unwillingness to provoke

China and that cordial rhetoric will take time to translate into tangible support, if it does.

The future of the Taiwan – Japan security partnership will also depend on the health of

the Taiwan – U.S. relations, and there exists a strong possibility of some forms of 

Japan’s involvement in a Taiwan Strait contingency to the condition that the U.S. 

participates in the fight. These elements nevertheless impact on the Chinese cost-benefit 

calculus, in a way beneficial to Taiwan’s deterrence.

6.2 Clashing interests & rife misperceptions in the Taiwan Strait 

While a deterrence situation does not usually arise between states who have a clear 

understanding of each other, misperceptions between China and Taiwan are rife, and 

the goals of both are antagonistic. China and Taiwan provide an example of two 

countries competing over sovereignty on a territory for national completion purposes, 

but with the unique characteristic that the land in question covers the integrality of one 

of the competitors, Taiwan. China’s objective only accepts a total disappearance of 

558Goldman, D.P., "A tragedy in the making as the US confronts China", Asia Times, June 25, 2018, 

URL: www.atimes.com/article/a-tragedy-in-the-making-as-the-us-confronts-china/.  

http://www.atimes.com/article/a-tragedy-in-the-making-as-the-us-confronts-china/


DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Hugo Tierny 200 NCCU 

Taiwan as a sovereign state and thus creates a zero-sum game, with the Taiwanese 

fighting for the survival of their nation.  

6.2.1 China 

While Taiwan’s importance to China has been unequal throughout history, with periods 

of complete indifference to times of realizations of the island’s strategic significance, 

current Chinese perceptions of the “Taiwan issue” stem from a historical memory of 

national humiliation, which has roots in China’s conflicted history with other global 

powers against which it suffered military defeats and “unequal treaties” resulting in 

traumatic loss of territories and blows to national pride, which the ongoing separation 

with Taiwan acts as a powerful reminder. This “national humiliation” narrative feeds 

China’s international discourse of victimization, manifestation of belligerent 

nationalism and territorial claims. At the same time the CCP has tied the legitimacy of 

its power over China on the recovering of lost territories among which Taiwan figures 

predominantly. Apart from Beijing’s propaganda, it is important to note that China’s 

sense of rightful mission to unify Taiwan with the continent is shared among most 

segments of the Chinese society, thus creating a significant political pressure on the 

CCP leadership to back its words with deeds, thus increasing the credibility of China’s 

threat on the island.  

The mobilization of popular resentment against foreign encroachment on China’s 

sovereignty is a convenient tool for the CCP to justify its otherwise opportunistic, down-

to-earth, geostrategic interests in taking-over Taiwan. The island sits at the heart of the

first island chain, and effectively contains China within a close defense perimeter,

denies the Chinese military access to the blue waters of the Pacific Ocean, and secures 

both Japan’s sea lines of communication (SLOC) and a more forward American military

deployment and influence in East and Southeast Asia. For China, to seize Taiwan is 

seen as a step forward for wrecking this unfavorable security architecture and assure its 

place as the new regional hegemon. 

At the same time, China has tough times understanding Taiwan’s internal dynamics, an 

incomprehension demonstrated by its repeated failure to engage with the Taiwanese 

populace. I have argued that the incomprehension between Taiwan and China is fed by 

their opposed conceptions of what constitutes a nation, and that these conceptions are 

clashing over the control of the island of Taiwan. Therefore, neither side of the Strait 

really understands the other.  
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6.2.2 Taiwan 

The Taiwanese have over the previous decades progressively constituted themselves as 

a national community. While centuries of geographical separation between Chinese and 

Taiwanese people as well as Japan’s colonization laid the critical foundations, the birth 

of a Taiwanese nation was really acted during the disastrous post-war Chinese 

nationalists’ takeover of the island, whereas Taiwan’s national consciousness 

consolidated as the island democratized and that many of the mainlanders and their 

descendants fully blended within the national community in building. These 

developments have given birth to a unique, peaceful, democratic and civic Taiwanese 

nationalism, with the Taiwanese now considering China as a foreign state. Support for 

unification and Chinese identity have fallen to marginal levels and the Taiwanese have 

for more than twenty years democratically elected KMT and DPP governments which 

have generally understood the threat from China and demonstrated an attachment to the 

island’s sovereignty. A multicultural and inclusive vision of national identity has 

developed on Taiwan, and the island has all the characters of a modern and independent, 

albeit unrecognized nation. The Taiwanese case for self-determination has taken the 

form of an unstated wish, out of fear of Beijing’s ire, of a normalized statehood.  

These mechanics are misunderstood by China’s leadership, which stresses that national 

identity is a determinant that cannot be altered by external inputs or time, therefore, 

from the Chinese perspective, the land of Taiwan and the Taiwanese can only be

Chinese. Consequently China does not accept Taiwan national identity as relevant and

Taiwan government as legitimate. Taiwan’s separation of China is still seen as a legacy

of the division of China by foreigners, and the ongoing de facto independence of the

island is understood as a splittists plot. Then, the choice of the Taiwanese people is

deemed as irrelevant for deciding the island’s future status, a decision that should be

made by the whole Chinese nation according to the CCP. Popular support for continued 

sovereignty in Taiwan and resentment for China’s heavy-handed tactics has led the CCP

to abandon all hope to rely on the Taiwanese people as a force for bringing unification. 

Despite China’s pressures, the trend is that the Taiwanese people keep rejecting 

unification, therefore Taiwan’s government has sought to maintain a sound deterrence 

policy and signaled to China its readiness to defend the island and population against 

any act of aggression. But Taiwan’s deterrence message has troubles making it through 

Beijing’s halls of power. 

China’s understanding of Taiwan is blurred by the country’s hard geostrategic interests 

regarding the island, its messianic narrative of inevitability of unification, the increasing 

authoritarian nature of its government, the impermeability of the CCP’s bureaucracy 

and leadership, and the different normative frameworks in which Taiwan and China 

operate. In addition, China’s closure of its communication channels with Taiwan after 

the election of Tsai Ing-wen in 2016 only aggravates the problem of miscommunication 

and attendant misunderstandings between both governments. Finally, the removal of 

many limits to Xi Jinping’s power following the 19th CCP congress in 2017, and China’s 
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comprehensive military buildup signal that efforts to bring unification may only 

strengthen in the future. 

In this context, China’s motivations remain very high and go unaltered by Taiwan’s 

signalization that it intends to resist annexation and not renege on sovereignty. These 

strong motivations provide credibility to China’s threat of military actions should its 

limited-aims strategies do not bring decisive results (and they are unlikely to do so).  

The rigidity of Beijing and antagonistic nationalisms across the Taiwan Strait are 

making common understanding and consensus extremely improbable. In these settings, 

and unless there is significant change on either the Taiwanese or Chinese side, there is 

be little basis for conciliation or arrangement while opposed interests have placed both 

sides of the Taiwan Strait on a risky collision course.  

6.3 China’s “Limited-aims Strategy” impact 

China’s objective is not solely to defeat the island’s military but also to fully integrate 

it within a greater Chinese nation, thus military action is seen as a last resort action by 

the CCP leadership. Therefore, most of China’s effort is actually short-of-war and 

consists of diverse cognitive, economic, political, diplomatic and military pressures, 

incentives, and intimidations. Through such means, China attempts to persuade the 

Taiwanese public and government that the island’s inescapable fate is political 

unification with the continent.  

China’s limited-aims strategy has taken the form of political warfare, economic

pressures and incentives, and efforts to squeeze Taiwan’s diplomatic leeway to the

minimum. These actions are thought to push Taiwan’s leadership into a corner, from 

where the only exit will be unification with China. Alone, this strategy is unlikely to be

sufficient but it is still dangerous because exhausting the stock of so-called “peaceful

option” gives China a rationale for employing force later. 

6.2.1 China’s LAS 

LAS in the political realm 

Taiwan’s democracy, by giving the Taiwanese the chance to freely elect their 

representatives, acts as a roadblock on the way to unification, with the island’s 

successive governments being either KMT and relatively China friendly but constrained 

by democratic checks and balances in their dealings with China so that an unwanted 

rapprochement between the two sides of the Strait simply does not happen; either DPP, 

more Taiwan-centric and therefore more in line with the Taiwanese population 

sentiment on cross-strait issues as well as wary of the Chinese threat. After Beijing 

understood that it could not count on the Taiwanese as a force to bring unification, it 
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has equally abandoned hopes to rely on Taiwanese governments after it was dissatisfied 

with the very limited political breakthroughs achieved when cooperating with the China 

“friendly” KMT between 2008 and 2016.  

Therefore, because Taiwan’s democracy is so inconvenient for laying the foundations 

for unification, China spends considerable efforts to delegitimize and undermine it by 

relying on covert means such as political warfare to shape Taiwanese perceptions in a 

way more congruent to Beijing’s interests while taking advantage of marginal but active 

pro-unification forces in Taiwan to further spread China’s word, undermine the island’s 

national unity and create societal chaos. All these people and organizations act as relays 

for China’s disinformation and fake news campaign, media offensive, political warfare 

and psychological warfare against Taiwan.  

The result of this has been the indirect Chinese control of a fair share of Taiwan’s media 

and the emboldening in Taiwan of a multitude of individuals, groups, businesses, spies, 

agitators and criminals working in pair with the Chinese, who promise them 

empowerment or material benefits. This side of China’s LAS has aggravated Taiwan’s 

extreme political polarization, which directly impacts on Taiwan’s national unity, 

interparty agreement on issues of national security, ability to reform, or set-up of an 

efficient answer to address Beijing’s pressure. In other words, China’s political warfare 

succeeds in dividing Taiwan and paralyzing political action.  

LAS in the economic realm 

The second component of China’s limited-aims strategy is a combination of economic

pressures and incentives designed to hollow-out Taiwan’s economic strength and most

brilliant workforce. 

China has been taking advantage of economic interdependence between both sides of 

the Strait, Taiwan large companies’ reliance on the Chinese workforce and market as 

well as their leadership’s commonly favorable stance about unification to obligate such 

businesses to spread Beijing’s propaganda. 

China has duplicated this strategy on foreign businesses, such as international hotels or 

national airlines, by demanding that all mentions of Taiwan as a separate country be 

erased from their services so as to minimize the visibility of the island and encourage 

the perception that Taiwan is part of China. Failures to do so for such businesses, either 

Taiwanese or foreign, are punished by hefty fines and other means of pressure such as 

boycott, harassment or administrative hurdles, which encourages self-censorship and 

compliance of most companies willing to access the giant Chinese market.  

On Taiwan proper, Beijing’s economic warfare has taken the form of several incentives 

designed to hollow-out Taiwan’s economic strength by attracting its most brilliant 

companies, individuals and young talents to the mainland and facilitate their stay. The 

hope is that these companies and workers integrate within China’s economic 
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powerhouse, get used to conduct business on the continent, and augment China – 

Taiwan social and economic ties as part of the CCP’s effort to bring unification.  

The result on Taiwan’s economy has been the aggravation of the brain drain 

phenomenon, already serious because of the island’s endemic inability to retain its 

young talents due to an increasing youth unemployment, low wages for a developed 

country and high housing prices that accompany a perfectible national environment for 

innovation and a rather low domestic economic growth. The result on Taiwan’s 

populace has been that working in China is much more favorably seen today than before, 

the country appearing as a land of better economic opportunities than Taiwan.  

This way, Beijing hopes that Taiwan’s sovereignty and de facto independence will 

gradually lose its substance. In other words, the higher number of Taiwanese working 

in China could become (or is already) a threat to national security, under the form of a 

slow shift of Taiwan’s public opinion toward unification. 

LAS in the international realm 

The final front opened by China’s limited-aims strategy is international. China has

ended the so-called “diplomatic truce” it observed when Ma Ying-jeou (KMT) was

president of Taiwan and resumed the poaching of the island’s diplomatic “allies” with 

four countries switching recognition since Tsai Ing-wen was elected. Taiwan only keeps 

18 “allies” and is likely to lose more as a result of China’s stepping up efforts for the

remaining countries to abandon Taipei in order to reduce the island’s visibility, room 

of maneuver and legitimacy on the international stage. 

China’s pressures have expanded on Taiwan’s unofficial partners which are asked to

downplay the level of their relations with the island, however, pressures have only been 

applied on weaker states such as Nigeria, while the Western democracies such as the 

U.S., the U.K, France or Germany have not been directly targeted yet or have withstood

the pressure. Western governments are nonetheless further penetrated by either China’s

propaganda or proxies whose focus is to undermine the island’s ties with such countries.

On the international front, China has also relied on a series of small coups and fait 

accompli against which the island is almost defenseless without its partners’ support. 

Taiwan’s renaming as part of China by foreign airlines also fit in this category, with 

Taipei being left with few options for retaliations such as calls for boycott or legal 

actions. In addition, I have studied the case of the M503 flight route that Beijing 

unilaterally opened, and concluded that it was a perfect example of China’s limited-

aims strategy and political-military coercion in which China successfully erodes 

Taiwan’s defenses and international standing by striking a risk-free blow. 
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6.2.2 Taiwan's Answers 

Taking note of China’s limited-aims strategies effects on Taiwan’s international room, 

economic power and national cohesion, I concluded that Taiwan’s deterrence could 

encompass an answer capable to deny China’s political and economic warfare as well 

as international isolation. Regarding Taiwan’s current answers against China’s limited-

aim strategies I have argued that those look limited in their strength and do not seem to 

comprehensively address the fronts opened by Beijing.  

Taiwan’s political answer 

The first thing Taiwan has troubles fixing is its problem of political polarization at a 

crucial moment when greater national consensus about the China’s threat is needed. The 

problem concerns unnecessary, paralytic and unconstructive partisan struggles, 

obstruction to reform, corruption, perfectible media environment, remnants of ethnic 

divide, lack of credible breakdown on spying and China-backed rogues as well as an 

incomplete transitional justice. Together, such limits hinder Taiwan’s government well-

functioning, strengthen the impact of China’s division tactics and political warfare as 

well as discredit the effectiveness of democratic decision-making. Therefore these 

drawbacks need to be shelved.  

To this end, Taipei has been advised by many analysts to fix the political gridlock by

finding credible basis for political agreement by elevating the awareness of the island’s 

politicians and society about the threat the island is facing from China so as to leverage

more support for a robust defense strategy. They were also advised to engage in a long-

awaited constitutional reform in order to augment the convenience, the fluidity and the 

flexibility of legislative and legal processes so as to augment public confidence about

their government’s effectiveness and legitimacy. Finally they were called to create more

room for the younger political generation in order to better represent the Taiwanese

society in politics and facilitate the emergence of innovative thinking in cross-strait

relations. None of these works have credibly advanced yet.   

Taiwan’s economic answer 

The second critical element of Taiwan’s resilience targeted by China’s limited-aim 

strategy is the island’s economic resilience and the Taiwanese workers themselves.  

While the economic growth is back in the island, and that the government has stated its 

confidence that more people working in China would not translate into political support 

for unification, little comfort should be drawn from these elements. I have detailed 

earlier the effect of China’s actions and showed how disruptive they could become for 

Taiwan if the situation is allowed to remain the same, so I jump now on the conclusions. 
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First of all, Taiwan is seeking to diversify its economic opportunities by looking 

towards Southeast Asia with President Tsai “New Southbound Policy”. I will see 

whether the strategy will pay off in the long run as Taiwan, despite achieving clear 

successes, still faces several problems in engaging Southeast Asian countries, including 

the impossibility to sign FTAs due to China’s pressure.  

Secondly, in order to stop the brain drain, Taiwan is trying to create an innovation-

driven economy by investing in key R&D fields and hoping to attract foreign firms. 

However Taiwan has troubles designing a clear long-term view to ensure the 

sustainability of its initiatives while protectionist barriers and low wages hinder 

Taiwan’s international competitiveness compared to its Asian economic competitors. 

Taiwan’s international answer 

On the international front, Taiwan has been trying to compensate its isolation by 

appealing to its key partners and create asymmetric ways to participate through track-

two diplomacy in international settlements in which the island has a direct role to play 

such as regarding territorial issues in both China seas. However, Taiwan’s asymmetric 

campaign against international marginalization, however ingenious it may be, is also 

asymmetric in its effects.  

I have argued that Taiwan cannot rely only on the morale case of valuing its democratic 

regime, a method which has outlived its utility and achieved poor results in mobilizing 

Taiwan’s democratic partners overseas. Rather than suppressed, this strategy must be 

backstopped by something more compelling. 

It is a fact that Taiwan ranks as the most socially progressive nation in East Asia. At the 

same time, its economy is developed and diversified, and its culture is rich of many 

influences. This combination makes that Taiwan has the potential to be better known 

overseas, to be more frequently visited and to be a place of foreign economic investment.

However the island is widely unknown. Therefore, Taiwan lacks a communication 

machine able to publicize the island’s achievements, cultural wealth, and economic 

competitiveness.  

I argued that Taiwan soft power could be complemented by a communication structure 

in charge of advertising Taiwan’s uniqueness, achievements and goals on a global scale 

and to provide material and immaterial support to all potential emitters of Taiwan’s 

national propaganda. Its functioning could take example on various foreign 

communication organs, such as France’s government-backed institutions in charge of 

spreading the French culture and language. Its target would include foreign populations 

so as to augment their knowledge of island, obtain an excellent image overseas, and 

hope that, in the end, Taiwan’s higher international visibility will translate in greater 

willingness on the part of foreign governments to support Taiwan in its quest for a more 

livable international space.  
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6.2.3 Outcome 

 

Visibly, Taiwan’s efforts to pull back China’s limited-aims strategies (LAS) are well-

thought but lack punch compared to the scale of China’s offensive. In addition, Taiwan 

may not have enough financial resources and lacks of political consensus to make the 

adjustments I have listed above. Therefore, China’s limited-aims strategies are blowing 

holes that Taiwan is not able to fully plug.  

Fortunately, China’s LAS are only worrisome if they ultimately break Taiwan’s will to 

resist and convince its population and government to renege on the island’s sovereignty. 

China is highly unlikely to achieve this victory through short-of war means alone 

because the effect of its LAS is quite symbolic, and not really substantial. Beijing only 

scored limited successes such as winning over some of Taiwan’s dispensable official 

allies and obligating some businesses to change the way they name Taiwan. In other 

words, political warfare strikes minds but coercing Taipei remains a distant dream.  

As a result, the outcome of this destabilization, or “lebanonization”559 campaign against 

Taiwan seems to be fairly limited on Taiwan’s defense spirit. In polls, although figures 

about national identification to Taiwan has shown signs of stalling recently, 

identifications to China remain at around 3%. Strikingly, around 80% respondents to a 

recent survey declared that they would be willing to fight against China if Taiwan was 

attacked.  

 

 

6.4 China’s Blitzkrieg? 

 

6.3.1 Theoretical Remarks 

 

While China’s LAS has led to some successes, challengers – Mearsheimer argues – 

have a strong tendency to prefer decisive victory over limited gains. In other words, the 

conduct of limited-aims strategies can increase strategic appetite by emboldening the 

challenger’s decision-making circles and induce them to opt for war.  

Accordingly, one of the central assumptions of this work is that China’s limited and 

unlimited – or war – methods form a consistent whole, an escalation process on which 

China possesses total dominance and designed to push Taipei to comply or to suffer the 

consequences in war. China controls the timing of the conflict and can decide to attack 

when it considers to be the most desirable. As a result, when China decides that all 

peaceful options are exhausted, it could choose to turn to the military option for 

                                                 
559Cole, J.M., "China Acting on ‘Lebanonization’ Threat against Taiwan", Taiwan Sentinel, May 8, 2018, 

URL: https://sentinel.tw/china-acting-on-lebanization-threat-against-taiwan/.  

https://sentinel.tw/china-acting-on-lebanization-threat-against-taiwan/
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achieving unification. This continuum challenges Taiwan to not only be able to deter a 

Chinese attack, but also to check the progression of its limited strategies.  

An armed aggression of Taiwan becomes more credible as China's military 

progressively outguns Taiwan. I have argued that China will opt for a quick, decisive 

attack on Taiwan known as the Joint Island Attack Campaign, which is similar to a 

“Blitzkrieg” strategy. According to the theory of conventional deterrence articulated by 

Mearsheimer, if the potential attacker believes that it can successfully launch a 

“Blitzkrieg” on a defender, deterrence is very likely to fail. It is even more so if the 

potential attacker enjoys a clear numeric advantage.  

Conversely, deterrence is greatly enhanced when a challenger believes that it will have 

to face a war of attrition, mainly because its protracted nature entails extremely high 

costs. In our case, a lengthy war would also mean that Taiwan’s strong security partners, 

first of which the U.S. and less importantly Japan, would not stay complacent for long 

and would very likely support Taiwan’s war effort. An attrition struggle for China is 

like allowing both Taiwan’s military and the ones of its partners to cooperate directly 

and show greater resilience, which would lead to an almost certain PLA failure. 

Therefore, the possibility of fighting a war against a coalition made of Taiwan, the U.S. 

and possibly Japan is a strong deterrent against China’s unlimited strategy. 

I have operationalized these theoretical teachings to the Taiwan Strait situation and 

detailed China’s military plan to take Taiwan as well as the island’s plan to defend itself. 

I observed that both adversaries emphasize multi-domain operations and joint-combat, 

have drafted relevant military plans and built-up their militaries in consequence: China 

is busy modernizing its military in order to make it able to inflict a decisive blow to 

Taiwan in a quick blitzkrieg-type war while the island attempts to compensate China’s 

increasing firepower by strengthening its asymmetric warfare capabilities and adopted 

a doctrine of defense in-depth – the best choice for thwarting a blitzkrieg because it 

forces the attacker to fight many times set-piece battles, breaking his attempts to pierce 

decisively and thus augmenting the duration of the war. 

 

6.3.2 A Well-prepared Defense 

 

Our study suggests that China can’t launch a Blitzkrieg on Taiwan and secure a fast 

victory in 2018 because it still lacks key capabilities, such as amphibious warfare, and 

suffers from a variety of other weaknesses for achieving such a victory. The Chinese 

military has referred to these limits as being the “two incompatibles”, or the gap 

between the PLA current capabilities and what it needs for achieving its strategic 

objectives. In the meantime, Taiwan’s military still seems capable enough to repeal an 

invasion or to augment the duration of a war so that a third-party intervention to the 

benefit of the island becomes likely (after 2 to 4 weeks of fighting according to most 

analysts). I have noted that Taiwan’s current doctrine, by taking advantage of its 

asymmetric strike capabilities, closely resembles an attempt to draw lessons from 
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China’s own A2/AD strategy and make the tactic its own. By articulating a military 

strategy that promises a war of long duration and increases the likeliness to drag third-

parties in a fight, Taiwan succeeds to augment China’s uncertainty and obtain 

deterrence. 

Empirically, I have seen that the island’s military intelligence would likely detect 

China’s war preparations so it is very unlikely that China could enjoy strategic surprise. 

Taiwan would then have ample time to prepare inconsequence, hinder blockade 

attempts and possibly strike assembling troops and critical targets in China according 

to its military doctrine. I have argued that Taiwan would also benefit from its favorable 

geography with a large body of water subjected to abnormal weather most of the year 

between the island and China and a few suitable beaches for invasion. These advantages 

are enhanced by the likely impossibility for the Chinese to reach a satisfactory troop 

ratio to secure beachheads and overcome the defenders after landing. In addition, 

Taiwan’s inlands offer little depth for the Chinese to continue their blitzkrieg due to the 

narrowness of the island’s western plain and dense urbanism. These factors would 

provide additional defensive posts for the defenders, who could protect or destroy 

critical infrastructure, wear-down the series of Chinese attacks and efficiently 

sanctuarize Taipei. This context added to Taiwan’s fielding of many cheap and 

destructive precision-guided munitions (PGM) may favor the defense over the offense.  

In addition, I have argued that Taiwan has recently backed-off relying on a conventional 

force and made the rightful choice to emphasize the acquisition and domestic 

development of asymmetric warfare capabilities (such as better C4ISR+EW, precision-

strike, and anti-aircraft capabilities), streamline its C2 for better responsiveness in 

wartime, safeguard its excellent force readiness, and focus on force preservation tactics. 

Interestingly, this “optimistic” vision was corroborated by one of Taiwan’s recent 

computer simulation of a Chinese invasion attempt, recalled by Easton: 

The worst conditions for a war were simulated: the PLA had dominance over the 

electromagnetic, air and sea domains after less than two weeks of fighting, it could land 

a high number of troops at multiple points on the island, surprise was achieved so that 

Taiwan’s reserve force was not mobilized until the invasion began while Taiwan’s 

communications and transportations were paralyzed so that the ROC military would not 

be able to deploy and redeploy rapidly according to the operational tempo. Very 

importantly, the simulation was held as if the U.S. never intervened in the conflict. 

Nevertheless, in 17 out of 18 trials, the ROC military was able to repeal the 

aggressor 8 days after the attack. Only in the 18th trial Taipei was lost after 45 days 

of intense fighting.560 

 

                                                 
560 As related in Easton, “The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American strategy in Asia”, 

The Project 2049 Institute, 2017, ISBN 9781546353256, pages233-235. 
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6.3.3 A Decreasing Deterrence on the Long-term? 

 

However, computer simulations are fallible, and the rhythm of China’s military 

modernization hints that Taiwan’s defensive advantage may not last. The PLA is (very) 

rapidly bridging the capability gap whereas Taiwan’s armed forces appear increasingly 

weaker. In terms of raw capabilities, Taiwan’s financial hurdles, lack of political 

consensus over various weapon acquisitions and international isolation are making that 

the ROC military weaponry is increasingly obsolete and might become insufficient to 

counter the PLA in the short to middle-term. In addition, despite Taiwan’s objective to 

develop domestically the right kind of asymmetric military hardware, money is lacking 

for funding the projects and foreign technical support is still insufficient. Also, while 

there is ample room for improvement, Taiwan’s reserve forces, accounting for 90% of 

the total fighting force, are still misemployed and loosely integrated within regular units. 

Finally, Taiwan’s military is plagued by an execrable reputation and suffers from 

recruitment and manpower issues.  

On the other side of the Taiwan Strait, China’s military modernization objectives 

primarily aims at a Taiwan contingency. China improved the PLA’s capability to effect 

complex joint operations, strengthened C4ISR+EW, enhanced maritime capabilities, 

accelerated the PLAAF shifts towards offensive operations and the army adaptation to 

mobile warfare, further augmented the number and the quality of its missile strike 

arsenal (a deadly threat for Taiwan’s defenses), pursued efforts to strengthen A2/AD in 

order to be able to dissuade or to defeat a possible third-party intervention as well as 

augmented its capabilities for cyber and space operations. China also strengthened its 

defense industry and allocated impressive funds for R&D. It is now challenging the U.S. 

when it comes to military innovation and the development of advanced weaponry.  

Together, these improvements could enable the PLA to push ever superior forces 

towards Taiwan, saturate and outgun the defender in all domains. The unknown is 

“when” China will have this capability; probably sooner than later, if it is not already 

the case.  

Deterrence theory shows that if a challenger has strong motivations, a workable military 

plan and the military capabilities needed, the defender’s deterrence will break in most 

cases. For Taiwan, much will depend on the attitude of its key security partners, first 

among which the United States. But uncertainty regarding a U.S. intervention in a 

conflict still prevails.  

In the end, although Taiwan’s capabilities are strong and its defensive plan as well as 

modernization priorities are well-thought, the limits posed by Taiwan’s internal and 

international contexts as well as the increasingly serious threat presented by an ever 

stronger PLA will mean that Taiwan’s conventional deterrence, if not strengthened or 

supplemented by some forms of direct foreign support, may enter troubled water soon. 

The Taiwanese will have to find ways to rapidly and comprehensively tackle their 



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i Univ

ers
i t

y

Hugo Tierny 211 NCCU 

growing military weaknesses if they want deterrence to obtain in the middle to long 

term and ultimately to keep their independence. 

6.5 Final Words 

I find that the combination of China’s high motivations, successful limited-aims 

strategy, and increasing military might are forming an increasingly explosive cocktail 

likely to provoke Taiwan’s deterrence failure.  

The effect of these factors on Taiwan’s deterrence is multiple: 

- First, all the factors combined make plain clear that the Chinese threat is real

and credible –China’s high and various motivations could lead its leadership to

accept debilitating costs and attack even if a satisfactory military plan is not

found;

- Second, these risks exert a strong psychological pressure on the defenders by

demoralizing the Taiwanese and reinvigorating calls for abandonment among

the island’s security partners;

- Third, China’s military modernization outlines Taiwan’s decreasing military

power. This could embolden the CCP’s decision-making circles, which are

already suffering from rife misperceptions of Taiwan’s commitment to defend

itself and military capabilities, further nourishing incentives for overconfidence,

brinkmanship and shift to risk;

The situation might remain calm for an unknown amount of time because China, despite

its high motivations to seize Taiwan, considers war as a last resort option. However, the

CCP bides its time by tightening its grip on Taiwan, isolating the island, and building

up a strong military.

On the opposite side, Taiwan is struggling to escape the trap set by China’s short-of-

war tactics and to gather the military capabilities needed to deter an increasingly 

powerful PLA and hawkish Chinese leadership. The U.S. has recently tightened its ties 

to Taiwan but this development takes place amid greater Sino – U.S. tensions, which is 

hardly a sign of stability. Risk of crisis and conflict in the Asia-Pacific region, with 

North Korea and the China Seas coming to mind, add to the traditional Chinese threat 

on Taiwan because they could precipitate troubles in the region.  

Without Taiwan giving up its sovereignty, China does not seem to have much interest 

to compromise. In a conventional deterrence relationship, if the deterrer has nothing to 

offer to the challenger, like Taiwan cannot deliver on China’s demand to unify, then 

hopes for conciliation decreases and tensions may grow. 

The deterrence theory hints that once a challenger convinces itself that it has the military 

capabilities needed to conduct its attack plan, it finds it hard to reverse to peaceful ways 

in order to settle an issue.  



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Hugo Tierny 212 NCCU 

7. References

Books 

1) Cabestan, JP., 2010. La politique internationale de la Chine. Sciences Po - Les

presses. Paris.

2) Cabestan, JP., & Le Pesant, T. 2009. L’esprit de défense de Taiwan face à la

Chine - La jeunesse taïwanaise face à la tentation de la Chine. L’Harmattan.

Paris.

3) Cabestan, JP., & Vermander, B. 2005. La Chine en quête de ses frontières, la

confrontation Chine-Taiwan. Sciences Po – Les Presses. Paris.

4) Chow, P.C.Y. 2012. National Identity and Economic Interest, Taiwan’s

Competing Options and their Implications for Regional Stability. Palgrave

MacMillan. New York City.

5) Cole, J.M. 2017. Convergence or conflict in the Taiwan Strait – the illusion of

peace? Routledge. ISBN 978-1-138-69623-5.

6) Copper, J.F. 2013. Taiwan, nation state or province? (Sixth Edition).

Westview Press. Philadelphia.

7) Courmont, B. 2014. Une guerre pacifique. La confrontation Pékin-

Washington. Editions ESKA. Paris.

8) David, C.H. 2006. La guerre et la paix – Approches contemporaines de la 

sécurité et de la stratégie – 2ème édition revue et augmentée. Presses de la 

Fondation Nationale de Science Politique. ISBN 10 2-7246-0998-0.

9) Dougherty, J.E., & Plagtzgraff, R.L. 1990. Contending Theories of 

International Relations: A Comprehensive Survey – third edition. Harper and 

Row. ISBN 0-06-041706-4. 

10) Easton, I. 2017.The Chinese invasion threat – Taiwan’s defense and American

strategy in Asia. The Project 2049 Institute. ISBN 9781546353256.

11) Freedman, L. 2004. Deterrence. Polity Press. 2004. ISBN 0-7456-3112.

12) Hickey, D.V. 2013. Imbalance in the Strait - dilemmas for US strategy.

Strategic Studies Institute (SSI). U.S. Army War College.

13) Hu, W.X. 2013. New Dynamic in Cross-Taiwan Strait Relations. How far can

the rapprochement go? Routledge. Abingdon.

14) Hollis, M., & Smith, S. 1990. Explaining and Understanding International

Relations. Clarendon Press – Oxford. ISBN 978-0-19-827589-3

15) Goldstein, S.M. 2015. China and Taiwan. China Today. Cambridge UK.

16) Jervis, R., & Lebow R.N., & Stein, J. 1985.Psychology and Deterrence.

London. The John Hopkins Press Ltd. ISBN 0-8018-3277-2.



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Hugo Tierny 213 NCCU 

17) Jervis, R. 1976. Perceptions and Misperceptions in International Politics.

Princeton, Princeton University Press. ISBN 0-691-10049-7pbk.

18) Lanteigne, M. 2016. Chinese Foreign Policy: An Introduction. Routledge.

ISBN 978-1-138-93568-6.

19) Lee, S.T., & Williams, J.F. 2014. Taiwan’s struggle: Voices of Taiwanese.

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. Lanham. Maryland. ISBN 978-1312334571.

20) Mearsheimer, J.J. 1983. Conventional Deterrence. Cornell University Press.

ISBN 0-8014-1569-1.

21) Morgan, P. 1977. Deterrence – A conceptual analysis. Sage Publications.

ISBN 0-8039-0819-9.

22) Morgan, P. Deterrence Now.2003.Cambridge University Press. ISBN

0521822572.

23) Murray, W.S. 2008. Revisiting Taiwan’s Defense Strategy. US Naval War

College.

24) Murray, W.S. 2015. Revisiting Taiwan’s Defense Strategy (reedited). US

Naval War College.

25) Peng, M.M. 1972.A Taste of Freedom: Memoirs of a Formosan Independence

Leader. Camphor Press Ltd. ISBN-13: 978-1910736562.

26) Qiao, L., & Wang, X.S. 1999. Unrestricted Warfare. Beijing: PLA Literature

and Arts Publishing House.

27) Rigger,S.2014. Why Taiwan matters - Small Island, Global Powerhouse 

(updated edition). Rowman and Littlefield Publishers. Lanham. Maryland.

28) Tsang, S. 2006. If China Attacks Taiwan: Military Strategy, Politics and

Economics. Asian Security Studies. Routledge. Abingdon.

29) Tucker,N.B.2009. Strait Talk. United States-Taiwan relations. Harvard

University Press. Cambridge. Massachusetts. 

30) Shambaugh, D. 2013.China Goes Global: The Partial Power. Oxford

University Press. ISBN 978-0-19-986014-2.

31) Wachman,A.M.2007. Why Taiwan? Geostrategic rationales for China’s

territorial integrity. Studies in Asian Security. Stanford. Stanford California.

32) Zheng, W. 2014. Never forget national humiliation, historical memory in

Chinese politics and foreign relations. Columbia University Press. New York.



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Hugo Tierny 214 NCCU 

Government Publications: 

1) 中華民國 106年國防報告書 (2017 National Defense Report, The Republic

of China) - 初版. --臺北市：國防部, 民 106年 12月 ISBN：978-986-05-

4093-2 (平裝)

2) Annual Report to U.S. Congress. 2015. Military and Security Developments

Involving the People’s Republic of China in 2015. Office of the Secretary of

Defense. Washington DC.

3) Annual Report to U.S. Congress. 2017. Military and Security Developments

Involving the People’s Republic of China in 2017. Office of the Secretary of

Defense. Washington DC.

4) Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee.2013. 2013 Quadrennial

Defense Review of the Republic of China. Ministry of National Defense. ROC

(Taiwan). ISBN: ISBN: 978-986-03-6231-2, URL: http://www.us-

taiwan.org/reports/taiwan_2013_qdr.pdf.

5) Quadrennial Defense Review Editing Committee. 2017.2017 Quadrennial

Defense Review of the Republic of China. Ministry of National Defense. ROC

(Taiwan).ISBN: 978-986-05-2059-0,

URL:http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-

content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-

QDR.pdf. 

6) People’s Liberation Army. 2013. The Science of Military Strategy.

7) Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review 

Commission, 2017. URL: http://www.uscc.gov.

8) The White House. 2017. The National Security Strategy of the United States of

America. URL: https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-

content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf.

9) Xinhua. State Council of the People's Republic of China. 2015. China’s

Military Strategy - 2015 White Paper. URL:

http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2015/05/27/content_2814751156108

33.htm.

Articles: 

1) An, D. 2018. Reconstructing Taiwan's Military Strategy - Achieving Forward

Defense through Multi-Domain Deterrence. The National Bureau of Asian

http://www.us-taiwan.org/reports/taiwan_2013_qdr.pdf
http://www.us-taiwan.org/reports/taiwan_2013_qdr.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.ustaiwandefense.com/tdnswp/wp-content/uploads/2000/01/2017-Taiwan-Quadrennial-Defense-Review-QDR.pdf
http://www.uscc.gov/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2015/05/27/content_281475115610833.htm
http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2015/05/27/content_281475115610833.htm


DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Hugo Tierny 215 NCCU 

Research (NBR). URL: 

www.nbr.org/publications/specialreport/pdf/SR69_An_February2018.pdf. 

2) Beckley, M. 2017. The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia - How China’s

Neighbors Can Check Chinese Naval Expansion. International Security

Volume 42 | Issue 2 | p.78-119. MIT Press Journal. URL:

https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294.

3) Cabestan, J.P. 2005. Spécificités et limites du nationalisme taïwanais.

Perspectives chinoises 91. URL: http://perspectiveschinoises.revues.org/916.

4) Cancian, M.F.2018. Avoiding Coping with surprise in great power conflicts.

Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS).URL: https://csis-

prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-

public/publication/180227_Cancian_CopingWithSurprise_wAppen_Web.pdf?

0rD0fcMI7gGXNLM1AYJWoVsNT_xSxOiu.

5) Corcuff, S.2007. Les partisans de l’unification face à la taiwanisation.

Perspectives chinoises 82.

6) Corcuff, S. 2006. Naissance des frontières d’une démocratie insulaire. Monde

Chinois numéro 3.

7) Corcuff, S. 2011.Liminality and Taiwan tropism in a postcolonial context

Schemes of national identification among Taiwan’s ‘Mainlanders’ on the eve

of Kuomintang’s return to power. Perspectives chinoises.

8) Corcuff, S. 2012. The Liminality of Taiwan: A case study in 

geopolitics.Taiwan in Comparative Perspective. Vol. 4. ISSN 1752-77322012.

pp. 34–64.

9) Corcuff, S. 2014. Que se passe-t-il dans le détroit de Taiwan? Diplomatie « La

géopolitique de la Chine, les défis de la puissance ».

10) Courmont, B. 2011.Souveraineté, démocratie et identité : la question 

permanente et sensible de la nation à Taiwan. Revue internationale de

politique comparée 1/2011 (Vol. 18). p. 87-104. URL : www.cairn.info/revue-

internationale-de-politique-comparee-2011-1-page-87.htm.

11) Cordesman, A.H., & Yarosh, N.S. 2012. Chinese military modernization and

force deployment.Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS). Burke

Chair in Strategy. Washington DC. 2012.URL: https://csis-

prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-

public/legacy_files/files/publication/120727_Chinese_Military_Modernization

_Force_Dvlpment.pdf.

12) Chang, M.K, & Miege P. 2000. Les origines et la transformation de l’identité

nationale Taïwanaise. Perspectives Chinois numéro 57. URL:

http://www.persee.fr/doc/perch_1021-9013_2000_num_57_1_2160.

http://www.nbr.org/publications/specialreport/pdf/SR69_An_February2018.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00294
http://perspectiveschinoises.revues.org/916
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/180227_Cancian_CopingWithSurprise_wAppen_Web.pdf?0rD0fcMI7gGXNLM1AYJWoVsNT_xSxOiu
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/180227_Cancian_CopingWithSurprise_wAppen_Web.pdf?0rD0fcMI7gGXNLM1AYJWoVsNT_xSxOiu
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/180227_Cancian_CopingWithSurprise_wAppen_Web.pdf?0rD0fcMI7gGXNLM1AYJWoVsNT_xSxOiu
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/180227_Cancian_CopingWithSurprise_wAppen_Web.pdf?0rD0fcMI7gGXNLM1AYJWoVsNT_xSxOiu
http://www.cairn.info/revue-internationale-de-politique-comparee-2011-1-page-87.htm
http://www.cairn.info/revue-internationale-de-politique-comparee-2011-1-page-87.htm
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/120727_Chinese_Military_Modernization_Force_Dvlpment.pdf
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/120727_Chinese_Military_Modernization_Force_Dvlpment.pdf
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/120727_Chinese_Military_Modernization_Force_Dvlpment.pdf
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/120727_Chinese_Military_Modernization_Force_Dvlpment.pdf
http://www.persee.fr/doc/perch_1021-9013_2000_num_57_1_2160


DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Hugo Tierny 216 NCCU 

13) DeLisle, J. 2016. Taiwan’s Quest for International Space: Ma’s Legacy, Tsai’s

Options, China’s Choices, and U.S. Policy. FPRI’s Journal of World Affairs.

ORBIS Volume 60. Number 4.Doi:10.1016/S0030-4387(16)30046-1.

14) Easton. Ian. Strategic Standoff - The U.S.-China Rivalry and Taiwan. The

Project 2049 Institute. 2016. URL:

http://www.project2049.net/documents/Strategic%20Standoff_US_China_Riv

alry_Taiwan.pdf.

15) Easton, I., & Stokes M., & Armitage, R. 2018. U.S.-Taiwan Relations in a Sea

of Change. The Project 2049 Institute. URL:

https://project2049.net/2018/03/16/u-s-taiwan-relations-in-a-sea-of-change/.

16) Gitter, & Sutter. 2016.Taiwan's Strong but Stifled Foundations of National

Power. The National Bureau of Asian Research (NBR). URL:

http://nbr.org/publications/element.aspx?id=857.

17) Glaser, C.S. 2015.A U.S.-China Grand Bargain? - The Hard Choice between

Military Competition and Accommodation. International Security. Volume 39 |

Issue 4 | p.49-90. MIT Press Journal. URL:

https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00199.

18) Goldstein, M. 2016. Taiwan: Asia’s Orphan. The National Bureau of Asian

Research (NBR). URL: http://nbr.org/publications/element.aspx?id=917.

19) Halper, S. 2013. China: the Three Warfare. University of Cambridge. URL:

https://cryptome.org/2014/06/prc-three-wars.pdf.

20) Heath, T.R. 2017. Why China Will Not Unify with Taiwan by 2020—and 

Beijing Lacks Compelling Military Options. Lawfare Institute. URL: 

https://www.lawfareblog.com/why-china-will-not-unify-taiwan-

2020%E2%80%94and-beijing-lacks-compelling-military-options.

21) Lee, S. 2005. A New Interpretation of “Soft Power” for Taiwan. Taiwan 

International Studies Quarterly. Vol. 1. No. 2, pp. 1-23. / 台灣國際研究季刊

第 1 卷第 2 期頁 1-23 2005 年/夏季號. URL: 

http://www.tisanet.org/quarterly/1-2-1.pdf. 

22) O’Rourke, R. 2016. China Naval Modernization: Implications for U.S. Navy

Capabilities—Background and Issues for Congress. Congressional Research

Service, Library of Congress.

23) Rand Corporation. 2015. China’s Incomplete Military Transformation -

Assessing the Weaknesses of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). Library of

Congress. Santa Monica. CA.ISBN/EAN: 9780833088307. URL:

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html.

24) Rand Corporation. 2015. The U.S.-China Military Scorecard - Forces,

Geography, and the Evolving Balance of Power 1996–2017. Library of

http://www.project2049.net/documents/Strategic%20Standoff_US_China_Rivalry_Taiwan.pdf
http://www.project2049.net/documents/Strategic%20Standoff_US_China_Rivalry_Taiwan.pdf
https://project2049.net/2018/03/16/u-s-taiwan-relations-in-a-sea-of-change/
http://nbr.org/publications/element.aspx?id=857
https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00199
http://nbr.org/publications/element.aspx?id=917
https://cryptome.org/2014/06/prc-three-wars.pdf
https://www.lawfareblog.com/why-china-will-not-unify-taiwan-2020%E2%80%94and-beijing-lacks-compelling-military-options
https://www.lawfareblog.com/why-china-will-not-unify-taiwan-2020%E2%80%94and-beijing-lacks-compelling-military-options
http://www.tisanet.org/quarterly/1-2-1.pdf
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html


DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMAS.005.2018.A07 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Hugo Tierny 217 NCCU 

Congress. Santa Monica. CA. ISBN/EAN: 9780833082190, URL: 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR392.html. 

25) Rand Corporation. 2016. Air Defense Options for Taiwan - an assessment of

relative costs and operational benefits. Library of Congress. Santa Monica.

CA.DOI: 10.7249/RR1051. URL:

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1051.html.

26) Rand Corporation. 2017. The Transformation of Taiwan’s reserve force.

Library of Congress. Santa Monica. CA. DOI: 10.7249/RR1757. URL:

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1757.html.

27) Rand Corporation. Dobbins, & Scobell, & Burke, & Gompert, & Grossman, &

Heginbotham, & Shatz. 2017.Conflict with China: Revisited Prospects,

Consequences, and Strategies for Deterrence. Library of Congress. Santa

Monica. CA. DOI: 10.7249/PE248. URL:

https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PE248.html.

28) Rand Corporation, Gompert, & Cevallos, & Garafola. 2016. War with China:

Thinking through the Unthinkable. ISBN 978-0-8330-9155-0. URL:

www.rand.org/t/rr1140.

29) Ross, R.S. 2002.Navigating the Taiwan Strait: Deterrence, Escalation

Dominance, and U.S.-China Relations. International Security Vol. 27. No. 2

(fall, 2002). pp. 48-85. The MIT Press. URL:

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3092143

30) Scopbell, A.2002. China and Strategic Culture. Strategic Studies Institute. 

Carlisle: U.S. Army War College.

31) Stokes, M., & Hsiao, R. 2013.The People’s Liberation Army General Political 

Department – Political Warfare with Chinese Characteristics. The Project

2049 Institute. Arlington V.A, URL: https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-

peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-

chinese-characteristics/.

32) Thomas, & Stillion, & Rehman. 2014. Hard R.O.C, Taiwan and Deterrence

through protraction. The Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments

(CSBA). URL: https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/186741/2014-10-01_CSBA-

TaiwanReport-1.pdf

33) Tierny, H. 2017. Diplomatie de Taiwan (partie III) : Réflexion sur le soft

power et la diplomatie taïwanaise de substitution. Asia Focus (IRIS).URL:

www.iris-france.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Asia-Focus-48-Taïwan-

série-3.pdf

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR392.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1051.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1757.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PE248.html
http://www.rand.org/t/rr1140
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3092143
https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
https://project2049.net/2013/10/14/the-peoples-liberation-army-general-political-department-political-warfare-with-chinese-characteristics/
https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/186741/2014-10-01_CSBA-TaiwanReport-1.pdf
https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/186741/2014-10-01_CSBA-TaiwanReport-1.pdf
http://www.iris-france.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Asia-Focus-48-Taïwan-série-3.pdf
http://www.iris-france.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Asia-Focus-48-Taïwan-série-3.pdf



