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ABSTRACT 

 

 The basic aim of this current thesis is to place the connection between 

China and Taiwan into Brantly Womack’s concept of asymmetric 

connections. The main question of the study is if the relations across the 

Taiwan Strait are an asymmetric one and if so, does this connection fit into 

the framework of the mentioned theory. The presence of non-symmetry or 

the lack of it is to be proven uniquely through the sectors of economy and 

military, by comparing the two actors in these spheres. With the step of 

taking these two sectors as the basis of the examination and including a 

democratically governed territory in the study, not just the limitations of 

the original concept will be broadened, but a gap will be filled that has 

existed in the field. Additionally, a third party, the United States is 

introduced into the connection between Beijing and Taipei. The nature of 

the study of the relations will change from bilateral to triangular. As a 

result, the concept of asymmetric triangle will take the place of the 

asymmetric connections theory for the duration of one chapter.  

 

Keywords: asymmetry, asymmetric connection, asymmetric triangle, 

economy, military, Cross-Strait relations, China, Taiwan, United States  
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摘要 

 

本文研究目的在於以 Brantly Womack 的不對稱關係理論，來研究

兩岸關係，並測試其理論的有效性。有關不對稱關係理論，原本以經

濟及軍事面向為分析焦點。本論文則將民主及主權等相關理論列入分

析範疇，並使得不對稱理論的研究範圍擴大。此外，有關第三方的角

色，尤其是美國的角色，也納入了論文的討論與分析。因此，不對稱

關係的研究，也將從雙邊關係，拓展到三邊關係。本論文將對不對稱

的三角關係，作出了理論及政策上的貢獻。 
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1. Introduction  

 

1.1 Research purposes 

 

 The following study targets to place the economic and military connection of 

Taiwan and China into the asymmetric connections theory.  

The reasons this connection could be placed into this concept are quite clear. It is 

easy to associate China as the greater, stronger state, referred to as state A in the 

following summary of Brantly Womack’s asymmetric theory and Taiwan as the 

smaller, weaker one, state b. As stated by governmental statistics, Beijing controls a 

territory of about 9 596 960 square kilometers, while Taipei governs around 35 980 

square kilometer. Taiwan’s territory is as large as less than 0.4% of China’s territory. 

In 2012, China’s population reached an estimated more than 1.374 billion people, 

while 2012 estimated population of Taiwan was 23.315 million, less than 2% of the 

mainland’s population. The territory and population differences affect the difference 

of natural and human resources as well. However the ratio of Taiwan’s economy and 

military power compared to that of the mainland’s shows less distinction than the 

difference between the territory and population, considering which in the long run, 

Taiwan wouldn’t be above to compete with China. (Wang 2006) 

 The research question is the following: comparing the size and the population of the 

Peoples’ Republic of China (PRC) and Taiwan, we can clearly conclude that the 

relationship - more specifically the political relations - between is an asymmetric one, 

but can the same be said about the current economic and military state and economic 

and military relations of the two territories? In other words, is the asymmetry of the 

economic and military development and connection of China and Republic of China 

(ROC) as big as their size and population difference? An addition question can be 

added: what part does the third actor of the Cross-Strait relations, the United States of 

America play in this asymmetric connection? 

 The reasons and the purposes of the current thesis have to be given. A gap in 

studies and academic writing has to be filled that has existed. Since the concept of 

asymmetric connection was summarized, such relations between China and Taiwan 

have not been studied. With power asymmetry and other non-symmetry based 
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thoughts, the connection across the Taiwan Strait has been examined, but these 

examples only reached into the sphere and topics of politics and foreign affairs and 

connections. Economic and military asymmetry has not been studied, at least not 

thoroughly. It is the lack of this perspective that is to be filled with the proceeding 

study.  

 

1.2 Broader theoretical background 

 

 As noted before, the theoretical background of this current thesis will be the based 

on asymmetric connections theory. However other concepts and theories have to be 

listed and summarized, in order to prove and determine that Womack’s thoughts are 

fitting to fully describe and analyze the connection between Beijing and Taipei.  

 In one of his articles published, Stephen M. Walt emphasizes the importance of 

viewing events of the real world through the abstract theories, as these concepts can be 

guides, helping with understanding the evolving events and assisting in making 

predictions for future developments. This opinion is also shared by Yu-Shan Wu, who 

stresses the importance of the guidance that theories can provide. (Walt 1998, Wu 

2000) 

 The connection between China and Taiwan – and additionally the triangular 

relations of the PRC, the ROC and the US – has also been studied and explained 

through the viewpoint of the major international relations theories. Neo-realism, which 

focuses on the distribution and the balance of power and the structure around which 

the system of the international community is built up, especially the anarchic nature of 

this system, in which actors can only rely on themselves. According to this theory, 

Taiwan is somewhat of a problem in the balance of power, as the balance is unstable 

when there are more than two actors involved in a situation and as the island would 

need the US’s aid against an attack it receives from the mainland. However this help 

may not be guaranteed. Another reason behind the ROC’s problematic status is the 

possibility that it may misinterpret the shifts in the balance of power and so take 

dangerous actions for the sake of its own protection. This would also work against 

Taipei’s goals as it may push Washington and Beijing towards a partnership – which 

fits into the neo-realist thought as a cooperation of great powers to jointly manage the 

world order. (Acharya 1999) 
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 Taking the summary above, it can be concluded that the neo-realist theory 

considers Taiwan as a problematic, somewhat irrelevant, small actor. This is the 

reason why not this concept was chosen. The aim was to use a theory where Taiwan is 

seen as an actor of equal importance and with which its connection with the mainland 

can be studied.  

 The liberalist school of thought mostly focuses on the concepts interdependence – 

particularly economic one - and democratic peace, which both prevent military 

conflicts to evolve between actors. The prior – which can also be labeled as complex 

interdependence - is of high importance when looking at Cross-Strait relations, as the 

economic interdependence that connects the PRC and the ROC raises the costs of a 

possible conflict, may damage the existing system and connections to third parties and 

so contributes to the peaceful nature of the relation. It would blemish economic 

relations of China, which are important to Beijing and would possibly push other 

states to take Taiwan’s side, especially the ones that are located in the region and have 

tightening trade connections with the ROC. The interdependence – besides its role of 

safeguarding peace – draws Taiwan closer to the mainland, which is viewed as a 

negative tendency by many. (Acharya 1999, Chiang 2014
1
) 

 The democratic peace theory states that democratic countries tend not to fight wars 

against each other. In the case of Cross-Strait relations – as Taiwan is democratic, but 

China cannot be listed as one – it is other democratic countries support given to the 

ROC in a possible conflict that can be discussed. As mentioned above, this support 

cannot be guaranteed because as much as the PRC relies economically on countries, so 

do they depend on China as well and not just in the area of economy. As economic 

interdependence, the democratic peace theory also has a negative effect on the 

relations. With its democratic identity, the government and citizens of Taiwan feel that 

the gap between the democratic ROC and the non-democratic PRC are more unlike 

than they were in the past and so unification is rejected even more. According to this 

point of view, unification could be easier achieved if the mainland had the same form 

of government. Democracy on Taiwan prevents it to take sudden and harsh steps 

against China, but it also makes the connection unstable as the policies and actions of 

the different parties that govern may vary. (Acharya 1999) 

                                                           
1
: Information gathered during the interview with Chia-Hsiung Chiang was included in this paragraph.  
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 The liberalist theory, both the interdependence and the democratic peace theory, 

have often been used to study the connection between Taipei and Beijing. It is for this 

reason that another, less known and used theoretical background for this current thesis. 

One aspect of the liberalist theory that has not been described above – liberal 

institutionalism – has not been given much attention when it comes to connection 

between the PRC and the ROC. The reason is quite simple: Taiwan is not a member of 

a great number of such organizations. This being the case, it cannot interact with 

China in these platforms, so studying the connection from this point of view would be 

to no use.  

 The third major international relations theory, constructivism, sees connections 

between actors as arrangements or social constructions – the arrangement between 

China, Taiwan and the US – and explains connections between actors according to 

their – at times conflicting – identities. It is because of their unlike identities – which 

they are unwilling to change – that Taiwan and China have their differences. This 

theory stresses the importance of interactions, where the two sides can express their 

point of views, so the other party may be aware of them, act and maybe change 

according to them. It also emphasizes the importance of agents in the relationship who 

act on behalf of the involved parties and perform “speech acts”. The argument that 

tries to disprove this concept states that there is communication and interaction across 

the Taiwan Strait, but that has not brought the parties any closer to each other. Other 

reasons that can be listed as causes for constructivist way not being successful are the 

ever growing militaries that make the actor fear each other and the fact that equally 

high leveled meetings never took place between the PRC and the ROC. (Acharya 1999, 

Zheng 2001) 

 Studying the individual interactions would be too vast for a thesis like this and the 

connections have already been described and discussed by other studies.  

 Besides the main international relations theories, smaller concepts describe and 

explain the Cross-Strait relations. Nine minor concepts can be listed, which are 

divided into three groups: focusing on Cross-Strait interaction dimension, domestic 

and international system dimension. (Wu 2000) Only concepts under the Cross-Strait 

interaction dimension will be discussed below. The reason being the theory of 

asymmetry is listed among them and this way it can be compared against other, similar 

concepts.  
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 Under the interaction group, the divided-nation model can be listed, under which 

once unified nations get separated. According to one thought under this theory, no 

matter how long it takes, the unification is unavoidable, as the entities shift closer it 

each other. The will to unify and common culture and language aid the shifting, to 

which Germany and Vietnam are the examples. When the connection across the 

Taiwan Strait was placed into this concept, several factors were noticed that make it 

questionable if the relation between Taipei and Beijing fit into this theory. One of 

these was the fact that the PRC and the ROC were not separated by foreign forces or 

events, as was or is the case in several other divided nations’ history, but a domestic 

event, the civil war between the Kuomintang and the Chinese Communist Party. 

Beside this, other differences are the lack of recognition and equality, which could be 

found in other examples. Also the desire to unify is not given on both sides. (Wu 2000) 

 In integration theory, it is the common culture and economic interests that bring 

states closer together. The European integration is a perfect example to demonstrate 

the concepts of this theory. Later on, as in the case of the European integration, and 

part of the spill over effect, the integration also takes root in the political sector. It is 

this spill over effect that many fear in the case of Taipei-Beijing connections, as 

political integration may follow the close economic ties. The integration theory 

stresses the positive effects that the economic connection between Taiwan and China 

has and the ones that a possible political integration would have. It also emphasizes 

that the spill over to the political sphere may never happen or if it does, it would not 

necessarily form close political ties. However the integration theory does acknowledge 

that the integration may not always be in the smaller party’s interest. (Wu 2000) 

 It is important to mention that difference between integration and unification. If 

unification is to happen, Taiwan would like it to be done through a gradual approach, 

meaning that the ROC is to integrate first and then be unified with the PRC. Beijing – 

especially with the “one country, two systems” concept - rather pushes a holistic 

approach, where integration would follow unification. (Wu 2000) 

 As the final theory under the Cross-Strait dimension category, Wu discusses the 

power asymmetry – or simple asymmetry – theory. As the concept will be thoroughly 

described below, only thoughts additional to that will be discussed here. Wu studies 

the concepts of bandwagoning and balancing, which describe the attitude of a smaller 

state to a larger one, just as the theory of asymmetry, in a situation where the weaker 

state cannot be the greater’s equal. The concept of power asymmetry and the 
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separation of bandwagoning and balancing can all be listed as part of the broader 

realist theory. (Chiang 2014
2
, Wu 2000) 

 Under bandwagoning, the steps and actions taken by the weaker party are 

correlated to the wishes and needs of the greater state and are mostly in the stronger 

state’s interest. The sovereignty of the smaller state is not absolute, as the greater party 

is able to influence the weaker’s decisions. However this form of relations guarantees 

a peaceful connection. The stronger state will not start a conflict with a state that acts 

according to its interest. Bandwagoning has a long past in the history of international 

relations. For this reason, scholars tend to think that taking a bandwagoning route is 

more likely behavior than balancing – and additionally, as the weaker an actor is, it is 

more likely to bandwagon than to balance -, not that there are not countless examples 

for the latter one as well. Bandwagoning, if the ally or allies may be unquestionably 

trusted, may eventually turn into the smaller state free-riding, as it will rely on its 

allies to come its aid if necessary. (Walt 1987, Wu 2000) 

 Balancing refers to the willingness of the weaker state to defy the grater state by 

strengthening its army or by allying with a third state, which can and will take the 

smaller’s side if necessary. According to Walt, the main principle of balancing is the 

latter one, as most alliances are formed to balance the power of a great state. The 

reasons for balancing against a stronger power lie in the state’s determination to 

protect themselves from a greater, even if they have to take the risk of trusting other 

actors. For this reason, states tend to ally with other parties who are not strong enough 

or not likely to dominate them. It can be concluded that the hostility between the states 

is high and additionally, the weaker party has to rely on an ally. Nevertheless, the 

sovereignty of the smaller is assured and its decision making is not subordinated to the 

greater state’s wishes. However the decision to take part in a balancing process may 

also hurt the weaker’s aims, as it may be influenced by other, somewhat stronger allies. 

(Walt 1987, Wu 2000) 

 Walt notes that besides power, the amount of the threat and the particular principles 

that cause a state to fear another one are factors that play important roles when a state 

is to decide if it was to balance or bandwagon. Different circumstances, especially 

peace or wartime, will also influence the steps that parties will take. Balancing is 

likely to make the international system more peaceful, as stronger states will probably 

                                                           
2
: Information gathered during the interview with Chia-Hsiung Chiang was included in this paragraph.   
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want to seem less threatening not to frighten possible future allies. In the case of 

bandwagoning, the opposite is true. To make smaller states chose the route of 

bandwagoning, greater actors will try to seem more powerful and threatening. For this 

reason, the level of hostility and the willingness to use force will also be higher. States 

also have to be careful when choosing to follow either, above listed path. Making the 

wrong choice may severely damage the actor and will also have a major effect on the 

international system. The number of available allies may also influence this decision. 

It is no use balancing if there are simply no available allies. Besides, making allies 

also depends on the state’s system of connections and ability to make new connections 

and strengthen existing ones. (Walt 1987) 

 Three conclusions to the Cross-Strait relations can be drawn from the description 

above. As the connection can be labeled as either a balancing or a bandwagoning one, 

it is clear that equal relations between Taipei and Beijing are ruled out. The ROC is 

building a balancing connection, as the difference between the two parties’ economic 

position is great. The US’s support, which it gives to Taiwan, is another reason that 

the Taipei-Beijing relations are a balancing one. (Wu 2000, Yuan 2014
3
) 

 Other scholars are in different point of view when the question of whether Taiwan 

is balancing or bandwagoning is asked. They state that Taiwan is bandwagoning with 

both China and the US and is not looking to balance with the prior one. (Chiang 2014
4
) 

Yet other state that the connection can be labeled as both balancing and bandwagoning, 

with more emphasis on the previous one. (Yuan 2014
5
) The difference between the 

opinions can be caused by several factors, including different point of views. Yet 

another explanation may be the different time and situation of Taiwan at the time this 

question was discussed. As mentioned above, international factors and the difference 

of times can also influence the decision of an actor to balance or to bandwagon. These 

also have an effect on the Taiwanese government’s decisions, steps and actions.  

 

1.3 Description of the asymmetric connections theory  

 

 In the following section, Brantly Womack’s theory of asymmetric connections, the 

theoretical basis of this current thesis, will be described.  

                                                           
3
: Information gathered during the interview with Yi Yuan Chiang was included in this paragraph.   

4
: Information gathered during the interview with Chia-Hsiung Chiang was included in this paragraph.   

5
: Information gathered during the interview with Yi Yuan Chiang was included in this paragraph.    
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 When determining asymmetric connections, a consistent definition can be found in 

China among Unequals: asymmetric relationships are connections “…in which the 

smaller power cannot reasonably expect to defeat the larger power in a contest of 

capabilities, but is substantial enough so that its resistance to the larger power can 

frustrate the larger’s attempt to impose its unilateral preference.” (Womack 2010, 23) 

There are certain asymmetric relations that have a history of hundreds of years’, which 

is a result of them being dynamic, constantly changing and unable to resolve by either 

side. (Womack 2010) 

 According to Womack, the first thing required to understand asymmetric politics is 

to differentiate between asymmetric and symmetric connections. When connections 

between states are concerned, symmetry is assumed, which however is not equality. 

With symmetry, it is only supposed that one state has the capability to react the same 

way as another state acted towards it: “what A could do to B, B might likewise do to 

A”. (Womack 2006, 78) Countries in this situation have the ability to understand each 

other, as they can place themselves in the other’s “shoes”. However, not all relations 

are symmetric. In several of these situations an asymmetric connection can be 

observed, where stronger A is capable of doing things to smaller b to what b cannot 

react in the same way. Instead of being viewed as asymmetric, a majority of relations 

can be categorized as unequal. As the most common form of connection, it can be 

stated that the international community of states is built up of hierarchical unequal 

relationships, based mostly on negotiations and occasionally on force. (Womack 2003, 

2006, 2010) 

 Another difference between symmetric and asymmetric connections is that in the 

latter the relationship is more important for b than for A, as b has more to gain or lose 

with its relations to A. As b will be more concerned about its connections to A, it may 

misinterpret A’s actions. Comparing symmetric with asymmetric connections, in the 

latter, placing themselves into the other state’s shoes may not work or may be 

misleading. (Womack 2003, 2006) 

 When A’s predominance over b is discussed, hard and soft power are both 

concerned. A’s power is greater, so it will attract smaller states, which is a major part 

of its soft power. However attractiveness doesn’t just come for size and power, A has 

to promote common values and goods to earn it. (Womack 2006) 

 A is more powerful than b, but still cannot force its will upon b. If A would try and 

dominate b, that would cause b to fight for its survival, and its will to fight would be 
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stronger than A’s will to dominate. Even if A defeats b, it probably will not be able to 

control b’s territory, moreover defeating b would affect A’s relations to other states. In 

other words elimination of b is very rare. Nor is vanquishing b’s army and 

overthrowing its government more likely. As for the above mentioned reasons, it’s 

very likely that A won’t try to overpower b, but b has no chance to overwhelm A, so it 

can concluded that asymmetric relations are long lasting. An open conflict would harm 

both sides in some way, so the best solution for both states is to keep the asymmetric 

relationship, maximize their benefit from it as much as they can. Equilibrium is 

reachable in these kinds of connections and once it is reached, it is sustainable. 

(Womack 2003, 2006, 2010) 

 However it must be stated that even a normalized asymmetric relations cannot be 

the same as a symmetric or even unequal connection between two states. The attention 

given to b by A compared to A’s general concerns is small – as it was little to gain 

from the relationship and doesn’t have to fear b at all -, which is the exact opposite in 

b’s case, which devotes lot of its attention to A - especially if A and b are neighboring 

countries -, despite the fact that it cannot influence A’s actions. Every area of the 

connection will be influenced, even trade between the two states, as the exposure of b 

will be bigger, being the result of capacity differences. In other words, b is more 

influenced by the connection, which is also visible in international events affecting 

both sides, as they have greater influence on b than as on A. (Womack 2006, 2010) 

 A’s lack of attention given to the relationship with b can also be labeled inattention. 

In a lot of cases, this lack of attention is not intentional, it is merely the result of A has 

several other equally or more important relations and responsibilities in the 

international sphere. In other situations, A’s decision to avoid b and the possible 

problems that occur in the connection, is voluntary. However determining how much 

attention A should give to b is hard to answer. A state dedicates more attention to 

other states, which it can expect a threat from or generally who are capable of 

threatening it. Since b doesn’t possess this kind of power or strength, a negligible 

attention can be expected. It is even likely that A will not have coordinated policies 

directed towards b or existing policies wouldn’t going in the same direction, if there is 

no strong national attention. A’s government wouldn’t want to waste energy and 

recourses. (Womack 2006, 2010) 

 A will have three concerns towards b, if b is as above described – not a treat and 

not given a lot of attention by A. First of all, A will look into its prior history with b 
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and b’s attitude in the past. A will be generous with b, if this past is friendly, and will 

most likely bully b and pressure the other state if this history is hostile in A’s view. 

Another factor is b’s role in the international community. b may not be strong enough 

on its own to act for or against A on alliance with different states. A’s and b’s 

connection can also be strengthened in the international sphere, if both of them are 

part of and participate in the same regional and world organizations. The third factor is 

A’s policies towards b and their compatibility with A’s general foreign affairs policies. 

(Womack 2003, 2006) 

 Generally about these concerns, it can be said that A’s policies are less likely to 

shift in either direction or change as easily as b’s policies towards A can. More 

specifically A’s attitude is not likely to change if it determines b as hostile. Same can 

be concluded is A’s view is that b is friendly towards it. Even if b’s actions could be 

seen as hostile, A will not react belligerently, it will merely try to push b back into its 

place. If events turn into a crisis, with b in its center, A will rather be blaming b’s 

alliances than b itself and be more concerned about the regional and global effects of 

the crisis. Most likely it will be called a “problem of b” or “b problem”, but A may not 

be concentrating on b’s actions and statements. (Womack 2006) 

 As in most cases A’s attitude towards b can be summarized in one word, which is 

inattention, b implements the politics of overattention. b is aware how important its 

relations to A are and also knows that the other party is stronger, which leads to its 

overattention. It gives this asymmetric connection more thought and attention, as it 

works in figuring out A’s thinking and possible future actions. As doing so, it uses up 

a lot of resources and energy, which leads overattention on b’s side. This is important 

for b because it knows how vulnerable it is and so any changes in A’s policies, either 

towards b or generally towards the international sphere, can have major effects on the 

weaker state. b must prepare for these possible changes. (Womack 2006) 

 A major difference in the attitudes is that A will tend to trust and build on the 

current atmosphere of the connection, while b will not be able to trust it completely, 

however friendly it may be. For this reason b will always be nervous, suspicious and 

calculating. As a result, b will seem colder and more distant towards A in their 

communication and because of its known vulnerability, b will have a constant ill-

feeling. (Womack 2006) 

 As described above, A’s policies towards will not be very well coordinated, which 

is not true in the weaker state’s case. b will have clear straight forward and collected 
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policies towards the stronger party, as a result of the greater attention its leaders given 

to A. Even so, b’s policies will change more frequently than A’s, which can be seen as 

stable. The reason behind this is the goal of b’s leaders to keep pace with any changes 

that A’s leadership is about to implement or has already done so. (Womack 2006) 

 As the weaker party in the relations, b will try to lower its exposure to A’s 

capabilities. There are different methods b can achieve this. One of them is through 

multilateral organizations and agreements. Associations like these not only allow the 

two sides to regularly meet, but as members, countries also have to agree to and follow 

the same set of regulations. Another method for b is to join with other small or smaller 

states of the region with similar interests. Here b can express its possible concerns, 

while not threatening A. A possible, third method is the boldest one: here b allies with 

another stronger power C, which can be either a closer or a more distant connection. 

However, it has to be pointed out that most likely C’s relationship with A will be more 

important for C than its ties to b. This is a possible prediction for the future, an 

alliance like this would also bring instant changes: A will feel threatened and would 

declare the situation a crisis. A final method is b developing nuclear weapons. In this 

scenario, it is assumed that A already possesses nuclear weapons. This would create a 

certain equality between A and b, even though actually usage of nuclear weapons 

would be a “mutual suicide”. (Womack 2006, 84) 

 After looking at the possibilities of A and b in an asymmetric relationship, the 

expectations that each side has for the other can be discussed. A wants b to respect its 

power and to deal with their disagreements according to the asymmetry. In other 

words, in A’s point of view b should be deference. b can lack this deference if b thinks 

it was more power than it actually does or if it allies with other states, to counter A’s 

power. In both of these cases A will feel threatened by b and its actions. b expects A to 

acknowledge its autonomy. By doing this, A sets up boundaries for itself that it will 

not cross. This secures b, which would fill threatened and exposed without them. 

(Womack 2006) 

 A sensitive relationship connects the concepts of deference and autonomy. 

Deference is only an option for b if its survival isn’t threatened by A, as acceptance of 

autonomy is required for deference. If A is capable to threaten b and is actually doing 

so, b’s only options are to either surrender or attempt fighting the greater state. A’s 

acknowledge of the weaker state’s autonomy is only within their asymmetric 

connection and so it is not absolute.  Expectations of deference and autonomy can also 
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lead to demands that endanger the relations of the two states. b’s autonomy will be 

threatened by A’s demand of deference, which can be seen as a demand for 

submission. b’s demand of autonomy, which can be viewed as b’s attempt to assert 

powers equal to A’s, will make A feel challenged.  With each side strongly demanding 

what it wants and judging that the other party is not willing to bend to these demands, 

a conflict can easily develop between A and b. (Womack 2003, 2006) 

 As the greater power, A can attempt to threaten b towards greater deference. This 

threatening can take the form of bullying, especially if A is forcing a certain behavior 

on b by a matter that is essential to the smaller state. These actions by A, through seen 

as threats, aim to remind b of the asymmetric connection to A and its place in this 

relation. b may feel that with these bullying actions, which can reach the stage when 

they resemble acts of war, exceed certain boundaries and will make b raise “the 

question of how far A would go to get its way” (Womack 2006, 85) Besides bullying, 

A’s constant changes in its attitude towards the weaker state’s autonomy will also 

make b uneasy. (Womack 2006) 

 b’s disadvantage in power results in it not having enough strength and capabilities 

to make the stronger state acknowledge the weaker’s autonomy, but in a way it can 

cause A to doubt that b is still aware of its situation in the asymmetric relationship. 

The weaker state’s constant struggle to earn formal equality to A, its illusion of 

becoming a powerful actor and imagined hostile actions taken by A, can bother the 

greater country and strengthen its above described doubt. This doubt may evolve into 

a security threat posed either by b or b and its allies. (Womack 2006) 

 Misperceptions can cause a vicious circle of actions to run over and over again in 

an asymmetric relationship, with the possibility of an actual war as the cause of 

actions and reactions from the other side. Predictions, fear, misjudged actions and 

behavior will constantly keep this circle going around. (Womack 2006) 

 It can be seen from the above described that managing and maintaining an 

asymmetric connection for both the stronger and the weaker side can be rather difficult 

and at times dangerous. However a harmonious relationship benefits not just the 

directly participating sides, but the contemporary world order as well, which is made 

up of a constantly increasing number of asymmetric connections. At times, a lot has to 

be given up in a normalized relationship is to be achieved, with A recognizing b’s 

autonomy and the smaller state showing deference, as mentioned above. However 

deference is usually not given unless recognition is granted and vice versa. First a 
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mutual respect should develop between the two sides, which isn’t necessarily 

friendship. (Womack 2006, 2010) 

 The relationship can be viewed as especially dangerous when A and b both view 

the connection from their point of view or from their perspective, as they are so 

different. A crisis can develop as a result of A’s exasperation and b’s paranoia, the 

negative complementarities of the relationship. Despite the difficulties and the 

tensions, in several cases, participants of asymmetric connections were able to manage 

equilibrium. Furthermore, stability is more common among state in an asymmetric 

connection, which is owned to the common sense that they practice while handling the 

relationship. (Womack 2006, 2010) 

 Management of an asymmetric bilateral connection can be separated into three 

categories and should start with the creation of neutralized zone – the first category -, 

creating neutral areas of possible conflicts, of contention. Besides this, establishing “a 

sleeve of normalcy” will decrease the possibility of misunderstandings and the 

building up of conflicts caused by misreading the other side’s actions. (Womack 2006, 

89) The possibility of a conflict is reduced “by removing potentially divisive issues 

from immediate political attention”. (Womack 2006, 90) This can be achieved through 

institutionalized negotiations and through “cooling down” hot issues that could lead to 

disagreement and possibly a conflict. (Womack 2006, 2010) 

 The second category is multilateral buffering of bilateral asymmetries, through 

which the tension between the parties can be reduced, by neutralizing the issue or by 

involving a broader framework for it. As the two side’s tension is framed into a 

multilateral structure, A is content to see b being built into the framework of the 

international community and b’s pretention for its boundaries and separate identity are 

met as well. Besides, all of this is being dealt with in through a wide range of 

discourses and through institutions. (Womack 2010) 

 The third category of managing asymmetric conflicts discusses the new 

circumstances and issues that arise and alter the surrounding of the relations, and so 

cause frictions and tensions. In today’s post-Cold War era many of these new 

situations present themselves. In this age, a lot of connections between different states 

can be viewed as asymmetric relationships. One way to avoid the escalation of this 

problem is if both of the sides acknowledge that the relationship’s foundations are 

solid, so the changes will not have a major affect on them. This can be reached 

through rituals, mostly diplomatic rituals. These meetings are not only considered as 
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meeting of heads of the states, but also symbolize the respect that the opposite sides 

have for each other and symbolize the importance of the relationship. Through 

important for both parties, as they reduce the possibility of conflicts, the ritual of 

meeting is especially relevant for weaker b as with these meeting A acknowledges b’s 

autonomy. (Womack 2006, 2010) 

 Another important aspect that is often needed for the asymmetric connection to be 

harmonious is the guarantees and reassurance that both sides require from the other 

party. China’s and Vietnam’s relationship is an example, built on such guarantees. 

(Womack 2006, 2010) 

 If a harmonious connection is to be reached, both of the sides have to agree that 

their relationship and the common interests involved in it, are more important than the 

differences that the parties have, the different interests. (Womack 2010)  

 This normalcy can be reassured by two ways. One of them is through constant 

diplomatic connections, later rituals that are formed in the connection of the two sides. 

This way, A and b both can let the other side know that this connection as an 

important one and both side can emphasis the importance of common interest. A ritual 

like this can be an example of the above mentioned a sleeve of normalcy, an outer 

sleeve. If this sleeve, the ritual, is strong, it can keep the tensions from escalading and 

this way may even stop the development of a possible conflict. Regular visits of 

leaders and connections of the lower levels of politics all are part of and contribute to 

the strengthening of diplomatic rituals and connections. (Womack 2003, 2006) 

 Precedent and history is the other sleeve to a normal connection between a greater 

and a smaller state. Here the past of the relationship is taken as a base of predicting the 

future of the asymmetric relations. If the past connections were peaceful, the relations 

were normal, then predictions of war and views that the other side has hostile 

intentions will not be widespread. Even if these views are logical and can be 

corroborated, they will not be generally accepted. (Womack 2006) 

 Besides bilateral sides of connections of weaker and stronger states, multilateral 

aspects of the relations should be discussed as well, which effect the management of 

asymmetric connections. Under multilateral aspects, multilateral relations, institutions 

and arrangements can be described. Four factors can be listed under multilateral 

aspects of asymmetric relations. First, besides bilateral, multilateral diplomatic rituals 

can be also studied. Examples are Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) meetings. Second, according to 
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Womack is the “regional commonsense expectation of continuity”. (Womack 2006, 91) 

Third, with examples of institutions like International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the 

World Bank, multilateral organizations create commissions to deal with common 

problems that its members face. Finally, multilateral institutions are adequate places to 

express problems. (Womack 2006) 

 Multilateral aspects of asymmetric connections can also be influenced by the 

greater power being the largest actor in their region and so the center of attention. 

Even if the separate powers of the surrounding smaller states added up exceed the 

capabilities of the greater, it continuously possesses their attention.  This scenario can 

also be true in a global level, if A is a major player international politics. It is likely to 

receive responses to its actions, as it is under persistent surveillance of the smaller 

states. This situation is even more complex if the greater power has the capabilities 

and the will to become a leading power in the world. (Womack 2010) 

 Turning the attention back to the bilateral asymmetry relations, either one or both 

sides of the connection being members of organizations can contribute to the building 

of a peaceful asymmetric relationship. Other states are also present and represented on 

these meetings, which particularly important for the weaker party. However, since A is 

a more important actor in the international community, its influence will be greater 

and it will have a better position to coordinate. Another important contribution of the 

connections to other states to the relations of the weaker and the stronger state are the 

regional and global strategies and foreign policies. Both states will try to synchronize 

their asymmetric relationship to their foreign policies and their connections to other 

states, which may result in peaceful advancement of asymmetric connections. 

(Womack 2006, 2010) 

 A final aspect that has to be mentioned under the topic of outer factors influencing 

an asymmetric relation is globalization. With every state interrelated in today’s world, 

connections simple cannot be purely bilateral anymore. There are various international 

standards that are accepted and followed by the majority of the states. (Womack 2003, 

2006) 

 The asymmetric theory can be placed among and can be compared with different 

international relations theories. One of the differences between the western 

international relations theories and the current discussed theory is the hegemonic 

cycles concept which the latter one doesn’t include. A normalized asymmetric 

connection doesn’t become cyclic and isn’t necessarily out of balance. If b’s 
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boundaries are respected by A and A’s order by b, then the normalized relationship 

can be kept alive. However, it is this mutual respect that can unstablize A’s and b’s 

connection. Asymmetric relations can eventually also become cyclic, but the 

asymmetric theory rather focuses its attention on the relationships possible 

harmonizing and on their possible collapse. (Womack 2010) 

 As already briefly described above, new situations and circumstances can impose 

danger to the asymmetric connection. It can also create new such relations and 

interfere with the recognized ritual of the already existing ones. The end of the Cold 

war and the post Cold war era has already been mentioned, but this new circumstance 

may not necessarily be one coming from the international level. It may be caused a 

shift in the region where the asymmetric connection is located or by domestic changes 

and domestically spreading new, mostly political, ideas in either A or b.  (Womack 

2010) 

 It has to be mentioned that besides Brantly Womack, asymmetric connections have 

been studied by other scholars and experts as well. The above quoted Yu-Shan Wu can 

be listed as one. The Taiwanese scholar has several works focusing on power 

asymmetry and non-symmetric connections, both in English and Chinese.  

 One additional note that has to be added is the difference between the theory of 

asymmetric connection and the theory of asymmetric conflict. The first one, as show 

above, rather discusses the connection between stronger A and weaker b in peaceful 

times, while asymmetric conflict theory studies the possible conflict or war between a 

greater and a smaller state
6
.  

 

                                                           
6
: This topic has been explicated in several studies and articles, but three of them can mentioned as the 

mayor essays dealing with the topic of asymmetric warfare: “Why Big Nations Lose Small Wars: The 

Politics of Asymmetric Conflict”. World Politics, Vol. 27, No. 2 (January 1975), p. 175-200 by Andrew 

Mack, which is the very first work that discusses this phenomenon, Ivan Arreguín-Toft’s “How the 

Weak Win Wars: A Theory of Asymmetric Conflict”. International Security, Vol. 26 No. 1 (Summer 

2001), p. 93-128, in which the author reflects on the earlier article and places the theory into a modern 

perspective and Paul, T.V.: Asymmetric Conflicts: War Initiation by Weaker Powers, Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge, 1994. Other essays, particularly the ones written after 9/11, apply the 

theory while discussing the war against terrorism, see: van Fenema, Paul C.: Expeditionary Military 

Networks and Asymmetric Warfare. In: Advances in Military Sociology: Essays in Honor of Charles C. 

Moskos - Contributions to Conflict Management, Peace Economics and Development, edi. Caforio, 

Giuseppe, Emerald Group Publishing, Bingley, 2009 and Echevarria II, Antulio J.: The Symmetries of 

Asymmetry: Myths Surrounding the Notion of Asymmetric War. In: Advances in Military Sociology: 

Essays in Honor of Charles C. Moskos - Contributions to Conflict Management, Peace Economics and 

Development, edi. Caforio, Giuseppe, Emerald Group Publishing, Bingley, 2009 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

17 

 

1.4 Hypothesis and framework of analysis  

 

 The hypothesis of the following thesis serves as a suppositional answer to the above 

stated questions: An asymmetric connection exists between China and Taiwan. This 

term generally describes the relationship, but it is also true to the individual sectors of 

the relations, more specifically the economic and the military sectors of the connection. 

The disparity of these sectors however is not as big as the general asymmetry between 

the PRC and the ROC.  

 To answer the a question stated in the beginning of the current chapter, the 

asymmetric connection theory has to be studied first, which was first described in 

Brantly Womack’s article, titled Asymmetry and Systemic Misperception: China, 

Vietnam and Cambodia during the 1970s (The Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 26, 

No. 2, June 2003, p. 92-119). Later, the same scholar summarized his thoughts in 

China and Vietnam: The Politics of Asymmetry (Cambridge University Press, New 

York, 2006) and China among Unequals: Asymmetric Foreign Relations in Asia 

(World Scientific Press, Singapore, 2010).  

 The builtup or in other words the framework of analysis of the current thesis can be 

shortly summarized as the following: The first part of the current study, discussing the 

theory itself will be based on the above mentioned publications. It will also included 

descriptions of other concepts, which can also serve as theoretical frameworks for a 

study on Cross Strait relations, some similar to the theory of asymmetric connections. 

In the second chapter, the relations across the Taiwan Strait will be placed into the 

theory of main focus. This section will serve as a short study of the political 

asymmetry, or rather the asymmetry of the two actors in the international sphere. This 

subchapter will strictly take the description of the Womack’s concept as its basis. 

Preceding this section, a brief introduction to the history of the relation between 

Beijing and Taipei will be given. As the timeframe of this thesis is the present and the 

near past, the summary will focus on the last decades of the connection. Besides, it 

will look into the basis of the relationship.  

 The following sections will describe the current economic and military state and the 

relations of the PRC and of Taiwan. In both chapter, a short introduction to both 

China’s and Taiwan’s economical and military past and present will be given. These 

aim to serve as basis or as context where the following subchapters can be placed into. 
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In the economical section, comparative section of agriculture, industry and 

investments will be discussed, succeeded by a subchapter on the economic connection 

across the Taiwan Strait. The military chapter will follow a different buildup. Here the 

military of the two parties will be separately described and in the conclusion section – 

which also follows the economic chapter - compared.  

 The proceeding chapter will explore the United States’ part in this connection. As a 

third member is introduced, a triangular perspective replaces the previous bilateral one, 

which has to be placed into the frame of the asymmetric connection theory. This 

section will take the framework of this current thesis, with a political-military, an 

economical and a conclusions subchapter following the theoretical description. 

 In the final part, conclusions will be drawn, the findings of the thesis will be 

summarized and the research question will be answered. Additionally, a prediction of 

the possible outcome and the future of the described tendencies will be made in the 

finishing chapter.  

 The question may be asked why are - besides the overall, political connections - 

economical and military relations between Beijing and Taipei studied in this research. 

The political sector can be compared through placing the connection into the exact 

concept described by Brantly Womack. For the latter two sectors can be contrasted by 

the data available on economy and the military. Other sectors that could have been 

studied – according to sectors discussed as the areas of connection between states by 

Barry Buzan, Ole Weaver and Jaap de Wilde in Security: A New Framework of 

Analysis (Lyenne Rienner Pub, Boulder, 1997) - are the social and the environmental 

sectors. However finding disparity between two states in these sectors is not likely.  

 

1.5 Research methods  

 

 Two main methods of research will be used to study the asymmetric connection 

between China and Taiwan. The primary source will be a selection of literature 

reviews. Both first and second hand materials and data are to be used. Despite the fact 

that second hand materials will dominate the sources of the literature review, first 

hand data will also be of importance and so will also be used. This is especially so 

since in a lot of cases the mere fact of asymmetry is possible to deduct just by looking 
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at the data. This is particularly so in the economic and military sector which – as 

above described - will be main focuses of this study.  

 However since a lot of pure data cannot be analyzed or maybe not even understood 

by laic individuals, who are not specialist of the given topic, studies and articles 

conducted and written by those who are adept of the specific topics are possibly the 

best sources of data. With these second hand materials, not only access to pure data is 

gained, but the comments of the experts and their explanations on the findings may 

also be studied.  

 Second hand materials also have to be viewed critically, as individual opinions, 

bias views and not necessarily scientific thoughts can also be inserted into expert 

studies. This does not mean that the data in the first hand materials are all free of 

manipulation or distortion, but of course they are still the most reliable sources. 

 It is mostly through the literature review, the primary methodology used in the 

thesis, that the theory will be put into practice. The collected data and reflections on 

them will be collected, studied, compared and as a result the existence or the 

nonexistence of asymmetry will be concluded. For the general comparison, the theory 

will be used directly, as the connection between Taipei and Beijing is placed into the 

framework of the concept. As for the chapters on economy and military, the word-to-

word usage of the theory will not be as useful. In Brantly Womack’s description, 

neither the economy nor the military sector are dealt with specifically, for which 

reason in these parts, the basic meaning and definition of the word asymmetry will be 

applied.  

 The second type of methodology used to gather information for the following study 

will be interviews conducted with experts in the area of economy and military 

especially where the Cross-Strait relations are concerned. Their views and knowledge 

will contribute to the whole of this current thesis, as well as data gathered from the 

above described, mostly second hand materials will be confronted by questions posed 

to the interviewees. The data gained this way will be added to the literature review. 

Also any contradicting points will be elaborated, compared and confronted with the 

content of the second hand materials.  
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1.6 Additional notes 

 

An additional note has to added in the introduction chapter of this current thesis. In 

the upcoming descriptions both the names of China and Taiwan will be used several 

times shortly after one another. To avoid constant repetition, China will also be 

referred to as the People’s Republic of China, or the PRC for short, and the mainland, 

as all the land across the Taiwan Strait is controlled by the Chinese government. In 

Taiwan’s cases, synonyms such as the Republic of China, or the ROC, and the island 

will be used. As it is well known, Taiwan does not consist of merely one island, but 

for the sake of simplicity, Taiwan will be referred to as the island.  
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2. Historical summary and placing the Cross-Strait relations  

  into the framework of the asymmetric connections theory 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

 The following, shorter chapter aims to summarize two questions: the brief 

recapitulative section on the history of the conflict between Taipei and Beijing and 

placing the two mentioned territories’ connection into the asymmetric connection 

theory. The latter is supposed to serve as a descriptive part of the political asymmetry 

between the PRC and the ROC. Domestic political asymmetry cannot be discussed. 

There is not comparative ground for political contrasting, at least not in the context of 

the theory that serves as the basis of this current thesis. This is only possible in the 

international sphere. This will be done through Womack’s concept that has been 

described in the previous chapter. In other words, the general relations between China 

and Taiwan will be placed into the theory of asymmetric connections.  

  

2.2 Brief historical summary of the connection between China and 

Taiwan 

 

 In the following chapter, the current and near-past aspects of the economical and 

military relations of the territories on the two sides of the Taiwan Strait will be 

discussed. Of course, the sections will include brief introductions of the history and 

the development of the given areas, but the focus will be the present situation. This 

will especially be true in the military section, where the main point of interest will be 

the latest modernizational steps taken by both Taipei and Beijing which contribute to 

the strengthening of both armies. For this reason, it has to be here in separate chapter, 

that a short summary of the history of events that formed the currently studies 

relationship into what it is today has to be given.  

 The earliest decades of the discussed connection can be described as rather hostile 

times. According to Yu-Shan Wu, the policies in every possible area of the two sides 

were the complete contrary of the other in the connection that was embedded in the 

Cold War. Nothing proves this more clearly than the first two Taiwan Strait conflicts 
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in 1954-55 and in 1958. On the mainland, different plans were made thought to years 

for “liberating” or reuniting Taiwan. Same plans on invasions were constructed in 

Taipei, destroying the communist rule on the mainland. These intentions can be 

labeled as the continuation of the Chinese civil war, but on the sides of the Taiwan 

Strait, making China – as mentioned in the introduction chapter – a divided nation. An 

actual conflict could have broken out at any given time. The level of hostility has 

decreased since then. These peaceful developments were broken during the third 

Taiwan Strait crisis in 1995-96. (Copper 1997, 2013, Wu 2000) In the previous decade, 

Chen Shui-bian’s and the DPP government’s actions caused frictions between the two 

parties, but peaceful connections were restored under the Kuomintang (KMT) rule and 

Ma Ying-jeou’s presidency.  

 Different views on the recent history of China are among the sources of the 

hostility. The PRC’s rightful or not rightful claim of the islands and the ROC’s legal 

status are all questioned as a result of this. Scholars from the mainland only view 

Taiwan’s history since and in context of its connections to the other side of the Taiwan 

Strait. These interactions and elementary administrative system established on the 

island are the reasons they give for Beijing’s right to reunify Taiwan. Shared culture is 

another factor that is often bought up to support the assured connection between the 

mainland and the island. (Copper 1997) 

 Taiwanese exports are divided by their opinion on this subject. Several studies 

emphasize the early migrations from China and the Manchu rule, but no significant 

evidence of organized Chinese colonization or occupation has been found before the 

Manchu rule. (Copper 1997) Nevertheless, it can be stated that recently lot of attention 

has been given to the research of the island’s early history, presumably broadening the 

group who acknowledge the connection between the two territories but do not 

necessarily see tight relations interlinking the mainland and the island in early 

historical times. 

 Another dividing matter is the rightfulness of the Japanese occupation. Chinese 

experts tend to characterize the Treaty of Shimonoseki as an unjust conclusion of the 

First Sino-Japanese War and the Japanese rule on the island following that. Taiwanese 

scholars tend to disagree with these thoughts. These differences in opinions may seem 

to have little importance, but they have a major impact on the views of many. (Copper 

1997) 
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 The legal status of Taiwan following the Second World War is also a debated point. 

The main question here is the succession of the Republic of China to the People’s 

Republic of China. The island was given the prior as the latter did not exist yet at that 

time. But on the mainland, the ROC’s rule was replaced by the PRC, making the status 

of Taiwan questionable. (Copper 1997) 

In the following decades, the ROC found itself in a very difficult situation, with the 

majority of the countries in the world, originally having connections with Taiwan, 

establishing official relations with Beijing. These were the first steps taken towards 

Taiwan’s isolation in the international community. According to Chinese scholars, 

with this the foreign governments acknowledged that the island belongs to the PRC, 

strengthening Beijing’s claim. This was followed by expelling of the ROC from the 

United Nations and the PRC taking Taipei’s place in the organization, with the 

majority of the remaining states cutting their ties with Taiwan. (Chen et al. 2005, 

Copper 1997, Tien 1989) 

The US remained the only greater power that still had official relations with Taipei. 

But Washington’s slow connection building with the PRC foretold the faith of the 

island. The 1972 Shanghai Communiqué aimed for “the normalization of relations 

between the United States of America and the People's Republic of China, as well as 

on other matters of interest to both sides”. From 1973 Washington had quasi-official 

relationship with both governments. This was followed by the establishment of official 

relations between Washington and Beijing in 1978 and the cutting of such ties with 

Taipei. (Copper 1997, Rubenstein 1999, Shanghai Communiqué 1972) However the 

Taiwan Relations Act (TRA) was passed in 1979, which is discussed in the chapter of 

this thesis, describing the triangular connections of US-China-Taiwan. 

 Taiwanese scholars emphasis the already mentioned fact that the PRC did not exist 

at the end of the Second World War and the treaties signed that ended the Japanese 

rule did not specify to whom the island should be returned or given to. They also state 

that Beijing never took actual steps to invade the main island of Taiwan, only the 

smaller ones that were or are under the jurisdiction of Taipei, proving that the PRC has 

no claim over the island. The ROC also qualifies for all the criteria of a nation state: 

territory, population, government – which is stable in Taiwan’s case – and 

international, diplomatic recognition. (Copper 1997) The fulfillment of the last listed 

criteria can be questioned as the ROC is only recognized by a handful of states and its 

participation in international organizations is also limited.  
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 Looking at the recent events and evolution of the connection, as mentioned above, 

hostility was followed by tightening of the ties that connect the two sides of the 

Taiwan Strait.  

 In the beginning, Taipei was solemnly committed to this notion. It wanted for the 

US and the international community to have a positive impression of the ROC by the 

willingness to open towards Beijing. Domestic reasons – shifts in both Taipei’s and 

Beijing’s political sphere – and international causes – the end of the Cold War – 

contributed to the changing in the nature of Cross-Strait relations. The flow of goods, 

people and investments increased, transportational ties were established, economic 

integration deepened with time, radical point of views and actions of the governments 

on both sides were ceased and negotiations started. China moved towards to ides of 

peaceful unifications and Taiwan proclaimed the end of the war with the mainland. 

Organizations – Taipei’s Straits Exchange Foundation and Beijing’s Association for 

Relations Across the Taiwan Strait - were founded to coordinate the tightening of the 

connection. (Copper 1997, 2013) 

 Wu notes that the PRC adopted the system that used to characterize Taiwan, when 

Mao Zedong’s totalitarianism shifted into Deng Xiaoping’s authoritarian system. 

Meanwhile the ROC started its development into the capitalist democracy that it is 

today. (Wu 2000) 

 However the above listed different point of views influence the relations in several 

matters including the sovereignty of the ROC, where Taiwan views itself as a nation 

state, while China sees it as one of its provinces. It is the reason the concept of “one 

country, two systems” was introduced, if the two territories were to be reunited. 

According to this formula, under the rule of Beijing, Taiwan would be able to 

maintain the system and builtup that it currently possess, but limitations would be set, 

especially considering its foreign and defense sectors. Taiwanese politicians and 

scholars reject this proposal, list numerous areas were the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP) could limit Taiwan’s promised freedom if this system was to be established on 

the island and came up with possible plans of their own, for example the framework of 

“one nation, two equal governments”. (Copper 1997, 2013) 

 The connection since then was gone through “ups and downs”. After issues of 

smaller scale of both negative and positive intonation like the “1992 consensus” and 

Lee Teng-hui’s “Go South” policy, the third Taiwan Strait crisis in 1995-96 influenced 

the connection. This was followed by meetings of more peaceful nature and the 
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campaigns of the candidates of the presidential elections of 2000, where slogans of 

peace were popularized. Chen Shui-bian’s presidency bought another era of hostilities 

with itself. The president claimed that there are two sovereign states in the two sides 

of the Taiwan Strait and a referendum will be set to decide the future of the island. 

Chen was reelected in 2004, promising to push for the ROC’s complete independence 

and setting a referendum discussing Taiwan’s United Nations membership. Beijing’s 

reply involved both international and domestic sphere. The prior was seeking the US’s 

help against Chen, while the latter one was passing of the Anti-Secession Law, 

claiming that the PRC is willing to use force if Taiwan does declare its independence. 

However Beijing was also willing to imply more peaceful means. (Copper 2013) 

 In 2008, Ma Ying-jeou won the presidential elections, with the slogan of “no 

independence, no unifications, no war”, which he lived up to in the coming years. 

Peaceful relations were restored. The connection went beyond restoring and a 

strengthening process started, of which the signing of the Economic Cooperation 

Framework Agreement (ECFA) is a perfect example. (Copper 2013) 

 

2.3 Placing the Cross-Strait relations into the framework of the 

asymmetric connections theory 

 

 The following section can be set apart from the other chapters and subchapters of 

this thesis. It will differ from them as no citations will be given in the paragraphs 

below. The summary of Brantly Womack’s theory in the introductory chapter will be 

taken as basis and the relations across the Taiwan Strait will be placed into the concept 

through that section. Mostly no citations will be used as no specific book, article or 

study will serve as the source of the following subchapter. Nevertheless, at the end of 

the section, a footnote will gather the main works that have possibly contributed to the 

writing of this subchapter. The reason behind this change is that despite the fact that 

this current thesis is not a pure economical study, nor a military one, political aspects 

are deemphasized. However these sectors that are dealt with separately here in reality 

are heavily interlinked. As a result, the political sphere influences the ones emphasizes 

in the upcoming chapters, which makes it necessary to, however limitedly, focus on it.  

 One of the definitions of asymmetric conflicts states that “…the smaller power 

cannot reasonably expect to defeat the larger power in a contest of capabilities, but is 
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substantial enough so that its resistance to the larger power can frustrate the larger’s 

attempt to impose its unilateral preference.” (Womack 2010, 23) This is true, 

considering especially the economic sector. Taiwan often lacks the capabilities and 

resources that are given in the mainland, however Taipei is still strong enough to defy 

Beijing. Another given definition, where capabilities are discussed again, has a rather 

militaristic focus where A is capable of doing things to b, to which b cannot give a 

similar answer. This can be demonstrated with the figures of the appendix and the 

sizes of the armies can be compared there. (See Figures 1.1 - 1.3) Beijing owning 

nuclear warheads but Taipei lacking this weaponry makes this the biggest difference 

and a threat that the ROC would not be able to reply to. It has to be noted that this 

difference in capabilities is not only limited to the military sphere, but can influence 

the economic one as well, with the dependence on the mainland growing for Taiwan. 

 Another general statement given about the nature of asymmetric connections – the 

relations being more important for b than they are for A - is true in the case of Cross 

Strait reactions. It is especially true under Ma Ying-jeou’s presidency, when more and 

more attention is devoted to the mainland, which is also driven by the growing 

dependency. It must be added, however, that this could also be explained by Taiwan’s 

small diplomatic circle. If this was bigger, possibly more attention would be given to 

other states. China has other concerns besides Taiwan and maintains diplomatic 

relations with great majority of the states of the international community. As examples, 

the growing attention given to the African continent or, as reported, the energy deal 

recently signed between the PRC and Russia. (Johnson 2014) But it must be 

emphasized that the connection is never neglected by either side.  

 The question of attention is thoroughly discussed in Womack’s work and in the 

summary as well. Other deductions that can be made is that since Taiwan is possible 

more influenced by the connection, it gives it more attention, despite the fact that it 

cannot necessarily have an effect on Beijing’s decisions and actions, especially if 

Cross Strait relations are not concerned in the specific question. Additionally, the 

influence is noticeable in every area of the connection, just mentioning the economy 

and military sector besides the political one.  

 Womack’s description of A’s inattention, however, cannot be equated with the 

PRC’s attitude. China does pay attention to Taiwan and the relations across the 

Taiwan Strait. It does have a coordinated policy towards the ROC and their affairs. 

And maybe most importantly, the national attention is also high, contrarily to the 
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summary, as the population of China express an attitude, pay attention and would like 

to reunify the island, as in their point of view it is the last remaining reminder of the 

century of humiliation that the mainland suffered through.  

 The general introduction of the theoretical summary mentions, misinterpretations 

are possible in an asymmetric connection. No example of this has presented itself so 

far in relations between Taipei and Beijing. Statements and actions were all correctly 

interpreted, though not all may have been welcomed.  

 A is more powerful than b, but it still cannot force its will upon the smaller. This is 

true, as Taiwan would officially be a province of China is Beijing could force its will 

upon the island, while the ROC would have fought for its survival. Another point 

made is A being incapable to control the land of b even after it occupied it. This may 

not be true taking the current connection. Beijing would be able to control, if it would 

wish to do so. The above described plans of a “one country, two systems” frame could 

be implied, were – on paper – the PRC would not interfere in domestic questions of 

the island and Taiwan would also be allowed to keep its military forces, but China 

would be in control of the ROC’s foreign affairs sector.  

 Attacking and possible occupying b would cause other states to express their 

disproval of A’s actions. This is true. As discussed in the introduction chapter, Taiwan 

being a democracy would urge other democratic countries to disaccord China’s actions. 

Needless to say, the US would come to the ROC’s aid, if force would be used to unify 

the island with the mainland. Also connected to influences that Taiwan’s democratic 

system has on the relationship is the shifting of the policies that may occur. A’s 

policies will tend to change less than b’s do. Depending on the party that wins the 

elections in Taiwan, the policies and attitude towards the mainland may change. The 

point of view of Beijing is less affected by shifts in the leadership, but of course 

different leaders and leaderships may have various approaches. An addition reason for 

any shifts in the ROC’s polices may be the attempt to keep up with the changes in 

China’s attitude.  

 A’s attitude is not likely to be belligerent even if b adopted a hostile approach, to 

which Chen Shui-bian’s presidency is an example. No matter how hostile the relations 

got, China never used force to repress Taipei. Womack also notes that even in a crisis, 

A is more likely to blame b’s alliances instead of b itself. The third Taiwan Strait crisis 

in 1995-96 selves as an example, with the US getting involved. It must be noted that 
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Beijing also held Lee Teng-hui, the president of Taiwan – not just the United States - 

responsible for the outbreak of the crisis.  

 An open conflict, as stated, would harm both sides, which is true in the present case 

as well. For this reason, asymmetric connections are long lasting. The parties settle 

with the circumstances. Taiwan’s and China’s current situation has not changed in the 

past decades, colored with minor tensions and overtures. The future, however, is 

questionable. Opinions about the Taiwan’s and the Cross Strait connections future also 

vary among Taiwanese. As visible on the graph constructed using the survey of the 

Election Study Center of National Chengchi University, majority wishes to keep the 

connection’s present status and maybe decide about the succeeding buildup in the 

future, which would mean a long lasting asymmetric relationship. (NCCU Election 

Study Center, 2014) 

 It is true for this connection that even a normalized asymmetric connection cannot 

be the same as a symmetric relation. However in the present connection’s case this 

may have other bases and reasons. One of them is Beijing considering this relationship 

as a domestic affair. Given only this fact, the difference between this asymmetric 

connection and for instance China’s other connections have to be categorized 

differently. Also connected to the characteristics of asymmetry is the fact the b knows 

how important the relationship is but still cannot trust A completely. Acknowledgment 

of the importance is there in Taiwan’s case – particularly in the Ma administration -, 

but fear and a level of distrust can be felt in the connection. Nevertheless b’s colder 

and more distant attitude towards A than A’s approach towards b cannot be sensed in 

the Taiwan-China relations.  

 b is trying to be less exposed to the influences it receives from A. This is true in the 

present case, but the economic, the politics and the military sphere must be 

differentiated here. In the first one this does not seem to be true, but in the latter two’s 

case yes. Joining and participation in multilateral organizations are an example to the 

attempt to reduce the influence. Taipei has been trying to join such organization, with 

little success, as China is constantly working on keeping Taiwan out of organizations 

were a requirement of the membership is statehood or in other words sovereignty. 

However its efforts were not unanswered everywhere. Womack sees b’s willingness to 

take part in these organizations as to look for venues were it can meet A and 

regulations are set for both of them, which also influence the connection between them. 

As a conclusion, international organization will not be a place where the mainland and 
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the island could strengthen their relationship. In other words, multilateral aspects 

cannot be studies here, apart from the role of Washington.   

 Besides this, Taiwan’s reasons for wanting to participate include getting more 

deeply involved in the international community. Despite the fact that above it was 

mentioned that in the economic sector no attempts of breaking free are visible, one can 

certainly be listed: the free trade agreements or FTAs that Taipei signed with New 

Zealand and Singapore.  

 Other possible ways to decrease the level of exposure is through b joining other 

smaller states in the area with similar aims and purposes – in Taiwan’s case no such 

country could be found and China’s influence on these states is probably too great for 

them to turn their backs to Beijing – or to ally and include a third party into the 

connection, another strong state C. This is what happened in the Cross Strait relations, 

as it is demonstrated in a following chapter of the current thesis. Taiwan has a strong 

ally in the US. But as predicted by Womack, eventually C could find that its 

connections to A are more important than its alliance with b. Ideas of Washington 

possible leaving Taiwan to build closer connections with Beijing prove Womack’s 

forecast.  

 A final possibility to reduce exposure is through b developing or gaining nuclear 

weapons, create a certain equality between the parties, as A presumable already 

possesses them. This does not seem like a possible option in the ROC’s case, which 

will be explained in the military chapter.  

 A certain level of deference is expected by Beijing from Taipei and the PRC does 

emphases its military power but there are no other tokens that would suggest that 

China wants Taiwan to respect its power. In return for this deference, b expects A to 

acknowledge its autonomy. In the current case, Beijing acknowledges Taipei’s 

autonomy to a certain way. It acknowledges that reunification is in order, but it views 

the island as one of its provinces. Expecting complete deference – unification - or total 

acknowledgment of autonomy – independence - can be a major source of a conflict 

between A and b, as it happened under the Chen administration. A can push or bully b 

into greater deference, while reminding b of the nature of the asymmetric connection 

and b’ place in it, which China pushed for in the mentioned period. However conflict 

is not guaranteed. The level of deference and autonomy did not change severely since 

2008, after Chen Shui-bian and the governance of Democratic Progressive Party 

(DPP), but no such confrontation has formed since then.  
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 As it can be noticed in the descriptions above, managing and maintaining an 

asymmetric connection can be difficult, as in the case of the discussed relations. A 

ritual of meetings between the two sides can insure the building of peaceful 

connections, but no such ritual has formed in the present case yet or at least not at a 

high level of the government. Besides present and future rituals, the past has also a say 

in the forming of the connection. The parties will be more cautious if they have a past 

full of conflicts and tensions. As examined above, the past does have a major role in 

the present of the PRC-ROC relations and the point of views of the actors.  

 However a harmonious relationship can benefit not just the involved parties but 

other states in the region and also in the wider international community. Peaceful 

Cross Strait relations give the US one less problem to worry about and Southeast 

Asian states close to the Taiwan Strait would possibly also suffer from a serious 

conflict between the mainland and the island. Peace can be kept and the possibility of 

a conflict is reduced “by removing potentially divisive issues from immediate political 

attention”. (Womack 2006, 90) This is a process that is presently going on in the Cross 

Strait relations.  

 As already mentioned, more importantly A’s connections to other states and the 

opinions and reactions of these countries or the international community as a whole 

may influence the asymmetric connection. Interrelations are an important 

characteristic of today’s international connections. In other words, bilateral relations 

are not purely bilateral anymore. Third parties may easily interfere verbally or with 

actions. The influence of third states is even more likely to be emphasized if A 

cherishes, relies on these connections and finds them important – as China does its 

economic connections to other states - and if the greater party is a regional or global 

power. As China is such a power – making the basic setup of the asymmetric relations 

more complex - it will be closely watched by other states of the community and it will 

receive responses to its actions, especially from fellow greater states.  

 Besides inner factors and actions, changes in the international sphere and 

community can also influence the asymmetric connection. It is especially the great 

shifting that may affect the relations. The Taiwan-China connection already lived 

though one major change: the end of the Cold War, with still both actors 

acknowledging the importance of the relations across the Taiwan Strait. What may 

make the next possible change a great challenge for the Cross Strait relation is the 

prediction that China might be an important or a center player and beneficiary of this 
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shift. The rising of the PRC and future hegemonic position that it may gain will have 

grave effects on the connection.  

 In the last paragraph of the theoretical summary, the concept of asymmetric 

conflicts is mentioned. This could be another theory through which the Cross Strait 

relations could be examined. As war is in the focus of the concept, it could not be used 

to describe the present status of the relations between Taipei and Beijing. Such study 

would only be useful if the now peaceful connection turned into a hostile one and a 

conflict would commence. The theory itself examines the circumstances and predicts 

possible outcome according to them. It may as well foresee the result of a war across 

the Taiwan Strait. References and a list of the most important works applying this 

theoretical framework have been given in the previous, introductory chapter
7
. 

 As a conclusion, it can be summarized that in most of the above listed points, 

Brantly Womack’s description of the characteristics of an asymmetric connection 

could be lined up with that of the Cross Strait relations. They could describe past or 

current events and processes in the Taiwan-China connection, which were given as 

                                                           
7
: No citations and references were given in the subchapter above. For this reason, a list of books and 

articles that have or may have indirectly helped in the writing of this section and the forming of the 

point of view expressed in this subchapter will be given below. As a similar list was given in the 

introductory chapter related to the theory of asymmetric conflicts, works discussing that concept will 

not be listed again.  

Chen, Yi-shen; Hsueh, Hua-yuan; Li, Ming-juinn; Hu, Ching-shan: Taiwan’s International Status: 

History and Theory, Taiwan Advocates, Tamsui, 2005 

Copper, John F.: “The Origins of Conflict across the Taiwan Strait: The Problem of Differences in 

Perceptions”. Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 6 Issue 15, 1997, p. 199-227 

Cooper, John F.: Taiwan- Nation-state or Province?, Westview Press, Boulder, 2013  

Dillon, Michael: Contemporary China – An Introduction. Routledge, Abingdon, 2009 

Hu, Weixing: “Explaining Change and Stability in Cross-Strait Relations: a punctuated equilibrium 

model”. Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 21, Issue 78, 2012, p. 933-953 

Hung, Chien-Chao: A History of Taiwan, Il Cerchio Iniziative Editoriali, Rimini, 2000 

Jacques, Martin: When China Rules the World. Penguin Books, London, 2012 

Keng, Shu; Chen, Lu-huei; Huang, Kuan-bo: “Sense, Sensitivity, and Sophistication in Shaping the 

Future of Cross-Strait Relations”. Issues & Studies, Vol. 42, No. 4, December 2006, p. 23-66 

Leng, Tse-Kang: The Taiwan-China Connection: Democracy And Development Across The Taiwan 

Straits. Westview Press, Boulder, 1996 

Rubinstein, Murray A.: Taiwan- A New History, M. E. Sharpe, New York, 1999 

Shirk, Susan L.: China- Fragile Superpower. Oxford University Press, New York, 2008 

Sutter, Robert G.: U.S.-Chinese Relations: Perilous Past, Pragmatic Present, Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, Inc., Plymouth, 2010 

Tien, Hung-mao: The Great Transition: Political and Social Change in the Republic of China, Hoover 

Institution Press, Stanford, 1989 

Wang, Gabe T.: China and the Taiwan Issue, United Press of America, Lanham, 2006 

Zheng, Shiping: Making Sense of the Conflict Between Mainland China and Taiwan. In: Foreign Policy 

in a Constructed World, edi. Kubálková, Vendulka, M. E. Sharpe, Armonk, 2001 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Tse-kang+Leng&search-alias=books&text=Tse-kang+Leng&sort=relevancerank
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examples to the conformity between the concept and the actual set of the Taipei-

Beijing relation. There were other factors that could not describe the current 

connection. They were completely invalid or were not able to characterize the relation 

and the behavior of the parties well enough. The number of these non-applicable 

points of the theory is relatively small, especially compared to the one that are able to 

typify the connection. It can be concluded that, given the great number of similarities 

in the summary above, the theory of asymmetric conflicts is fitting to describe Cross 

Strait relations. As so it will be used to study the economic and military connections 

between China and Taiwan in the upcoming two chapters.  
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3. The asymmetry of the economical connection between  

 China and Taiwan  

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

 The asymmetric connection between China and Taiwan will be studied through the 

economic sector. After a general introduction and comparison of the two territory’s 

economic performance, the individual economic sections will be confronted.   

 Overall, economically, China can be most certainly identified with greater A of the 

asymmetric connection theory. It has the second strongest economy in the world, 

which can be said by looking at the GDP (Gross Domestic Product) and the PPP 

(purchasing power parity) of the country according to International Momentary Fund’s 

(IMF) statistics. Even thought China’s economy falls behind the United States, its 

manufacturing power is the largest. Besides this, it is number one exporter and second 

greatest importer in the world, according to the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 

World Factbook. In comparison, according to the CIA World Factbook, Taiwan’s 

economy is the 20
th

 in the world ranking, taking its GDP and purchasing power parity 

in consideration. An important data in which in comparison Taiwan is doing better is 

GDP per capita. As for Taiwan, this number was US$39 400 per person, making it the 

28
th

 in the world, while China is only ranked 122
nd

, with US$9 300. Of course, one of 

the many explanations to this is again the huge difference between the populations 

governed by Beijing and governed by Taipei. (International Monetary Fund statistics 

2013; CIA World Factbook, Peoples’ Republic of China 2014; CIA World Factbook, 

Taiwan, Republic of China 2014) 

 Growth of the GDP is annually constantly changing. In given years, China was 

more successful when considering this data, but in others Taiwan’s growth is bigger. 

Taking 2010 as an example, Taiwan’s growth showed such speed, that in that given 

year it overtook China with a 10.5 percent growth. In the following period, due to the 

global economic crisis, the island was not capable to maintain such growth. Another 

indicator in which Taipei was been stronger than Beijing is related to competitiveness. 

As published by the World Competitiveness Report, it was only in 2007 that China 

could gain upon Taiwan according to this index, with due to its economy in recession, 
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Taiwan fell one place and China gained three in the measures of this indicator. 

(Copper 2013) 

 A quite unique situation presents itself when the whole of China’s economy is 

examined. The PRC, as can be expected from the data above, can be listed as a global 

economic superpower, alongside the US and the European Union. The three criteria 

that all of them meet to possess this status are the following: the state was to be great 

and significant enough to be able to have a major effect on the world’s economy, its 

growth has to be fast enough to influence the economic growth of the whole world and 

finally the impact that the country has on other states should be stalked, which is 

achieved through the openness of its trade and flow of capital. However, despite the 

above listed facts and the confirmed global economic superpower status, the PRC is 

still possesses the characteristics of a Third World country. According to The World 

Bank statistics, the per capita income of the country is still very low, especially 

compared to the other two economical superpower’s income level. China’s is 

approximately US$3000, compared to the per capita incomes of the US and the EU 

which are more than ten times higher. With its fast growing economy and quickly 

changing society, this fact is often forgotten. (Bergsten et al. 2008, Dillon 2009, The 

World Bank 2014) 

 It must be added that the changes and development China is going through are 

quickly pulling it out of its possible Third World status. Today it cannot be compared 

to other countries which are given this status, as the PRC’s development level is now 

closer to the newly industrialized states than it is to the Third World ones, despite the 

advancement that it still has to go through. (Chuang 2014
8
) 

 The dependence on the other side and especially its economy exists on both sides. 

In other words, if any of the two would for some reason loose the connection to the 

other, causing this prosperous economic relationship to cease, both China and Taiwan 

would suffer greatly, especially when it comes to their economic sector. This 

connection is as important for China as it is to Taiwan. However, particularly in the 

past decade or more, an asymmetric interdependence started forming among the 

territories on the two sides of the Taiwan Strait. The side that is depending more and 

more on the other one is Taiwan. The proof of this can be found both by looking at the 

percentages of the trade and by the wide range of economic branches that Taipei leans 

                                                           
8
: Information gathered during the interview with Yih Chyi Chuang was included in this paragraph.   
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on the mainland. China’s rapid growth is pulling Taiwan with it but this comes with 

the dependency on the mainland’s economy. (Shlapak et al. 2009) 

 The PRC’s economy is a planned economy, with five year plans following each 

other. The first Five-Year Plan was introduced in 1953. The planning of the economy 

was lost most of its importance in the upcoming years, as China’s economy slowly 

became what economists call a mixed economy, a socialist market economy, with the 

characteristics left from the planned economy system, mixed together with features of 

market economy system. As stated in Chinese newspaper reports, such as Xinhua in 

2010, the planning system still exists today and the set goals are available for the 

public. As the plans are known and available, foreign firms, including the Taiwanese 

ones, are able to plan their strategies and moves on the Chinese market according to 

these programs and the foreseeable changes that they may bring. (Chuang 2014
9
, 

Dillon 2009, Unknown author 2010) 

 The Twelfth Five-Year Plan is in effect presently, between 2011 and 2015. Its 

existence can be proved by the governments strong holding and controlling of the 

economy and the predetermined processes and paths that the leaders set for the 

economy to take. An example for setting the developmental route of this sector is the 

Chinese leaders’ plan to rebalance the economy, building one that is based on 

consumption. This will be elaborated later in this chapter. The final goal of the 

changes is to leave the planned economical system behind and establish a purely 

market economy. Steps have been taken towards this objective, but the final stage 

hasn’t been reached yet. (Chuang 2014
10

, Unknown author 2010) 

 It is due to the fastest and longest economic growth in history that China can 

present numbers such as mentioned. Several different expressions were created and 

used to describe this process, for example “breakneck” among others. This fast growth 

rate gave way to “super-fast” growth from 2003 to 2008. The continuously growing 

export sector and the likewise expanding domestic consumption both can be 

mentioned as contributing factors to the exceptional growth. As a result, predictions of 

the economy overheating were made, but the Chinese economy never reached this 

point. (Dillon 2009, Naughton 2010) 

 As a result of these changes, the state’s growth pattern can be labeled as unbalanced. 

The reason Beijing could build and maintain such an economy is its commitment to 

                                                           
9
: Information gathered during the interview with Yih Chyi Chuang was included in this paragraph.   

10
:  Ibid 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

36 

 

sustain the growth and the willingness to subordinate and give priority to the 

economical growth against other sectors of high importance. This attitude is somewhat 

shifting as, among others, questions about the environment are raised, but even these 

cannot have a major influence on the Chinese leadership’s thinking. (Naughton 2010) 

 The fast development and growth can be justified with both domestic and 

international reasoning. As for the domestic reasons, the welfare and the well-being of 

the population - especially in a developing country that China was and still is - can be 

mentioned, which can only be insured if the economy is continuously growing. The 

explanations related to the international sphere include the respect that the poorer 

states want to earn and possess in their relations to other countries and a possible 

competition with the stronger states. However the choice of devoting attention to and 

developing the economy will also have a connotation of costs that will have to be paid 

for the growth that will be produced. (Naughton 2010) 

 As mentioned above, the lacks of natural resources on the islands belonging to the 

ROC and the shortage of available, cultivable land with a greater population living in 

the area are all great setbacks for the Taiwanese economy, especially against the 

economy of the PRC. At times, lack of capital and incorrect governance were added to 

the already existing disadvantages, causing Taiwan to fall into economic depression. 

In other years and decades, the performance of the island was and is among the 

highest in the region. The years of the ROC’s economic miracle starting from the 

middle of the 1960s can be listed under the latter. More recently, the rather fast 

changes between highs and lows of the economy continued, with mild growing in the 

1990s, with which the Taiwanese economy could pass thought the Asian economical 

crisis in 1997. The recession eventually reached the island in 2001, but it wasn’t 

closely related to the Asian economic meltdown a few years prior. It was caused by 

the domestic and international factors that had an impact on Taiwan. (Copper 2013) 

 In the past years, the economy could attain a moderate growth, but the growth rate 

the ROC could present through its years of miracle has not been reached ever since. 

Furthermore, with the world recession of 2008, which set the Taiwanese economy 

back as well, the figures looked even grimmer. However, counter other countries, by 

the end of 2009 the ROC was showing numbers close to the ones it was performing 

before the economic depression. (Copper 2013) 
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 In the following section, different sectors of economy will be compared, to make 

the comparison of the two economies easier and for a final conclusion to be drawn 

from the below described situations and stated facts.  

 

3.2 Agriculture 

 

 Despite the fact that Taiwan’s agricultural sector played a major part in the 

territory’s economical miracle, it cannot be compared to China’s productivity in this 

sector. One of the understandable reasons for this is the above noted territorial size 

differences and the difference between the mountain dominated landscape of Taiwan 

and China’s various landscape structures, as the statistical yearbooks of the ROC and 

the PRC state. (Statistical Yearbook of the Republic of China 2011, China Statistics 

2005) 

 The larger state ranks as the world’s greatest agricultural output, product producer. 

Even until the second half of the twentieth century, great majority of the citizens, 

around 80 percent, worked in the agricultural sector and lived in the rural regions of 

China, which made the Chinese society a rural, agricultural one. Rice and other crops 

were grown, many families kept livestock and fishing was also a significant branch. 

(CIA World Factbook 2014, Dillon 2009) 

 Taiwan’s agriculture was in the focus of development in the 1950s and 1960s. The 

growth in this branch eventually slowed, but by that time it had greatly contributed to 

the economic development of the island, pushing the industrialization forward. The 

slowing process never stopped, ending in a drastic drop of the contribution of the 

agricultural branch to the state’s gross national product (GDP) with 32 percent in 1952, 

1.7 percent in 2000, compared to the 2010 rate of 0.16 percent. (Copper 2013) 

 In this sector it can be quickly concluded that China is the more powerful actor, not 

just compared to Taiwan, but also compared to the other states of the world. Here it 

can be clearly identified with the greater A power of the asymmetric connection theory.  

 

3.3 Industries 

 

 Another sector that can be compared is the industries of the two territories. Here a 

situation similar to the one described in the agricultural sphere can be found. China is 
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world leading in the industrial sector. This sector can be named as the one through 

which the ongoing modernization of the PRC has been powered. It produces a wide 

range of products from machines to food and consumer products. Besides 

manufacturing, it is also strong in industries like mining and metal processing. China 

claimed a major role in the international labor division, as it became “a key link in the 

global industrial chain”. (Hauser 2009, 12; CIA World Factbook, Peoples’ Republic of 

China 2014) 

 There is hardly a branch of the industrial sector that cannot be found on today’s 

PRC. Among other factors, this can explained by the large amount of natural resources 

that China  possesses and the continuous inflow of direct investment that originate 

from abroad, which strengthens this branch of the economical sector. The variety of 

industries is enthralling, since, as mentioned before, until well into the twentieth 

century, China was an agricultural based state and society. In a short period of this, it 

was capable of such development. (Dillon 2009, Hauser 2009) 

 China achieved this even though the government’s policies and strategy for the 

industrial development are at times contradictory and do not focus at specific 

industries, which can be explained by variety of industries China is performing well in. 

In several cases, this results in the policies being cancel out by each other or holding 

back and going against the other sections of the industry. Common features that can be 

discovered in the strategies and policies aimed at certain branches are the pretention 

for a maximum level and speed of growth and the promotion of investment that are 

expected to flow into the specific sector of the industry. (Naughton 2010) 

 Other problems that Beijing has to face considering the industrial sector are the 

difference of the stages of development among the various branches of the industry 

and geographical and regional spread of the industries, with certain regions of the PRC 

comprehending several types of industries, while others lag behind.  Other than these, 

the challenge that is faced by the whole of the economy also has an effect on the 

industrial sector. As the Chinese economy is a mixed type of economy today and 

perhaps will be a fully market based economy in the near future, the presently 

discussed sector has to become a branch of the economy which is either privately 

owned or has mixed ownership, private and public alike. (Dillon 2009) 

 Presently the role of state-owned enterprises (SOEs) is still big in the industrial 

sector. In the past the SOEs bring security and stability of value into the Chinese 

economy. However system of the state-owned enterprises is obsolete and needs to be 
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changed especially if this sector is to become one with purely private ownership or is 

to be owned by both the public and the state in mixed ownerships. These changes have 

taken place since the 1980s – as the process of reforming the SOE system - and by 

2001, only major enterprises were in the obligate hands of the state. Those remaining 

under the control of the state tend to have a strategic role, for example in the defense, 

finance and telecommunications fields. (Dillon 2009) 

 Taiwan’s industry, on the other hand, is not performing as well as the greater 

country’s is. Furthermore, a declining tendency can be noticed in the size of its 

industrial sector, according to the Statistical Yearbook of the Republic of China 2011. 

In sectors like mining and related metal processing, among others, Taiwan is either 

performing weak or that particular branch is missing from the territory’s list of 

industries.  

 A fundamental necessity of industrialization and the industrial branch as a whole is 

given in Taiwan: the population and the number of active workers. With the decline of 

the previously flourishing agricultural sector, even more people could be employed by 

the factories. The development of the industry started in the 1950s and constantly 

strengthened throughout the 1960s and 1970s. The growth was so intensive, even the 

other astonishingly performing Asian countries could not reach such level of 

advancement. Besides the above mentioned labor force advantages, other factors can 

be listed that pushed this development forward: economic aid from the US, 

privatization process, infrastructural improvement, successful planning and business 

decisions and perpetually inflowing foreign investment – mostly private investments 

coming from the US, Japan and from Overseas Chinese - augmented by the domestic 

savings. (Copper 2013)  

 Focusing on the individual industries themselves, some were only important in the 

decades of speedy development, but others are still important up until today.  

 The textile industry used to be one of the strongest in Taiwan. It is still significant 

today, but had to go through major changes and modernizations to keep this position 

to some extend. This branch of the industry is currently specializing on high-end 

products and specific kinds of fiber, like synthetic fibers. As for the magnitude of this 

branch, as of 2012, it accounted for 4 percent of all the export leaving Taiwan and it 

was the fourth largest industry of the island. (Copper 2013) 

 The advancement of the electronics branch is very similar to the textiles one. It had 

a successful start and is still performing well, as the products produced were changed 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

40 

 

and upgraded. Several kinds of household appliances and other smaller devices, 

besides parts and accessories for them were and are manufactured in Taiwan. (Copper 

2013) 

 As for the industries that were stronger in the past, but were weakened since, 

petrochemical and ethylene production can be listed. Petrochemicals serve as the bases 

of plastics, rubbers and textiles among other, making it indispensable for different 

industries and contributing to this branch to flourish. This industry has not disappeared 

as a whole, but it lost its former importance. The same can be seen with Taiwan’s steel 

industry. Both branches were launched in the 1970s, started declining, especially after 

the companies moved to another location, mostly to China or shot down. As a third 

similar industry, vehicle – car and bicycle - production can be listed. It decayed as 

well, with only the car and motorcycle parts and bicycle manufacturing remaining. 

The latter however became and still is a stark industry in Taiwan. Specialization and 

finding a niche in the given sector could and has saved branches and companies both 

in the above mentioned industries and in other ones, like the metal – aluminum and 

copper – industry and shipbuilding industry. Another industry that deserves a 

mentioning is the weaponry industry, which produces among others planes for the air 

force and missiles. This branch is not a big one and it only produces domestically used 

products. (Copper 2013)  

 There is one industrial sector that Taiwan is performing particularly outstanding in: 

the electronics, information technology sphere. This was and still is the islands fastest 

growing economical sector, the one with the biggest growth. In specific branches of 

this sector, for example producing products like computer screens, notebook 

computers, semiconductors and integrated circuits (ICs), Taiwan is world leader. 

These products were manufactured both for foreign companies and local, Taiwanese 

firms, like Asus and Acer. It is mostly thanks to this branch of the industrial sector that 

Taiwan can be an active participant and actor in the global chain, which economically 

connects the different states to each other. (Chang-Yu 2001, Copper 2013, Naughton 

2010) 

 Specified branches of the industry have been developed and emphasized from the 

1980s to make the island a high-tech hub. Taiwan’s economical success and it being 

less affected by the 1998 Asian financial crisis are all related to the rising and 

importance of this industrial sphere. Several other companies and countries showed 

interest in studying and copying Taiwan’s and Taiwanese business’ success to make it 
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their own. Innovation is an especially important feature necessary in this sector, in 

which Taiwan has been strong in the past and still is today and which was needed for 

the developments that the territory went through. The electronics industry’s 

development started in the 1960s and it evolved quickly with the help of the 

Taiwanese government, which aimed to make a high-technology center of Taiwan. 

(Chang-Yu 2001, Naughton 2010) 

 Of late, several companies in the information industry have moved their physical 

productions to countries with cheaper labor forces, especially China. This process of 

moving will continue with more and more firms planning to move. As a result of this 

process, only research, design spell and some limited steps of the production are left 

on Taiwan. (Copper 2013) 

 The above mentioned phenomenon of firms migrating to China or other, mostly 

Southeast Asia countries, is noticeable in other industrial sectors as well. As noted, 

cheaper labor costs are among the reasons that can be listed as forces driving 

Taiwanese companies to move. Additionally growing labor prices in the ROC affirm 

the migration decisions. However in the case of moving the mainland, another factor 

can be mentioned. The potentials of the consumption market of China are great and 

firms originating from Taiwan would like to penetrate this market, take their share of 

this currently evolving process. The ascension of the consumption and the economy 

structurally based on it, of which the Taiwanese companies want to take their share, 

has already been touched upon in this thesis. It is especially the particularly fast 

growing service sector that firms from the island would like to set their foot in. It has 

to be added that the profits and benefits for this process are likely to be so great that 

companies from Taiwan are willing to migrate despite possible discrimination that 

they may have to face on the mainland. (Chuang 2014
11

) 

 As of today, six industries, named emerging industries are supported by the 

government. It is the government’s plan to slowly build up and strengthen these 

branches. The following can be listed under the label of emerging industries: 

biotechnological industry, tourism, green energy, medical care, high-end agriculture, 

and cultural and creative industries. Most of these industries are interlinked, for 

example the biotechnological industry and the medical care sector, tourism and 

medical care and cultural and creative industries and tourism. These connections 

                                                           
11

: Information gathered during the interview with Yih Chyi Chuang was included in this paragraph.   
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contribute to the drive of development among them, so it is especially these specified 

industries that will evolve and strengthen. (Chuang 2014
12

, Copper 2013) 

 In the industry sector, just like the agricultural one, China is performing better than 

Taiwan, for which reason asymmetry can be concluded. The PRC is successful in 

numberless branches – earning the title of “the factory of the world” - , while only 

several ones could be highlighted in the ROC’s case. However, it must be added that 

in these few sectors of industry, the island is performing outstandingly and is well 

known for them.  

 

3.4 Investment 

 

 The above described economical developments could not have been achieved 

without the huge amounts of investments flowing into the Chinese economy. 

Contrasted with its GDP, the country’s foreign domestic investment (FDI) rate is 

higher than any other state’s. The investments are both domestic – including 

governmental investments - and international. Most of these funds strengthen the 

industry, but research and development, innovation and technological fields also 

receive investments. However it is feared that these funds are not used efficiently, as 

their target areas are not always showing a fast growing tendency. (Cheng 2007, 

Naughton 2010) 

 As the economy as a whole changed in the period between 2003 and 2008, so did 

the amount of FDI, which became even higher in these five years. And as the volume 

of investment is rising, the amount of resources devoted to it has to grow as well, 

alongside the changes in the structure of employment, which is also caused by the 

larger amount of money flowing in especially to the industrial branch of the economy. 

This process will slowly result in China becoming a middle-income economy, which 

is the same process Taiwan went through in the 1980s. Besides the effects that the 

constantly growing investment has on the employment, it also linked to the banking 

and fiscal sectors. It is often the money that is entrusted to the banks – the state-owned 

banks in China – by the population that is turned back to the economy in the form of 

investment. (Naughton 2010) 

                                                           
12

: Information gathered during the interview with Yih Chyi Chuang was included in this paragraph.   
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 It can be concluded that the FDI can be listed as one of the sources that the 

economical growth of the PRC is based on, as can the export orientated nature of the 

country’s development. This will, however, change in the foreseeable future. 

According to the plans of the Chinese leadership for a rebalancing process to go 

through, the contribution of domestic consumption to the growth has to be greater. 

Which would mean the significants of investment would somewhat decrease. This 

aspiration of rebalancing is ambitious and if reached, would contribute greatly to 

China’s economic and even social development, not to mention the effects it would 

have on the global economy as a whole, however, in some scholars opinion, it may 

prove to be an overgreat challenge for the PRC and its leadership. The reasons behind 

question of the success of these plans are the deep-rooted inequalities and disparity in 

the Chinese society, which have to be overcome if the structure of the economy is to 

be changed. (Bergsten et al. 2008, Chuang 2014
13

) 

 This rebalancing process has the potential to be successful and achieved and most 

likely it will be, as it is needed for the PRC’s economy to farther develop and evolve. 

As so, it is a strategy of great importance if China would like to carry on the 

developmental route that it has taken so far. Besides Beijing’s announced plans and 

intentions to strengthen this area, foreign scholars also see it as a way – some say the 

only way - the PRC can strengthen its economy in the current times of uncertainly. It 

is also a perfect embodiment of the Chinese government tight control of the economy 

and potential to set its path. As mentioned in the introduction subchapter, as this is an 

already set route for the PRC to follow, foreign – including Taiwanese - companies 

can make their plans according to these preplanned evolvements. (Chuang 2014
14

, 

Womack 2013) 

 Looking at the actual numbers, the amount of inflowing capital in China in 2012 

was US$1.3 trillion, fourth largest in the world, while the outflowing FDI was US$531 

billion. Both numbers double or even grow more than that if the investments flowing 

in and out of Hong Kong and Macau are added. (CIA World Factbook 2014) 

 Investments flowing into Taiwan have been one of the bases of its flourishing 

economy. Local regulations and government actions helped this inpouring of 

investments.  Most of this capital - which first originated from the US, but later on 

came from other states as well - was invested into the manufacturing processes. 

                                                           
13

: Information gathered during the interview with Yih Chyi Chuang was included in this paragraph.   
14

: Ibid 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

44 

 

Besides capital, these investments took other shapes as well. The arrival of different, 

new techniques, researches and training provided for local workers are examples of 

this. Most of the capital originated from the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, the US, 

Singapore, Japan and flow into sectors such as electronics and financial services. 

(Copper 2013) 

 However the present amount of inflowing FDI cannot be compared to the amount 

of it in the past decades. On the other hand, the capital invested by Taiwanese 

businessmen abroad is constantly on a rise. As a comparison, in 2012, the amount of 

inflowing investments was US$59 billion, heading mostly to the banking and 

insurance sector. The capital flowing out of Taiwan was considerably higher, US$226 

billion. The majority, 80 percent, of it was received by China, more specifically the 

electronics and information technology branches of the PRC’s economy. The majority 

of the Taiwanese investments was and is still heading to specifically two areas on the 

mainland: Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces, known as the Yangtze River Delta and 

Guangdong province or also known as Pearl River Delta. (Copper 2013, Kwok 2011, 

CIA World Factbook 2014) 

 The sector of investments proves to be another branch were asymmetry can be 

concluded. No further explanation is needed beyond the numbers that have been listed 

above, representing the in- and outflowing investments of China and of Taiwan.   

 

3.5 Economic connection between China and Taiwan 

 

 After comparing the different economical sectors and their sizes, some attention has 

to be given to the economical connection between the two territories. This is 

particularly important since Taiwanese firms majorly contributed to the economic 

development of the PRC and to its building and strengthening the role of “the world’s 

factory”. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 The economic relations of China and Taiwan have gone through great changes in 

the past. Strict regulations and limitations constrained the connections, which were 

slowly lifted. Some constrains still remain, especially in the Taiwanese side. It is from 

the 1980s that the flow of goods from the island to the mainland began rising, but the 

visa verse flow was halted for several more years. In the investment sector, Taiwanese 

investments heading to China – through Hong Kong – have been playing a major role 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

45 

 

in the building of the PRC’s current economic world position. Chinese investments 

were held up. (Rosen-Wang 2011, Sutter 2010) 

 However, in 2003, the PRC became Taiwan’s most important trading partner - and 

still is today - where most of Taiwan’s export is heading. More than 40% of Taiwan’s 

export was headed to China and Hong Kong in 2012 – which dropped just below 40 

percent in February 2014. Electrical machinery, optical equipment and chemicals lead 

the list of exported products for the island to the mainland, including a large number 

of processing goods. (See Figure 2.1) Nevertheless, imports from China have been on 

a constant rise – 13.5 as of February 2014 (See Figure 2.3), which very close to 

China’s export percentages to other states like Japan or the US - but still cannot be 

compared to the size of the Taiwanese export to the PRC, as the data collected by the 

National Statistics Bureau, ROC (Taiwan) and the Bureau of Foreign Trade, ROC 

(Taiwan). As for the product imported from China, electrical machinery and metals 

can be listed as the most important ones. (See Figure 2.2) These imports are ready 

products, hence are not reexported. From Taiwan’s point of view, it has a positive 

trade balance with the mainland. (Rosen-Wang 2011; CIA World Factbook, Taiwan, 

Republic of China 2014; National Statistics Bureau, ROC 2013; Bureau of Foreign 

Trade, ROC 2014 ) 

 The same can be concluded about the flow of services, investments and people 

between the two territories, as Taiwan surpluses in these areas as well. A form of 

interdependency is evolving in the economic connection of China and Taiwan. 

(Rosen-Wang 2011; Sutter 2010) This is somewhat contradictory to the above 

described asymmetry.  

 The flow of trading of goods for China to Taiwan has been strong, which is 

especially due to the fact that the PRC has been leading in the final assembly 

manufacturing production. This has a particularly strong effect on the trade of the 

Taiwan Strait, as intermediate products are shipped to China, where they go through 

final assembly and are reexported to a third country. As mentioned above, the growth 

in the Chinese exports to Taiwan were limited until 2001 and the PRC’s joining to the 

World Trade Organization (WTO). Since then this growth was multiplied. (See Figure 

2.3) The existing difference between Taiwan’s import and China’s export, that is 

noticeable in the table, is due to Hong Kong and the significant role that it still plays in 

the connection between Taipei and Beijing, despite the fact that it has lost some of its 

importance. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 
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 “While the absolute value of Taiwan’s trade surplus with China has grown 

increasingly large over time, the ratio of Taiwan-China cross-strait exports has come 

down since the advent of nontrivial Chinese exports to Taiwan beginning around the 

time of the two economies’ WTO accession in December 2001.” (Rosen-Wang 2011, 

10) However it is rather Taipei that is worried about this surplus and not Beijing. 

China’s world economic superpower status allows it to not to be uneasy about deficits. 

It is rather Taiwan who worries about the situation, as elevated number of products are 

shipped off to China for final assembly and reexportation. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 Economic policy reforms in the past years have shifted the connection of this sector 

to the state that it presently is in. Both Taipei and Beijing joining the WTO has also 

moved this process along. Still limitations exist, holding back the flow of goods from 

the mainland to Taiwan. Another area that saw loosening of restrictions and so helped 

the tightening of relations was the transportation sector. Hong Kong played an 

important part here as well until the situation was normalized in 2009. Through more 

and more restrictions are withdrawn, there are still a number of limitations that has to 

be overcome. In addition, it is not just the flow of goods that is restricted by these 

regulation, but also almost every other branch of the economy, including investments, 

services and the flow of people. It, however, must be noted that Beijing also keeps 

some it its restrictions. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 2010 and the signing of the Cross-Straits Economic Cooperation Framework 

Agreement or ECFA has been a big step taken in the deregulation process. This 

agreement targets not just the trade and service sectors, but also the financial and 

banking connection between Beijing and Taipei and the investments flowing from one 

side of the Taiwan Strait to the other. Tariffs were reduced and market entry was made 

easier in the case of goods. Beyond these, the agreement aimed to strengthen and 

broaden the economic cooperation between China and Taiwan, listing the areas in 

which this tighter connection is to be reached. Yet another additional point that has to 

be mentioned is the institutionalization process that was established in the ECFA in 

the form of a Cross-Straits Economic Cooperation Committee. (Chuang 2014
15

, ECFA 

2010) 

 Trade of services is an important branch of the economy, especially for Taiwan – 

were around 70 percent of the GDP is produced by the service sector -, where along 
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with other developed countries, the tertiary sector of the economy, or in other words 

the sector of services, has overtaken the agricultural primary and industrial secondary 

sectors. As a result, the trade of services offered by the island is highly relevant for 

Taiwan. It is the growing Chinese demand that Taipei would like to satisfy with the 

export of its services. China’s services sector and the trade of this branch have been 

low for many years and even when the growth was realized, it was import that grew 

rapidly. Still the increased amount of services being imported to the PRC was not 

enough to satisfy the growing demands. This can be explained be the growing 

consumption and the Chinese leaders plans to build a consumption based economy. It 

is this potential consumption market that Taiwanese firms plan to satisfy. (Chuang 

2014
16

, Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 There are no exact data on the flow of services across the Taiwan Strait, but 

studying the restrictions limiting this sector, it can be concluded that the amount of the 

ROC’s import for the mainland could not be a great number in the past. Presently as 

these restrictions are slowly withdrawn, the amount is growing fast. It is mostly non-

financial services that Taiwanese offer in China, as service imports to the PRC are less 

restricted. Still there are limitations to one of the most profitable and promising sector 

of financial services. Interestingly the imported services in China not only aim 

Chinese as their potential customers, but also the Taiwanese and their businesses 

which operate on the other side of the Taiwan Strait. As part of recent developments, 

several limitations have been erased, especially ones concerning finances, but future 

developments are to follow. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 Flow of investments has been and still is an eminent connection between Taiwan 

and China, with funds heading to the mainland since the 1980s. This process speeded 

up with Taiwanese companies moving across the Taiwan Strait, seeking cheaper labor. 

Governmental approval was needed if firms wished to invest in the PRC. Several 

companies skip this process, which somewhat contorts the statistics and figures of this 

area. According to the calculations of Rosen-Wang, in the past years 60-80 percent of 

the total of Taiwanese investments went to China, as investing in the ROC went 

through a diversification process, with funds flowing to other states as well, dropping 

the previous 80-90 percent to the number mentioned above. These numbers make 

Taiwan China’s greatest foreign investor, representing around 15-17 percent of the 
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PRC’s total FDI, as of 2008. As for the sectors Taiwanese businessmen invest in, two 

main ones can be listed: manufacturing – 80-90 percent of the total and mostly 

heading to the computer electronics area - and services – 8-12 percent, with the prior 

constantly decreasing, while the latter increases. (See Figure 2.4) As an interesting but 

highly important conclusion that can be make for these changes is that satisfying 

consumption in China is gaining importance, as the emphasis on exportation – or from 

Taiwan’s point of view reexportation – decreases. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 Before 2002, investments from China were restricted, and only started severally 

increasing from 2008 on, with Ma Ying-jeou and the KMT winning the elections and 

with the general growth of China’s FDI outflow. As in the services sector, the number 

of limitations here has been reduces and as in other branches, Hong Kong and other 

regions served as connection points between the island and the mainland. (Rosen-

Wang 2011) 

 Portfolio investment, or in other words the debt that one country owns to another, 

was a restricted area for long between Taipei and Beijing. 2008 was the year when this 

sector shifted as well, and started a process of opening. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 A final area that has to be discussed under the economic connection between China 

and Taiwan is the flow of people. The category flow of people refers to both business 

and touristic trips. This, as all the other above described areas, was in influenced by 

limitations. Taiwanese were allowed earlier into the PRC, from the 1980s. The ROC 

opened later and slower. Most of the above discussed lifting of limitations required the 

opening of civil travelling. This coherence can also be detected in the process of 

Taiwan’s economic growth, which strengthened after the restrictions in traveling 

between the island and the mainland were reduced. The exact numbers are 

summarized in a graph. (See Figure 2.5) The significant year is 2008 here as well, 

when transportation through the Taiwan Strait was normalized. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 

3.6 Conclusion 

 

 Concluding this chapter, first the future of both economies should be discussed, 

followed by the conclusions given to the theoretical basis. 

 The above described growth of the Chinese economy was somewhat halted by the 

financial crisis, which started in 2008. The government responded by drawing up and 
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executing a plan that enabled the economy of the state to continue running smoothly. 

One of the focus points of the program was insuring and supporting the investments. 

This contributed to the industry staying strong while the crisis lasts. As a result, the 

growth was secured and began expending the next year. Despite this success, the 

economy has become even more unbalanced, as an outcome of the implemented plan. 

An attempt to rebalance is in process, as it has been described above. Growth rates 

have been decreasing in China, which call for these structural changes. One of the 

reasons behind the inevitable change is the price of labor which has gone up, so 

foreign firms no longer have the cause to move their productions to China, seeking 

inexpensive workforce. (Chuang 2014
17

, Naughton 2010) 

 According to some predictions, the growth of the mainland’s economy has not 

reached the tip of its advancement yet. Further growth and strengthening is foreseen. 

(Rosen-Wang 2011) In other opinion, China’s economy is overheating, which, in the 

near future, will cause the performance of this sector’s to decrease, maybe even 

drastically. This latter view is shared by Womack as well, who predicts that economic 

growth will fall back. As a reason, he lists the visible decrease of demand abroad. As 

for a possible solution or at least a way to subdue the negative effects of this 

phenomenon: to increase domestic consumption. However, aligned with the Twelfth 

Five-Year Plan, other ways are also examined that can contribute to easing of the 

problem, including paying more attention to the social and welfare challenges that the 

PRC faces. (Womack 2013) 

 These changes would affect China and its position in the international community, 

but it would also have an effect on the relations – mostly economical natured ones – 

that connect the PRC to other states. The Taiwan-China relationship would shift as 

well and with it the new asymmetrical builtup may also change, creating a new 

situation and environment. It, however, must be noted that these are merely 

predictions. As so, none of them have a stable basis, so no certain predictions can be 

made. Additionally, a reason why precise prognosis cannot be made is the possible 

shifting in the political sector of both parties. In Taiwan’s democratic system different 

parties can be elected to govern, which may result in changing of policies and attitudes, 

among other towards China and its economy as well. The PRC cannot be labeled as a 

                                                           
17

: Information gathered during the interview with Yih Chyi Chuang was included in this paragraph.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

50 

 

democracy, but shifting in leaderships may also lead to changes in domestic and 

foreign decision making.  

 As described in the introduction subchapter, Taiwan’s growth of the GDP was also 

high, especially in 2010 but has been constantly dropping ever since. It has reached 

one of its lowest recently with 3 percent. The reasons explaining the decrease can be 

divided into domestic and external, international ones. Slow demand can be listed 

under the prior, which, as seen, also affects China’s economy. The latter is more 

complex, with Taiwan’s slowing of exports and the global financial crisis. Beyond 

these, the economic integration of the East Asian area has been ongoing without the 

ROC taking part in it, which also leaves the island in a disadvantageous position. 

Strategic and structural changes will have to be made to counterbalance these negative 

effects, otherwise this recession could be long-lasting. (Chuang 2014
18

) 

 As for conclusions of the theoretical aspect, it can be said that the theory of 

asymmetric connections is able to describe the economic connection between Beijing 

and Taipei. One of the biggest economies faces a smaller economical power. The 

difference is not as big as the difference in the political power or the difference 

between the population and the territory – the PRC’s population being the biggest in 

the world, Taiwan’s the 52
nd

 and Beijing controlling the country with 4
th

 largest 

territory, while Taipei the 139
th

 -, but still China can easily be placed into greater A’s 

position and Taiwan into smaller b’s. As described above this is true to all the 

subsectors of economy that was named in this thesis. One exception is the electronics 

and information technology industry. (CIA World Factbook, Peoples’ Republic of 

China 2014; CIA World Factbook, Taiwan, Republic of China 2014) 

 Still the connection between the territories seems to contradict the theory, as 

Taiwan’s export to China is bigger than Chinese import to Taiwan as is the flow of 

investment, services and people. However this is not due to the asymmetric relation, it 

can rather be explained by the political connection between Taiwan and mainland 

China and the regulations implied by Taipei.  

 The previously made predictions were proven. The economic difference between 

China and Taiwan is not as big as the difference between the population and the 

territory. Nevertheless, the asymmetry between the sectors of economy tended to show 

the same picture, with the PRC dominating over Taiwan, with the exception of the 
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information technology and electronics sector. In other word, in Taiwan certain 

branches of industries are strong and are performing well. However when China is 

concerned, whole sections of its economy is performing outstandingly, competing 

with which can prove to be a challenge.  

 The conclusion was given in the conducted interviews. According to Chuang, it can 

be stated that looking at the economical aspects of Cross Strait relations the 

connection between China and Taiwan is an asymmetric one, with the PRC taking the 

role of the greater A power. This can be concluded despite the GDP per capita level of 

the state, as it has been described in the introductory subchapter. (Chuang 2014
19

)  

 Nevertheless there is one aspect of the Taipei-Beijing that stands out, that cannot be 

fully lined up with the theoretical framework. This is the interdependence between the 

two mentioned economies, which influences the PRC’s economy as well as it does the 

ROC’s. Examples of these could especially be seen in the trade subchapter. However 

as the data showed, Taiwan is becoming more and more dependent on the mainland. 

The strengthening of this phenomenon does fall in line with the asymmetric concept. 

The smaller b and its economy have no choice but to rely on the bigger, dominating A 

economy. With influence, the dependence will grow as well. This may easily be the 

future that Taiwan and its economy are facing and which will further emphasis the 

size difference between the two territories. It is China’s dependency on the smaller 

actor that does not seem to fit into the described theory’s framework.  

 It is this future that many fear, particularly in Taiwan. In this point of view, 

dependency on the mainland - which is constantly growing – has made the economy 

one-sided and leaves a lot of space for Beijing to influence Taiwan and the route its 

economy is taking. Yet another such fear is the spillover effect that these tight 

economic relations may have on other sectors, including the political one. Dependence 

may result in the PRC setting terms and involving itself in politics and other spheres, 

which previously were out of the Beijing government’s reach.  

 Another aspect that somewhat disproves the thought of aligning China with the 

powerful A and Taiwan with the smaller b is the difference in the technological level 

between the two parties, with the latter dominating. However the mainland is rapidly 

catching up and as a result, soon this will not be a source of differentiation. (Rosen-

Wang 2011) Technological advancement may not necessarily fall under the areas that 
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are controlled and directed by the governments of the two actors. It can be seen as one 

of the sources of outside influences that this connection receives. In other words, it 

changes the economic connection between Taipei and Beijing, but none of leaders can 

influence it, it is beyond their control.  

 Another such outside factor it the World Trade Organization and the specific 

regulations that the parties have to follow since their joining. It can be argued that this 

is an external influence that the governments on both sides of the Taiwan Strait chose 

to involve in their relations, as they chose to join the organization, but it certainly has 

an effect on the current form and the future developments of the Cross-Strait economic 

connections, taking the decreasing number of restrictions in the trade between the two 

sides as an example.  
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4. Security issues and the military asymmetry of the Cross- 

 Strait relations 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

 The second sector, following the chapter on economy, in which the asymmetric 

connection between China and Taiwan can be examined and possibly proven is the 

military sector.  In this section, the military branches and capabilities of both the PRC 

and the ROC will be described, followed by a comparison and a conclusion, which 

will be drawn. 

 The military balance between Taiwan and China has gone through great changes in 

the past years. In the second half of the twentieth century, this constantly existing 

balance seemed to tip towards Taiwan, or perhaps it can be stated that Taiwan’s 

defense was more stable then China’s offensive power would have been in a conflict. 

Beijing was short on weaponry and equipment – naval ships, military air craft, and 

missiles - that would have been necessary if the leaders would have set their minds on 

the invasion of the island. The US’s response and its aid given to Taipei following the 

attack from the mainland also retained the CCP leaders, while insuring the Taiwanese 

government that they do not have to fear an invasion like that. (Shlapak et al. 2009) 

 However this previous balance shifted, as a result of actions by both sides, and is 

now tipping in Beijing’s direction. Taipei’s actions can be viewed as somewhat 

detrimental. Even though the Taiwanese military has been constantly modernized, the 

funds devoted to this sector, for upgrading the island’s military arsenal and 

maintaining the already purchased weaponry as well, have been decreasing year after 

year. In 2013, the military spending were US$10.5 billion, equal to 2.1 percent of the 

Taiwan’s GDP, 16.2 percent of the total governmental budget. Compared to other 

years, in 2013, the funds given for military uses were among the lowest since 1994, 

when comparing their percentage of the GDP amount. However when looking at the 

actual US$ amount of the funds given to the military, a general growing tendency can 

be noted, with individual years of decreases. (See Figure 3.1-3.2) (Cole 2006, Shlapak 

et al. 2009, Murray 2013) 
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 Another sign of the declining power and importance of this sector is the continuous 

decline of the number of soldiers and personnel in the military’s every branch, from 

the army to the navy. According to 2013 Quadrennial Defense Review, The Republic 

of China, as part of this downsizing the previous number of 270,000 personnel was 

decrease to approximately 215,000. As for the reasons behind Taipei’s actions, 

domestic politics can be mentioned, among others. (Murray 2013, Quadrennial 

Defense Review 2013) 

 Meanwhile, China has been spending larger funds and has been modernizing and 

reforming its military sector. In 2013, the military budget of the PRC was US$114 

billion. This number was reached by constant rising of the funds spent on the 

military – 10.7 percent rise since 2012 and earlier numbers: 12.7 percent rise in 2011, 

7.5 percent in 2010 and 18.5 percent in 2009. These numbers however can only be 

referred to as presumed ones. Some experts speculate the military budget can be as 

high as US$135- 215 billion. According to Beijing officials, this budget is equally 

contributed between three areas: personnel, equipment, and training and maintenance. 

(Yin 2011, Canan 2013) 

 The changes have been aimed both at Taiwan and the US as well. As for the prior, 

the goal of the PRC is to become a stronger military force than Taiwan, as the ROC is 

considered to be one of the regional threats to China. In the latter’s case, Beijing’s 

main goal is to stop the Washington lead military to come to Taiwan’s aid if the 

Chinese leaders settle on attacking the island. It can be concluded that Beijing’s 

primary plans merely focused on the Taiwan Strait, but have expanded. This 

expansion is not only geographical. The PRC also wants to advance the PLA in sectors 

like space, cyberspace and electronic warfare. (Annual Report to Congress 2013, 

Canan 2013, Kleiber 2009, Shlapak et al. 2009) 

 

4.2 The military power of China  

  

 China’s military is becoming the one of the strongest in the world. In the following 

years, it will share this title with the United States, which presently possesses this 

status. In comparison with the state’s economy, the military successes of Beijing can 

already be dated back for some time, while the auspicious economical sector does not 

have such a long history. The reason behind this, as it was mentioned in the 
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economical chapter, was the forced development of the economical sector, when its 

importance was placed above others, including the military. (Hauser 2009, Kleiber 

2009, Swaine 2010) 

 However following the upsurgence of the economy, the magnitude of the military 

was realized again, as it was needed to protect what the PRC has achieved. It is for 

both domestic and international reasons that the leaders’ attention had to turn back to 

the presently discussed sector: domestically the major groups that govern the state 

have to keep the peace and the confidence of the people in their government and 

country has to be sustained. Internationally, the US’s hegemony, other, rising powers 

and the growing interdependences push Chinese leaders to place more emphasis on the 

military sector. Nevertheless, these influences also increase the PRC’s tolerance 

towards other norms and areas, raising leaders who establish connections with other 

states, consciously towards these norms. It also has to be noted the officials of the 

PRC also believe that the army has to be kept strong for a possible military conflict. 

Besides a conflict in the international community, Chinese leaders also what to 

prepare for a domestic conflict that may occur. (Swaine 2010) 

 Two factors can be especially pointed out to corroborate the successfulness of the 

PRC’s military: the number of the armed forces that is under the control of the 

Chinese commandership, which is the largest in the world and the nuclear weapons 

that Beijing possesses and with which China has owned its title as a nuclear power for 

the past decades. (Hauser 2009, Kleiber 2009) 

 Its structure, utensils has undergone modernization, but concepts and guidelines 

used as the theoretical background of the actions and development of the People’s 

Liberation Army (PLA) is still based on socialist and Chinese socialist thoughts and 

principles, among other Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong’s thoughts. Furthermore 

China’s Chinese Communist Party (CCP) unquestionable leadership and commend 

over the troops and the army’s capabilities. One of the clearest proofs of this is the 

Central Military Commission, which takes the position of the highest committee in the 

chain of command in the Chinese military and which is also headed by the General 

Secretary of the CCP, who is also the president of the PRC in one person. High 

ranking PLA members traditionally are also given positions in the top of the Chinese 

leadership, but the army isn’t represented in bigger numbers. However as of the past 

years the ideological legitimacy of the CCP has been declining, which not just affects 
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the political sector of China but its military up built as well. (Hauser 2009, Kleiber 

2009, Swaine 2010) 

 It is exactly this structure and these doctrines that also need modernization as well. 

As described below, Beijing is working on improving every branch of its military, to 

command a modern army with up-to-date weaponry, equipment and capabilities. 

However, according to experts, these expansions are not enough, if they are not 

followed by changes in the doctrines and structures. The CCP does not seem willing to 

go through with these necessary doctrinal shifts, even though it would particularly be 

important for the long term future of this sector. This would contribute to China 

mastering modern warfare and make it a strong force for the coming years and decades. 

(Kleiber 2009) 

 Three things can be listed as the focus points of China’s military policies and 

concerns: the theatre missile defense (TMD) built up the United States, the arms sales 

to Taiwan, which is also Washington’s action and the resolution to keep the military 

strategies flexible. (Hauser 2009) 

 There are five basic aims of the Chinese national security: “1. To stop separation 

and promote reunification, guard against and resist aggression, and defend national 

sovereignty, territorial integrity and maritime rights and interests, 2. To safeguard the 

interests of national development, promote economic and social development in an all-

around coordinated and sustainable way, and steadily increase overall national 

strength, 3. To modernize China’s national defense in line with both the national 

conditions of China and the trend of military development in the world by adhering to 

the policy of coordinating military and economic development, and to improve the 

operational capabilities of self-defense under the conditions of informationization. 4. 

To safeguard the political, economic and cultural rights and interests of the Chinese 

people, crack down on criminal activities of all sorts and maintain public order and 

social stability. 5. To pursue an independent foreign policy of peace and adhere to the 

new security concept featuring mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality and coordination 

with the view of securing a long-term and favorable international and surrounding 

environment” (Hauser 2009, 21) 

 As for the military connections with other countries, the PRC has built up a number 

of military consultation mechanisms with other states. Besides the major powers like 

the Russian Federation and the United States, this connection was set up with France, 

Germany, and the United Kingdom. All together, China has military relations with 
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more than 150 states. Beijing participates in joint military exercises with other 

countries and also takes part in the United Nations’ peacekeeping forces. (Hauser 2009) 

 As in the economic sector, modernization is also an important factor in the 

currently discussed sector. The military technologies are constantly improved and 

China could not afford to be left behind by other states in this area. “Revolution in 

military affairs with Chinese characteristics” is the name given to these changes of 

development that date back to the middle of the 1990s. The capabilities have to be 

constantly increased, which demands a strong research and development (R&D) 

department inside the military. Beside technical changes, a military also has to go 

through structural and organizational improvements with the goals of bettering the 

command line and the institutional builtup of the PLA.  These expansions include all 

branches of the army but it has to be noted that not all of these divisions are given 

equal attention. However the modernization has been massive and it can be noted with 

confidence that these processes are likely to continue in the future. (Canan 2013, 

Hauser 2009, Kleiber 2009) 

 The reason behind the need of these modernizations is the threats and the unstable 

region that China exists in and faces. Domestic and international problems and factors 

both present challenges for Beijing. The question of Taiwan and the relations between 

Beijing and Taipei is seen as one of these uncertain regional connections of the PRC. 

(Kleiber 2009) 

 Funds are most certainly needed for the advancements and improvements. The 

military sector as a whole is very fund consuming. As mentioned in the introductions, 

there are no exact statistics on how much Beijing spends annually on its army. A 

certain amount is announced each year, but it is a known fact that not every spending 

is included. One factor among others that has an effect on the announced budget as 

well is the up built of China’s economy. In a commend economy, as the PRC’s, the 

state has a stronger impact on the market, also entirely controls it, which can also 

make these statistics somewhat unreliable. (Kleiber 2009) This is often so in the 

military sphere as well.  

 What can be stated for sure is that the funds spent on the military sector are 

increasing every year and have doubled in just a few years’ time, with an astonishing 

growth rate. As a result, China became the state with the second biggest budget spent 

on its military, following the US. Some warn that these huge numbers can be 

interpreted as China getting ready to attack either the United States or other countries. 
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Others are less concerned, explaining the unusually high spending on the developing 

state of the PRC. (Kleiber 2009) 

 According to the most recent plans, China is getting the PLA ready for A2/AD – 

anti-access and area-denial warfare. Under this type of supposed warfare, all sectors of 

the PLA are included and concentrated, from the air force and the navy till the newly 

constructed cyberspace branch – excluding however the army. The goal is to be able to 

detect, attack and disable the enemy before it gets close enough to the territory of 

China. The most concerned territory is the sea. Naval weaponry – submarines and the 

PLA’s first aircraft carrier – and missiles – mostly against naval ships - are advanced 

for this purpose. If the PRC is to perfect its capabilities for this kind of warfare it still 

has further modernization to go through, including modern submarines, updating the 

information gathering and processing abilities of the PLA and training the personnel 

of the newly acquired weaponry. (Annual Report to Congress 2013, Canan 2013) 

 Looking at the major branches of the military is a key to understanding this sector 

better.  

 The greatest branches of the Chinese military are the ground forces of the PLA. The 

number of the soldiers employed and the number of senior personal commending them 

verifies this statement. However as the armed forces sector, the ground forces branch 

is going through changes as well. As Beijing fits and prepares its army for a different 

style of war and combating, changing from a regional perspective to a rather 

transregional one, the up built and structure of the ground forces shifts as well. 

(Kleiber 2009) 

 The PRC’s territory is divided into seven Military Regions (MRs). Under this 

highest level of organizational unit, the ground troops are also divided into eighteen 

Group Armies (GAs). Around sixty thousand soldiers serve under a GA. Here they are 

additionally separated into smaller units. Alongside soldiers specializing in combat, 

artillery and air defense, these brigades also include among others engineers and 

logistics specialists. This unit and brigade divisions are greatly influenced by the 

above discussed modernizations. The strict system seems to somewhat dissolving. 

(Kleiber 2009) 

 The units that specialize on combat are the main forces of the ground armed forces. 

The number of soldiers belonging to this section is unknown, but is estimated to be 

between six hundred thousand and seven hundred fifty thousand. The equipment and 

accessories used by these combat forces - tanks, vehicles and artillery systems – have 
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not been regularly updated, which resulted in a big percentage of them becoming 

obsolete. The already undergoing modernization has had an effect in the equipments – 

particularly armed assaulting vehicles and helicopters, besides anti-air and suppression 

weapons - as well as their upgrading has started, but there is still a long way to go. 

Presently, as in the past, most of China’s military accessories are imported from 

Russia. (Kleiber 2009, Yin 2011) 

 One of the main goals of the modernizations is the upgrading of the navy of the 

PLA. Beijing wants for it to have a greater role in the military. In the future, it is 

planned to take the place of the ground forces, as the biggest and strongest section of 

the armed forces. The reason behind this is the predicted future threats that China 

expects to receive from the sea surrounding it. The third island chain, from the eastern 

coasts of Japan to Guam’s south region, and Taiwan are the territories that the PLA’s 

navy division (PLAN) has to focus on. It is often emphasized that it is just these 

territories China is interested and Beijing does not have greater ambitions which 

would threaten other states and nations. (Kleiber 2009) 

 The increased attention that the Chinese leaders dedicate to the navy has been 

noticed by other states surrounding the PRC and these changes leave them suspicious 

and scared. It can be stated that most of the below described modernizations (Chang 

2012)  

 The PLAN itself is made up of a northern, an eastern and a southern fleet. As the 

ground forces, the navy is also further separated. The fleets are responsible for any 

activity in their region, for which reason, just like the army, it is not just combat 

marine who make up the fleets. The security of the coasts, the waters and the naval 

aviation all belong to the given fleet. (Kleiber 2009) 

 The most significant areas where the navy is modernized are the submarine and 

missile – anti-ship missiles and destroyers, surface vessels and aircrafts - section. As 

these involve nuclear questions as well, they will be discussed further in the nuclear 

section below. Another area that is being developed is the communicational 

capabilities of the PLAN. The navy is preparing both to fight a possible enemy and to 

occupy and possess given areas. A provisory attack from Taiwan is also taken into 

consideration, where the navy would have to try and prevent an attack and be able to 

respond to it as well. (Kleiber 2009, Yin 2011) 

 The air force branch of the PLA (PLAAF) is also divided into additional branches. 

Except for one, all the separate Military Regions all have their air force commands, 
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which include five air corps and six bases. Further separations also apply. The division 

of the air force and their location clearly states that the focus areas of the PLAAF are 

the South China Sea, Japan and Taiwan. (Agnihotri 2011, Kleiber 2009) 

 The modernizational process is also visible here, as the tasks given the air force 

increase. Air defense used to be the central obligation of the PLAAF, which has been 

extended to offence, defense and blockade. This meant that the air planes originally 

owned by the PLA were not sufficient anymore. Types and functions had to be 

broadened. For the air force to be ready for this, great improvement were performed. 

As in other sectors, it is mostly technological and amortization questions that Beijing 

has to deal with. One way these problems could be solved is by China building its own 

aircrafts, which they are already working on. New, domestically developed, fifth-

generation fighter aircrafts are to be launched around 2018. Today the PLA possesses 

a significant number of modern striker aircrafts, which are fourth-generation types 

from Russia and of which several are self driven, with no pilots needed. Beyond 

weaponry, the organization and the strategies had to be updated as well. (Agnihotri 

2011, Annual Report to Congress 2013, Canan 2013, Kearn 2014) 

 Other forces under the PLA that need mentioning are the People’s Armed Police 

(PAP), reserve forces and certain militia units. The members of these forces cannot be 

considered real soldiers, but their possible number is so great – their estimated number 

is around ten million – that they deserve attention. It is not real warfare that Beijing 

expects them to participate in, but rather in modern types of combat, including the 

information warfare, which involves executing cyber-attacks, creating and spreading 

viruses, capable of both offensive and defensive activities. Special units all over the 

PRC have been trained and organized for this purpose. It is believed that these have 

already broken into different computerized system, many of them located in Taiwan, 

but Western systems were targeted as well. (Kleiber 2009) 

 The second artillery corps of the PLA is a separate section in the army. Both 

conventional and nuclear missiles are handled by this branch. The modernizations that 

are planned and implemented in this branch are for the PLA to own a wider range of 

missiles, for Beijing to have a large variety of missiles under its command. Both the 

current number of missiles is constantly increasing and the types of them are varying. 

Some are products of China, while other are bought from Russia and are more 

advanced than the prior type. The bases of the missiles ranges from silo, truck, cave to 
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submarine and train. (Annual Report to Congress 2013, Canan 2013, Kearn 2014, 

Kleiber 2009) 

 The emphasis of the modernization in this sector, has been on the short-range 

ballistic missiles or SRBM, of which the PLA owns more than one thousand, 

specifically CSS-6 and CSS-7 types. A majority of these missiles are directed towards 

Taiwan. Another such focus is on intermediate-range missiles. These are aimed to 

respond to a possible American attack and their numbers and quality have been 

improved in the near past. CSS-5 IRBM and other anti-ship ballistic missiles (ASBM), 

combined with land attack cruise missiles, like the ground-based DH-10 would serve 

similar purposes, as they can destroy American carrier ships, outposts and airbases, 

which are located in the Eastern Asian region or even beyond that, given their 2100 

kilometer range. Surface-to-air missiles (SAM) also play a significant role. Some of 

them have the ability to take out other launched missiles that are heading towards the 

territories of the PRC, which has been proven in various military exercises. (Annual 

Report to Congress 2013, Canan 2013, Kearn 2014, Kleiber 2009) 

 As noted before, in the past China’s conventional and nuclear missile power served 

as a defensive system against possible attacks, instead of a threatening, offensive 

system. This attitude is still somewhat valid in the present despite the changes, when 

Beijing nuclear capabilities fare rather as a diplomatic statement characterizing 

China’s connections to other states and the PRC would possibly not engaging in a full-

scale nuclear attack, especially against the other nuclear powers. In other words, the 

growth of the Chinese nuclear arsenal is not only significant in the military sphere. 

The modernization in this branch of the military can also be studied from this different 

point of view, as with the advancements, Beijing would like to maintain its credibility 

as a state that owns nuclear weapons. The amount of nuclear weapons in the 

possession of the state was limited in the past which could be traced to the shortage of 

funds, materials and the lack of up-to-date technology but is constantly growing. 

(Christensen 2012, You 2007) 

 The above described strategy is still the one implied in the present People’s 

Liberation Army (PLA). However it has gone through changes in the not so distant 

past. The causes of these changes can rather be traced back to the continuous general 

and global modernization of nuclear weapons and not the changes in the policies of 

China. The total amount of missiles have been increased as has their mobility and 

accuracy been modernized, made possible by the technological advancements, which 
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is also true for the nuclear weaponry. Through a more offensive strategy has evolved, 

with the range of the missiles increasing, the PRC widening the range of its possible 

targets. (You 2007) 

 The process of changing the defensive attitude to an offensive one can also be seen 

in the location where the missiles are and what these locations indicate. In the past, 

most of them where located in the north, northeastern and northwestern part of China, 

but many of them have been transported to the eastern side of the country, where, 

besides a possible conflict with Taiwan may occur, Beijing would be capable of 

attacking presumable targets. (You 2007) Another reason for the relocation is the sea, 

where it is most likely that the PRC would be attacked from.  

 The advancements lead to the present stage, where China’s nuclear attitude can be 

labeled as minimum deterrence.  (You 2007) 

 China’s missile arsenal, the Strategic Missile Force (SMF), was strengthened with 

new generation nuclear missiles. One reason being the nuclear powers that surround 

the state governed by Beijing: Japan, India, Pakistan and North Korea. Another 

reasoning that can be listed is the United States missile defense system. It is both the 

constantly developing system that Beijing fears and the impact of it on Washington’s 

objective to strengthen its military alliance with the countries in China’s region. A 

form of arms race can easily be provoked, with the US continuously building its 

missile defense systems through ballistic missile defense (BMD) and theatre missile 

defense (TMD). China’s answer, besides the modernizations, is expanding the number 

of its ICBMs (intercontinental ballistic missile). This will circle back to the first 

reason with both the states surrounding China and the US suspiciously watching 

Beijing and fearing its possible next move. The TMD system, having its military 

purposes, also servers political pursues, with the above mentioned surrounding states 

being included in it. (You 2007) 

 Besides its nuclear capabilities, technologies and appendages related to them have 

been improved in the near past, including control systems and the PLAN nuclear 

attack submarines, which are under development and several of them have already 

been completed, which function as transportation vehicles for the missiles. With the 

nuclear missiles loaded into submarines and out on the sea, they are hidden better and 

so the chances of them being destroyed before being fired are substantially reduced. 

Additionally with is advanced weaponry, the PLA can reach further destinations to 

launch the missiles. As a result of these expansions, when it comes to the question of 
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nuclear action, either provoked or not, China has reached a level of readiness and 

made plans for a scenario of nuclear attack. (Annual Report to Congress 2013, Canan 

2013, You 2007)  

 China’s nuclear capabilities are to be protected if the PRC is bombed by one such 

missile and should be capable to be launched as a reply to the attack that China 

suffered. It must be noted that, as it will be mentioned below, the PRC does not plan to 

use these nuclear weapons, unless they serve a purpose of replying an attack of a same 

scale. However this capability will be kept and funds will be given to secure it. 

(Annual Report to Congress 2013, Canan 2013) 

 China’s military force and the changes and modernizations are capped at a limited 

rate. If Beijing would be found spending more on its military defensive and offensive 

systems – which, in China’s present economic state would be possible -, the reactions 

of other states, especially the United States’, would be negative, as they would see 

Beijing’s actions as a threat. This feeling of a threat may not be fictitious, as presently 

around 14 percent of the strategic missiles owned by the PRC are capable of hitting 

targets in the US (See Figure 3.3). However, according to calculations, if the national 

security of China and especially its ICBM missile section was to undergo further 

modernizations and strengthening, this percentage could reach 70 percent. In exact 

numbers, this will mean that China will own around 50 to 75 silo-based and road-

mobile ICBMs. Besides this, part of the modernization process includes gaining solid-

propellant ICBMs, that can reach any part of the world. (Annual Report to Congress 

2013, Canan 2013, You 2007) 

 China’s goals also focus on an outer space program. This involves lunching mostly 

of satellites – 18 in 2012 alone. The usage of some of these satellites is unknown, as 

many may have military functions, but most of them serve as communicational, 

navigational and scientific research devices. Serving perhaps less direct military 

purposes, Beijing has also been working on certain space programs that involve 

sending people into space. Working with Russians, this aim has been reached several 

times already. As China puts more resources and emphasis on its space program, the 

US is monitoring these developments closer as well. A reason behind Washington’s 

close watch is the possibility of Beijing development means to disable and cease other 

state’s satellites and other outer space capabilities. (Annual Report to Congress 2013, 

Canan 2013, Hauser 2009) 
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 The PRC sees its space program as a vital sector of an up-to-date military and so it 

becomes one of its focuses of attention. Another reason for his emphasis is the 

contribution that the space program could give to the A2/AD strategy, to fight off a 

possible hostile attack before it gets too close to Chinese territories. (Annual Report to 

Congress 2013, Canan 2013)  

 As noted in the introduction, cyberspace is another area of warfare that China is 

planning on strengthening its abilities and capabilities in. This warfare includes 

invasions of other states’ governmental and private computer systems, widely 

involving computers in military operations and spying and collecting information on 

other states and their affairs from data stored on computers and computer systems. 

One of the many ways that this profits the military is through the weapon designs and 

technologies – weaponry and communicational - that can be and are stolen. The 

official reason given for the need of developing the cyberspace section of the military 

is defense from other states’ similar actions. (Annual Report to Congress 2013, Canan 

2013) 

 

4.3 The military power of Taiwan 

 

 The principal goal of Taiwan’s military and defense system is to preserve the peace 

between Taipei and Beijing, while China is also a constant source of threat. As the 

result of this stability, Taiwan can enjoy the present quasi-autonomy, build its 

economy, which are threatened by China’s reunification efforts. However, at the same 

time it has to consider how to respond to this possible threat. Besides defending the 

island against the greater state on the mainland, the military has to respond to any 

threats, mostly likely from the sea or through the air given the geography of the ROC - 

that Taiwan may face. The threatening or cutting of  the sea lines of communication 

(SLOCs) would possibly cause the biggest damage to Taiwan and its economy, as 

besides a negligible amount of trade conducted via air, most of Taiwan’s connections 

and trade are maintained through the sea. Still no other menace is as serious or could 

be compared to the one China represents. (Cole 2006, Copper 2013, Murray 2013) 

 The modernizational process that was described under the chapter on China’s 

military has taken root on the other side of the Taiwan Strait as well. In Taiwan, 

however, it has a longer history and can be traced back earlier than the Chinese 
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advancement, which stated in the early-mid 1990s. The reason behind the need of 

modernization is the realization that no matter how big the Taiwanese army is, it will 

never as large as the number of personnel Chinese army can or could have. So 

advancement in weaponry was seen as a way of balancing the PLA. This, however, 

presented the problem of the source for this modernization. The US was and is 

Taiwan’s only weapons supplier and it declined Taipei’s request to sell it particular 

weaponry like fighter airplanes and weapons used against submarines. By this time, 

the ROC obtained means to build its own weaponry, especially fighter planes. (Copper 

2013) 

 When it comes to the PLA and its might, Taiwan’s biggest fear is the missiles that 

China possesses and positions towards the island, with their numbers constantly 

growing. These weapons could destroy essential military and public establishments. 

With such capabilities, the PRC would also be able to cut off the island from all its 

connections. Washington is willing to provide the ROC’s army with defense 

capabilities which could protect Taiwan. (Copper 2013) 

 It must be noted here, that most of the weaponry sold to Taipei can be characterized 

as offensive capabilities. As such, not all of them have the ability to be used for a 

potential attack. However, attacking the mainland has not been planned on the island 

for the past decades. Many think that the weapons provided by the US are out of date. 

This can be labeled as false, but it has to be mentioned they are not as advanced as the 

threat that Taiwan is facing and should be able to respond to. (Chiang 2014
20

) 

 The most recent security policy of Taiwan was drafted under Ma Ying-jeou’s 

presidency. It was decided that the ROC’s army bulitup should be changed, while the 

ongoing modernizational process. One of the reasons was the plan to maintain positive 

relations with the mainland. As mentioned in the introductions, this meant reducing 

the number of personnel in the army and cutting the time of the compulsory military 

service, which will most likely be ended in the upcoming years. As part of the 

advancement in the maintained modernizational process, a notable percentage of the 

military budget was spent on the air force and the navy, trainings and highly advanced 

weaponry. (Copper 2013) 

 Turning the attention to Taiwanese military buildup, the ground forces function as 

the base of the military’s structure. The rest of the military is often defined by it, while 

                                                           
20

: Information gathered during the interview with Chia-Hsiung Chiang was included in this paragraph.   
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often a foreign model and the equipment is used by the army all originate from abroad. 

One of the reasons for the army having a vital position can be traced back to the 

twentieth century and the constantly preparations of attacking the mainland. This 

reasoning still exists today, but the probability of the army being used for such actions 

is significantly smaller today. (Cole 2006) 

 The army is divided into combat, combat support and service support units. Under 

this broad separation, further division is implemented, as different corps and brigades, 

for example Army Corps, Air Cavalry Brigades, Armed Brigades and Special Warfare 

Brigades, are organized. Territorial division is also used in the organization of the 

ground troops. Most of the biggest island is separated into three areas: North-Central, 

Southern and Eastern. Hualian, Matzu, Jinmen and Penghu are also separate but 

smaller units. (Cole 2006) 

 Just like the PRC’s army, the ground forces branch of the military on the other side 

of the Taiwan Strait is going through modernization. The goal here is to improve both 

the mobility and the fire power of the troops. The focus of the modernizations is to 

update the obsolete weaponry that is presently used. Alongside the physical update, 

modernization of strategies is also needed, as the preparations to get the army ready 

for reaching the mainland and engaging in ground combat are altered to the warcraft of 

halting the enemy before it sets foot on the islands of Taiwan and defending these 

territories. (Cole 2006) 

 Two factors stand in the way of further modernizations. One of them is the question 

of where would these weapons and equipment originate from. The only state is 

presently selling weaponry to Taipei is the United States, which sales are opposed by 

Beijing. As mentioned in the chapter on the economical asymmetry between China 

and Taiwan, Taipei does produce weaponry for its military, but these productions are 

rather limited and are not able to meet the needs. The other problem that has to be 

tackled by the military is the budget cuts. With less funds, the modernizations are hard 

to maintain. (Cole 2006)  

 Taiwan, as China, has special forces and units in its military. The Military Police 

Command (MPC) is particularly unique for the position that serves in the structure of 

the island’s security and which differs from the standing of these units in other 

military forces around the world. Its uniqueness comes from the fact that this branch 

can also act as a supplementary police force, if a situation requires it. Other 
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responsibilities are similar to other nation’s MPC units, for example guarding services, 

enforcing military disciple and law and aiding the combat forces. (Cole 2006)  

  Units of Special Operations Command (SOC) are also organized within the army 

of the Taiwanese military. Attack, ground forces and aviation brigades both belong to 

this section. The ground brigades are trained to be used for political purposes, fighting 

behind the lines of the enemy and organizing guerilla combat. As of recently, 

counterterrorist and fighting terrorism were added to the list of responsibilities of these 

units. (Cole 2006) 

 The air force branch of the military of Taiwan (TAF) serves to protect the airspace 

over the islands. A more distant goal is to dominate the air over the Taiwan Strait. 

This includes “detecting, identifying, and monitoring” (Cole 2006, 105) objects flying 

by and over the area under Taipei’s jurisdiction and protecting the sea-lane. The air 

force operates on nine airbases, all of them located on the main island, and has 

additional facility in Taipei. The inner division of the TAF is the following: it consists 

of six aircraft wings that are used for tactical combats. Operations, logistics and 

artillery defense are the selected purposes of the individual wings. (Cole 2006)  

 The modernizations in this branch are needed more than they are in the other 

sections of the military. Several planes and other equipment would be required by the 

air force to be truly capable of what is expected from it. Among others, Taiwan lacks 

anti-aircraft missiles and aerial refueling tanks. Warning networks and up-to-date 

communicational and intelligence utensils needed to be gained. Further problems that 

are to be tackled not just by the TAF, but other air forces as well, is the lack of fully 

trained pilots and the fact that even the qualified pilots could not participate and test 

their skills in actual combat. (Cole 2006) 

 The significant difference in the number of aircrafts and missiles owned by the 

PRC and by Taiwan is so great that in a substantive combat situation, the TAF would 

most likely be defeated by China’s air force. The maximization of the resources on the 

island would balance the situation to some extent, but that would still not guarantee 

the victory of the Taiwanese forces. (Cole 2006)  

 The Taiwanese navy is a rather antinomic branch of military. It was never 

considered to have an important part of the protection of Taiwan, despite the territory 

would suggest it would be thought of as an essential section of the military. Almost all 

of Taipei’s trade and other connection to other states and territories are maintained via 
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the sea, which would be another reason for the government to feel the need to own a 

great naval fleet. (Cole 2006) 

 The ships of the fleet are spread out in several harbors, including Keelung, 

Kaohsiung and on Penghu, while the headquarter is located in Tsoying. The personnel 

can be divided according to the duties they are assigned to, either being land-bases and 

on sea personnel. The ships and weaponry of the navy can be separated into five major 

groups: the basic fleet, the rather big fleet of amphibious vehicles, the supply and oiler 

ships, the missile boats and the submarines. The coast guard can be mentioned under 

this branch, but it does not belong strictly under the naval forces. The main duties of 

this branch are protecting the coast and to be prepared to participate in and aid other 

branches of the military in almost any given type of warfare, including air, surface and 

submarine warfare. An additional, quite imperious threat that Taiwan has to prepare 

for is a possible mine warfare. With this, the island’s sea connections could 

completely be cut-off. That is the reason behind Taipei paying close attention to this 

threat among others, with ships capable of laying and disarming underwater mines. 

(Cole 2006) 

 One of the areas where the navy needs strengthening is in its submarine section. 

Plans have been drawn up, according to which Taiwan would manufacture its own 

submarines. The lack of funds for this project and the fact that purchasing them from 

the US would prove to be easier and sometimes even quicker – despite the fact that 

these purchases sometimes take more than half a decade – than Taiwan producing its 

own ones. Either by purchase or by production, any growth in the number of 

submarines under the command of the Taiwanese navy could contribute to the tipping 

of delicate balance between the PLA’s navy and the one under Taipei’s command. 

(Cole 2006)  

 Furthermore, the communicational aspects of the navy need upgrading and the 

missile launching systems are somewhat also out-of-date, but many of these 

modernizations have already been implemented. The basic fleet section of the 

Taiwanese navy is considered to be too small and obsolete to win, if its finds itself 

against the PLA’s similar section. New ships would have to be bought and the missiles 

current owned by the Taiwanese army are not enough either. (Cole 2006) 

 Unlike China, Taiwan does not possess nuclear weapons. For reasons of balancing, 

it would seem justified for the island to wish to develop and build nuclear weapons. 

Taipei has all the capacities needed, including the technology and the funds. Despite 
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earlier plans, the ROC ceased its nuclear program, satisfying Washington’s wishes 

with this step. It is however capable to start the developing process again, in other 

words if the ROC wished to have nuclear weapons it could develop or would already 

possess them. As mentioned, the US and other states would not support this move and 

most likely the citizens of the island would not either. Taiwan would also be able to 

produce chemical and biological weapons if they would be needed. (Chiang 2014
21

, 

Copper 2013, Yuan 2014
22

) 

 As mentioned, Beijing possesses nuclear weapons and Taiwan is not efficiently 

protected against a nuclear attack. Nevertheless, China is not likely to use its nuclear 

capabilities, as stated by Chinese leaders, especially not against a territory without 

such weaponry. Even if it does, other nuclear states would come to the ROC’s aid, as 

stated in the 1968 Nuclear Nonproliferation Threat. (Copper 2013) 

 The only thing that Taipei can show for in the military’s space section is a satellite 

system that, among others, is used for military reasons and the surveillance of the 

mainland. (Cole 2006) 

 As for the future plans of Taipei concerning the military section of Taiwan, a 

volunteer military system is to be created. The preparations have already started and 

the end of 2014 was set as the year when the transition to the all-volunteer force (AVF) 

should be completed. Due to delays, this will not be accomplished, pushing the 

completion date to 2015 or beyond. The reasons for the downsizing of the military 

personnel, mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, is partly because of the 

changes that the creation of the AVF draws. (Murray 2013) 

 As a result of the budget cuts and despite the modernization that the Taiwanese 

military is going through, in the view of experts and among others US military 

officials, it is likely that the readiness and fighting capability of the military will see a 

sudden downfall. As for other currently existing and possible future shifting in this 

sector, the ROC’s military is more and more focused on possible non-traditional 

security threats, instead of concentrating its energy on a “traditional” war. Furthermore, 

Taipei is building asymmetric military systems against a possible Chinese attack. With 

these, the aim is rather to detect an attack and play a defensive role. These asymmetric 

equipments and weaponry are rather cost-efficient and the systems are less vulnerable 

than the traditional military weaponry. Besides the present peaceful connections across 

                                                           
21

: Information gathered during the interview with Chia-Hsiung Chiang was included in this paragraph.   
22

: Information gathered during the interview with Yi Yuan Chiang was included in this paragraph.    
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the Taiwan Strait, the reason behind the need to adapt this strategy is the realization 

that the ROC is less and less capable of keeping up with the speed of the growth and 

modernization of the PLA. (Bergsten et al. 2008, Murray 2013) 

 The Kuomintang (KMT) government’s plan is to keep the military budget the same, 

in other words no further budget cuts are planned. As the next upcoming elections will 

be held in 2016, it is until then that this policy will be certainly valid. The reason given 

by Ma Ying-jeou’s government for this decision is the constantly strengthening 

peaceful nature of the Cross Strait connection and Taipei’s plans to successfully build 

its soft power over the Strait. (Murray 2013) 

 

4.4 Conclusion 

 

 Concluding the chapter on the military, it can be stated that despite the 

modernizations that Taiwan is funding, the island cannot, does not keep with the 

growing power of the mainland. As mentioned above, the majority of these 

advancements are more and more defense orientated. If an actually conflict was to 

emerge, Taipei soon had no choice, but to hold the PLA forces back until military aid 

for the US arrives, not being capable to engage in full combat with the PRC forces. 

(Cooper 2013) 

 Parallel to the decreasing of Taiwan’s military might, with the strengthening, 

Beijing is becoming more advanced and powerful. The threat increases, for example 

the PRC owns more updated and a larger number of missiles, which can be 

coordinated better, making it easier of China to destroy essential Taiwanese 

institutions and forces while they are still on the island. (Kearn 2014) As the PLAAF 

possesses more evolved and bigger quantity of fighter, striker aircrafts and modern 

submarines, with which it can disable the island’s forces that have survived the 

preceding missile bombardment.  

 Evidence of the growing gap of strength between the PLA and the ROC’s military 

are given in the appendix section with figures that compare the present weaponry and 

capabilities owned by Beijing and that owned by Taipei. (See Figure 1.1 - 1.3) This 

gap is likely to get bigger given the future plans set by the CCP. Major steps of 

modernization are to be accomplished by 2020. In other words, the previously 

described advancements are just the first steps taken towards greater plans. The plans 
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drafted by Beijing look even beyond 2020, they have been made until 2050. 

(Agnihotri 2011, Annual Report to Congress 2014) 

 Regarding the difference between the capabilities and the quasi-scenario that was 

described above, David W. Kearn Jr. concludes that Chinese forces are already 

capable or very close to it to annihilate the Taiwanese military before the US army has 

the time to gather its forces around the island and aid Taiwan. (Kearn 2014) 

 It must be noted here that the upgrading done by the PRC does not only target 

Taiwan and its forces. An example for this is the currently developed Anti-Access (A2) 

system, which will reach beyond the borders of the Taiwan Strait. China has also 

created a zone around its coastal regions that could be potentially too dangerous for 

US forces to operate in. These advancements have not gone unanswered. Plans to 

build a theater missile defense (TMD) system, involving the US, Japan and possibly 

Taiwan, have been made. It is claimed to be defending the area against an attack 

originating from North Korea, but would also be able to counter a Chinese attack 

against the ROC.  It would bring the US, Japan and Taiwan closer together. Beijing is 

against these plans. (Annual Report to Congress 2013, Canan 2013, Copper 2013) 

 John F. Copper gives a list of options that Taiwan has, as it is becoming clear that 

its military powers are not equal or no match for to China’s. One of these possible 

actions is to search for other allies. During the Cold War, the Soviet Union was one of 

these potential allies. The relations between Beijing and Moscow were not flourishing 

and the USSR was limitedly willing to militarily aid Taiwan. Presently, as the Soviet 

Union collapsed more than two decades ago, this is no longer an option. Additionally 

most likely a connection like this one would have cause problems in the relations 

between Taipei and Washington. Japan is still considered as a possible ally. The 

country has close and important economic ties with the ROC and a separate Taiwan 

could also pay a significant role in Tokyo’s future military plans, which are shifting as 

Japan’s military powers are growing. This, however, all has to be kept aligned with the 

foreign policy of the US and cannot let Beijing feel threatened by Tokyo’s military 

plans and expansion. (Copper 2013) 

 However, Taiwan is not the only one is looking for possible new allies in the 

military sector and outside of it. China is also willing to cooperate with other states 

and governments concerning military issues. For example a list of countries is given in 

the Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the 
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People’s Republic of China section with which the PRC had joint military exercises. 

(Annual Report to Congress 2013, Canan 2013) 

 Besides shifting the capabilities between China and Taiwan, the military 

developments and modernizations are factors that are presently altering the structure 

of the Taipei-Beijing-Washington asymmetric triangle. Besides the attention that 

Taiwan and China give to the other side’s advancements, the US is also more and 

more apprehensively studying these modernizations. It is especially to Beijing’s 

submarine and missiles that Washington pays prominent attention to. The Chinese 

marine and anti-satellite and anti-ship missiles could easily alter the strategic balance 

between the two states in the foreseeable future. Other areas that may present 

challenges to the US military are fourth generation strike aircrafts, modern surface and 

sub-surface vessels, and significant investments in anti-satellite weapons (ASAT), as 

well as offensive cyberspace capabilities. These shifts make it less likely for a quick 

American answer if Beijing decides to cross over the Taiwan Strait. Furthermore, 

defending the island would cost more for Washington, raising the already high 

expenses that it dedicated to this cause, making the position of the unwilling pivot 

even more reluctant. (Kearn 2014, Womack 2010) 

 The US’s growing fears are further proof for the asymmetric military connection 

between China and Taiwan that is more and more tipping towards the mainland. Lot of 

army centered studies are not looking at the difference between the PRC and the ROC 

any longer. They are comparing the capabilities of Beijing and Washington. This 

symbolizes that it is not Taiwan anymore that is strong enough to be contracted with 

China. The latter’s might has grown to challenge the US and its powers. The majority 

of articles and studies in this topic examine the balance that is building between 

Beijing and Washington.  

 As a final conclusion, it can be stated that an asymmetric military connection is 

forming between China and Taiwan.  
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5. The role of the United States in the connection between 

China and Taiwan 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

 In the next chapter, the role of the third participant of the relations between China 

and Taiwan will be introduced. The United States’ part is not included in the basic 

connection, but its role is so significant that a section has to be dedicated to its 

presence.  

 With the entrance of a new actor, the bilateral connection shifts to a multilateral one, 

more specifically the asymmetric connection of two parties changes into an 

asymmetric triangle of three actors. Bilateral connections are often difficult to manage 

and predict, but multilateral relations are even more complex and so it is hard to 

determine how the other actors will react, leading to uncertainty. (Womack 2010) As a 

result, the asymmetric theory described in the introduction chapter of this present work 

is somewhat invalid or rather inapplicable in this current section. For this reason a new 

theory, the concept of asymmetric triangles will be introduced, which later on will be 

used to describe the asymmetric triangle that formed between the US, the PRC and 

Taiwan. 

 A brief historical summary of the triangular connections has to be given. The most 

relevant decades in the current thesis’ case are the years following 1949, when the 

Kuomintang (KMT), leaving the mainland, moved to the islands of Taiwan, as a result 

of the civil war between the forces of the KMT and the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP). At the time, Washington had official connections with the Kuomintang and the 

Republic of China, which was maintained after the retreating. The US supported 

Taipei as part of its plan to stop the expansion and the spread of communism. The 

Korean War broke out and was fought for the same reason, in which Taiwan’s support 

given to the US strengthened their relations, which was also tightened by a treaty of 

alliance.  

 Beijing’s first interference into the connection took the form of crises across the 

Taiwan Strait. In the first crisis, in 1954-1955, the conflict’s focus was on the islands 

close to the mainland, but held by the KMT government. 1958 marked the year of the 
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second Taiwan Strait crisis, in which the fightings concentrated on the islands of 

Matzu and Jinmen or Quemoy, which were under Taipei’s governance. Neither of the 

conflicts ended in heated war, although it could have happened, and Washington took 

the ROC’s side in both crises, aiding Taipei against the PLA, the Chinese army and 

helping resolve the starting conflicts.  

 In the upcoming years, the intonation of the bilateral connections between 

Washington and Taipei and Washington and Beijing started shifting. The importance 

of future relations between the US and the PRC was realized by both parties and 

connections were slowly established. Richard Nixon’s official visit to China in 1972 

and the signing of the Shanghai Communiqué were the first direct steps taken to the 

normalization of the relations. Shortly afterwards, in 1979, officially diplomatic ties 

between Washington and Taipei were cut and such connections were established 

between the US and China. However, non-official relations still held Washington and 

Taipei together.  

 Additionally, in the same year, the Taiwan Relations Act (TRA) was passed by the 

Congress of the US. As part of this act, Washington promised to keep protecting 

Taiwan and to maintain the unofficial relations. It also maked the US’s responsibility 

to answer any nonpeaceful attacks and threats that the island may receive. Furthermore, 

weaponry and arms sales to Taiwan were promised, to strengthen the ROC’s defenses. 

 Peaceful connections were and are maintained ever since, with the intonation of the 

connections occasionally shifting for various reasons. The third Taiwan Strait crisis of 

1995-1996 is the only notable event that bought major changes in the relations, at least 

for a given time. Beijing held missile testings in the seas near the islands of Taiwan to 

show its disproval of the ROC’s possible actions to gain a more important role in the 

international community and to influence the results of the first democratic elections 

held in 1996. The US came to aid Taiwan, but the breakout of an actual conflict was 

yet again avoided.  

 

5.2 The concept of asymmetric triangles 

 

  The theory of asymmetric triangles challenges the traditional view of international 

relations the same way the concept of asymmetric connections did: it is based on the 
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thought that not all interacting participants are equal, or notedly are equal in sense of 

their power. (Womack 2010) 

 The theory of international triangular relationships was developed by Lowell 

Dittmer in the beginning of the 1980s, taking the connection between the Soviet Union, 

the US and China as bases. Triangular relations have to meet certain criteria if they are 

to be placed into this theoretical framework. All three included parties have to be 

rational states with full sovereignty. Developments in the bilateral connections 

between any two actors have to be relevant to the third party. The three actors’ 

national securities have to be at stake and concerned. (Womack 2010, Wu 2000) 

Despite the fact that the fulfillment of the first criteria may be questioned – concerning 

Taiwan’s sovereignty – several scholars have taken US-China-Taiwan triangular 

relations when describing their thoughts on this concept.  

 A differentiation has to be made between hard and soft triangles. In the prior, the 

individual, bilateral relations of the countries have major effects on the connections to 

the third state. In the case of soft triangles, the relationship to the third party influences 

the bilateral relations but do not determine them. The US-China-Taiwan triangle – a 

mini-triangle - is a unique one as the connections forming a triangle can clearly be 

seen and as the relationship can be dated back several decades. Any changes in any of 

the three bilateral relations had and have an effect on the third actor and its 

connections. As a result, the connection between any two states that are examined has 

to receive special attention. It has to be mentioned that a fourth party, Japan can be 

listed as an additionally distant actor of the currently studied connection. (Womack 

2010) 

 Looking at Lowell Dittmer’s strategic triangle typology, four separate types can be 

identified: ménage à trois (all three members are amities), marriage (two hostile 

connections and a friendly one), romantic triangle (two amities and one enmity) and 

unit veto (all connections are belligerent). (See Figure 4.1) Within these four types, six 

roles can be identified, of which one is taken by each actor in the triangular relations: 

friend, partner, outcast, wing, pivot and foe. With these types and roles a three state 

connection can be studied.  Amity and enmity between the other two parties is usually 

both suitable for the third player, the latter protecting it for the other two actors allying 

against it. (Womack 2010) 

 All triangular connections come with a payoff for the states. This payoff can be 

raised by increasing the role of the actor, which can be done by turning hostile 
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relations into friendly ones or by changing the allied connection of the others to an 

enmity one or by both. This would bring along a change in the type of the strategic 

triangle, in which the actor that operated the changes would have a better position. The 

most stable triangle, where there are no losers and the payoff is minimized for all 

parties is the ménage à trois. (Womack 2010) 

 The difference between the powers and the capabilities of the three actors can be 

introduced for the theory to match the connections in reality. The three parties – X, Y 

and Z – can be related in four ways: symmetrical triangle (X=Y=Z), single-head dual 

asymmetric triangle (X>Y=Z), twin-head dual asymmetric triangle (X=Y>Z) and 

triple asymmetric triangle (X>Y>Z). Keeping good connections to a stronger state is 

more valued than with a weaker country. The advantages and disadvantages that the 

relationship between the other two actors bring for the third one also depend on the 

power and capability of the two. Linked to this, the power ratios between the states 

can determine the stability of the type of strategic triangle, with the romantic kind 

being the most stable. As mentioned above, good connections to the strongest state 

giving the advantages and stability of the triangle are often assured by the greatest 

party, which results in stability being what the strongest actor of the three decides it to 

be. An asymmetric triangle can only last long if it the situation satisfies the greatest 

state.  (Womack 2010) 

 Placing the US-China-Taiwan connection into the asymmetric triangular theory, it 

can be concluded that, with occasional tilting on the PRC’s direction, the US is 

continuously balancing between the two other states. This makes it the pivot in 

Dittmer’s romantic type of triangle. In the power built up, it is assumed that the US is 

the strongest, leaving even China behind, so the triangle can be drawn up as the 

following: X>Y>Z, making it a triple asymmetric triangle and all bilateral relations 

asymmetric. This has been the unchanged situation since 1972. This can be so, 

because the US is comfortable with its pivot status, hence it has not tried to change the 

built up of the triangle. (Womack 2010) 

 As the above conclusion is made, romantic type and triple asymmetric triangles 

should be studied more thoroughly. As described in the section introducing the theory 

of asymmetry, acknowledgment for deference (AFD) brings equilibrium into bilateral 

asymmetric connections. In triple asymmetric relations, this equilibrium exists 

between the pivot, X and the two states it connections with, in other words it can be 

found in the XY and XZ relations. (See Figure 4.2) However Y and Z do not have 
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such a consistent relationship. The reasons can again be traced back to the bilateral 

analysis, with Z not willing to defer to Y and Y not acknowledging Z, even though 

that is what Z wants. This is the relationship that X has to intervene in. (Womack 2010) 

 This state of XY, XZ connections had to be fought for and earned as well and 

presently it is because these AFD relations are secured that YZ cannot reach similar 

equilibrium. Looking at this from Z’s perspective, it did not defer to – but maybe will 

in the future – however it wanted to have Y’s acknowledgment but got X’s instead. As 

the connection is made, the strongest power, X, will not see Z pressured by Y. Y could 

have challenged X in the past, but they have settled in an AFD connection, so Y 

cannot oppose X’ protection of Z. However X is not only capable of limiting Y, but 

can also push Z into a direction that it finds suitable, as through the AFD connections, 

it can affect both Y’s and Z’s actions. X can prevent the other two states settling their 

differences by any means and enforce a status quo. In other words, it is X stopping YZ 

to become an AFD relation. The stability of XY and XZ will destabilize YZ. The 

triangle is held together by X. (Womack 2010) 

 Despite the statements above, the status of the pivot is not always easy and X will 

gain less with this position, as the other countries will with theirs. The ratio of costs 

and benefits may after some point seem too low for X, leading to a decision of parting 

with the pivot’s position. This is especially true when the relationship between Y and 

Z escalates and X needs additional resources and capabilities to prevent a possible 

conflict, adding to X’s already high costs. X may be an unwilling pivot, with only 

finding itself in that situation, presumable through its separate connections to Y and Z. 

(Womack 2010) 

 Multilateral connections come with uncertainty. This uncertainty can be lowered by 

negotiations and coordination among the parties. In triangular connections it is 

especially important to pay attention to the bilateral relations and to construct and 

follow coherent policies in their connections to the other two actors. Besides the 

international aspects of the three party relationships, the domestic reception of the 

triangular connection and the efforts that are placed into maintaining the triangle has 

to be mentioned. (Womack 2010) 

 X’s limited benefits and relatively big burden mostly likely will not be welcomed in 

its domestic politics. The situation may be labeled as stuck and the government of X 

may be pushed into a certain direction by its political circle and its public. These 

directions could be a final peace reached between Y and Z or X taking either’s side 
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with which the standing of the triangular connection would be determined. With the 

prior the situation would be secured, resulting in less responsibility for X. Taking Y’s 

side may end in Z yielding to Y and forming an AFD connection. Siding Z would give 

a more complex picture with a stronger Z and a possible hostile Y. As a final scenario, 

X could just exit the triangle and leave it to Y and Z to resolve their belligerent 

connection. (Womack 2010) 

 Y’s position in the triangle can be summarized by one word: frustration. If not for 

X’s presence, it could have solved its “Z problem”. The public of Y is antipathetic 

towards X’s involvement, but are still aware of the other country’s greater power. Y 

can either accept X’s presence and the peace that it wants to achieve or convincing X 

to take its side. It can also raise the costs of protecting Z, until a certain point where X 

finds it too expensive to defend the smallest of the three. As a final and rather long 

running alternative is for Y to wait until X values their relations above the triangle and 

Z and so would let Z fall into the hands of Y. In the first two scenarios Y 

acknowledges X’s superior role and so are pro-X. The latter two are anti-X, 

accordingly would be costly for Y to achieve and may result in a closer connection 

between X and Z. (Womack 2010) 

 Z is vulnerable in the triangle. Y does not acknowledge, in other words disregards 

its autonomy and its ally, X, has friendly connections with Y. It wants to end this 

uncertain situation by minimizing the risk and by reducing the anxiety that weighs on 

it. Z knows its current autonomy is the result of X’s efforts and wonders what would 

happen to it without the greatest state in the triangle. Z has three choices to choose 

from to achieve its goal: get X’s unquestionable support against Y, somehow initiate a 

conflict between Y and X or start a conflict with Y, hoping that X will run to its aid. 

The help of X is not certain and this could also be a decision made by Z’s desperation 

to end the tension. As an addition option, Z could look for an ally against Y outside 

the triangle, involving a fourth participant. (Womack 2010) 

 It has to be noted that Yu-Shan Wu, when discussed the US-China-Taiwan 

triangular connections, pointed out two particular flaws in the logic of the above 

described theory and its application in the current triangle. The concept does not take 

the domestic factor and changes into consideration, perhaps just in X’s case. Wu 

stresses the importance of these possible changes in the cases of democratic US and 

Taiwan, but the shifting of political attitudes can also occur in China. Another blemish 

is the theory’s inattention towards the international system outside the triangle and the 
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effects it could have on the actors and the bilateral relations of this formation. (Wu 

2000) 

 As mentioned above, the US-China-Taiwan connections can be placed into this 

theory as a triple asymmetric triangle, with US playing the role of the pivot X, the 

PRC is Y and Taiwan being the weakest Z out of the three. It should be noted here that 

the type of asymmetric triangle chosen to describe these relations may be a false one. 

It can be argued that the US is not necessarily stronger or greater than China or at least 

not in every aspect. As a result, this triangle would fall under another category, the 

twin-head dual asymmetric triangle (X=Y>Z), with Taiwan still being the weakest, but 

with X and Y, the US and the PRC, being equal, to at least some extend.  

 As in the above described theory, the triangular connection was placed into the 

triple asymmetric category, this will be accepted and used for the following parts of 

the current chapter. If the decision of shifting the US-China-Taiwan triangle into the 

twin-head dual asymmetric type was made, a different analysis would have to be built 

and presented. This not being the purpose of the current thesis, the discussed triangle 

will be treated as a triple asymmetric one. However, the fact that the present situation 

may change is acknowledged and it can be stated that in the future, this triangle may 

shift towards being a twin-head dual asymmetric typed triangle.   

 As mentioned in the section of the description of the asymmetric connections 

theory, it has to be noted here as well that other scholars have also been examining the 

asymmetric nature of given triangular relations. Yu-Shan Wu’s work can be discussed 

again here.  

 In one of his articles, Wu describes Lowell Dittmer’s concept and broadens it, with 

taking the economic and military powers of the three actors into framework of the 

theory and merging the concept with a realist viewpoint. With this shift, the study of 

the bilateral and the multilateral aspects of the relations change as well, leaving the 

traditional construction of the theory behind. This shift also allows Wu to build up a 

more complex picture and study in the given topic, which he does through examining 

alliances that form and break apart among the three states of the strategic triangle. (Wu 

2011) 

 The theory is applied to the alliance system of East Asia during and after the Cold 

War period, up till 2009-2010, forming between China, the Soviet Union, the US and 

the collective of Taiwan, Korea and Japan, while extending the concept of triangular 

relations by including a greater number of actors. (Wu 2011) 
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5.3 US-China-Taiwan political and military connections 

 

  Under this heading the whole of the US-China-Taiwan relations will be examined 

including the military aspect of this connection. 

 As a basic description of the relation, the connection between the three parties can 

be seen as a relationship held together by compromises. Womack describes these 

compromises as the following: the PRC is officially and diplomatically recognized by 

the United States, but Washington will militarily respond if Beijing seeks to reunite 

Taiwan using force. The ROC is provided by military weaponry by the US and its 

protection, but it does not have the North American state’s official recognition. 

Furthermore, Taipei would have to face both the US and China if it solemnly tried to 

push for independence. (Womack 2010) This is what happened under the presidency 

of Chen Shui-bian.  

 Washington, using its hegemonic power, has constantly to fight to maintain the 

status quo and the “no use of force, no independence” policy of the relation, which 

neither Taipei nor Beijing is pleased about. In the prior’s point of view, without the 

US it could fight for larger international recognition. In the latter’s opinion, if not for 

Washington’s protection, the PRC could have already reunited Taiwan. Additionally, 

Washington has not much to gain from this triangular connection, while the costs it 

has to pay to maintain the status quo are quite high, making it the unwilling pivot. 

(Womack 2010) 

 The US’s support of Taiwan has been an AFD relationship for the past more than 

fifty years and can be traced back to the 19
th

 century and in the beginning was 

connected to the Kuomintang and not the islands themselves. As the party moved to 

the islands of Taiwan, the relation continued on and flourished as the communist 

expansion was to be stopped by Washington, making the protection of Taipei’s 

territories rather symbolical. The outbreak of the Korean war made the relation an 

even stronger and tighter one. A treaty alliance was established and official diplomatic 

ties connected the ROC and the US. At times the relationship and especially Taiwan’s 

involvement as was intense that Taipei could have its way even if the US did not 

necessarily support the actions and decisions made by the ROC. The second Taiwan 

Strait crisis in 1958 can be taking as example, when the ROC government enforced 
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Washington to support the defense of two of Taiwan’s offshore islands. Nevertheless, 

Taipei could not always have its way as events just a few years after 1958 and not so 

long ago, under the presidency of Chen Shui-bian show. Hence the ROC’s deference 

towards the US is correlatively great. (Bergsten et al. 2008, Womack 2010) 

 However in time, the involvement of China into the international community 

became inevitable. Connections with China were slowly established – doubly so as the 

US realized that a linkage to the PRC would be in Washington’s best interest -, but the 

ties with Taiwan were not cut, for various reasons, including the reputation and the 

credibility of the US to its other allies. The security of the ROC continued to be an 

important factor for the US government. In 1979, official diplomatic connection 

between Washington and Beijing was established
23

, ending the same official relation 

between Washington and Taipei, but not the unofficial ties and the connection through 

arms sales. (Bergsten et al. 2008, Womack 2010) 

 As an indication, coming for the Congress of the US, that the promise of protecting 

Taiwan will be kept, in 1979, the Taiwan Relations Act (TRA) was passed. The act 

states that no forceful or nonpeaceful actions towards Taiwan will be left unanswered 

and that unofficial connections, including commercial and cultural ties will be tended. 

However the act itself does not specify in what way these nonpeaceful actions and 

threats will be answered and retaliated, leaving a quite large range of possibilities in 

Washington’s hands. The presently ongoing arms sales were also stated and promised 

in the TRA, for the ROC to be able to sustain “a sufficient self-defense capacity”, 

emphasis a “defensive character” of these arms sales, instead of an offensive one. 

(TRA 1979, 2) In the 1980s, further clarifications, including the constant reduction in 

the amount of weaponry sold to Taiwan, were made, some to Beijing’s leverage. 

(TRA 1979, Bergsten et al. 2008)  

 Since the end of the Cold War, the environment that the above described events 

took place, changed in many ways.  

 As for the PRC, an AFD connection between Beijing and Washington formed 

slowly, which was not possible in the previous decades. Both domestic – the 

Tiananmen Square incident or massacre – and international – the demise of the USSR, 

                                                           
23

: As the official connection between the PRC and the United States was formed, another strategic 

triangle was established, with the Soviet Union as the third actor. In this relationship, China tried to take 

the position of the pivot, or X as described in subchapter above. This ambition was never realized. 

Furthermore, in the 1980s, the features of the triangle changed, making it a ménage à trois and so no 

pivot was needed to secure and monitor the strategic triangle. (Womack 2010) 
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leaving China as the greatest Communist state – played a part in forming the PRC’s 

attitude towards the relationship and the importance of winning the US’s friendship. 

The connection between Beijing and Washington is multilayered, linking several areas 

of the governments and the societies together, from environmental questions to 

counterterrorism. This also means China does not want to – at least openly - challenge 

the United States, its position and hegemony, which is proved by the actions that 

Beijing took in the third Taiwan Strait crisis in 1995 and 1996, where China avoided 

initiating a direct conflict with the US. As for Washington’s concession in this part of 

the strategic triangle is acknowledging the one-China policy, enforced by Beijing. 

However the US is always ready to halt China whenever Washington feels that Beijing 

crossed a line it was not supposed to, including possible actions against Taiwan. 

(Bergsten et al. 2008, Womack 2010)  

 Limitations and setting up red lines that are not to the crossed not only restrains the 

PRC’s actions but the US’s as well. In the three no’s policy, introduced under the 

Clinton government, the US set the barriers for itself not to aid Taiwan’s 

independence, to continue acknowledging the “one-China principle”, while not 

advocating the “two Chinas” principle and no to assist the ROC’s acceptance into an 

intentional organization where statehood is one of the conditions of joining. As a 

result of these limitations but the ongoing arms sales, at times the US finds itself in a 

difficult situation when it has to define the nature of its connection to Taiwan. 

(Bergsten et al. 2008) 

 As for the ROC, the rise of China and the significance of the relations to Beijing for 

Washington made Taiwan a somewhat less important matter and responsibility for the 

US. Nevertheless, the support is still alive and ongoing – as proven by the still 

effective TRA and other military-to-military cooperation between the ROC and the US 

-, as the protection of the area is still high among the US’s priorities and as the 

protection of the now democratic Taiwan became emblematic. With the prior one, the 

US wants to reassure its allies in the area of its continuous support and attention, 

especially against the rising PRC. Abandoning Taiwan or even altering the current the 

arms sales would get the other states of the region anxious and worried about the 

future. With the latter, Washington wants to set an example for China for the state’s 

possible future transition. (Bergsten et al. 2008, Rosen-Wang 2011, Womack 2010) 

 As already indicated above, the constant changes in Taiwan’s politics and the 

actions and point of views of Taiwanese politicians can also be somewhat 
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uncomfortable for the American government, as under the Chen administration, 

fearing a possible de facto declaration of independence and voicing the intention to 

join the United Nations as a separate member. The US had to devote more of its 

attention to the territory, while it could have focused on other pressing issues, 

changing the intonation of the connection, at least for the time being. In the eyes of the 

US, Ma Ying-jeou’s election bought a change with itself, stability, in which 

Washington expects less surprises. (Bergsten et al. 2008, Womack 2010) 

 China’s attitude towards Taiwan and the way Beijing treats Taipei is also seen by 

many in the US as an example of how the now rising PRC will deal with future 

conflicts that it will find itself in. A possible move or sudden action by China may also 

indicate that it plans to shift the current order in the region, which Washington could 

leave unanswered. (Bergsten et al. 2008) 

 The views of China’s connection to Taiwan as an example to Beijing future attitude 

towards other countries may be disproved. The PRC sees its connection to the ROC as 

a domestic affair, it, however, views its connections with other states as international 

affairs. For this reason, it cannot necessarily be concluded what Beijing’s future 

attitude will be like. However, this is a hypothetical question and as so as factors vary 

in the future, this could or could not be China’s future attitude. (Chiang 2014
24

, Yuan 

2014
25

)  

 Discussing the US’s protection of Taiwan, it must be mentioned that the ROC is not 

the only territory that Washington feels responsible for in the region. In two of these 

states, Japan and South Korea, has US military presence. Forces were withdrawn from 

Taiwan in 1979. These countries have flourishing economic connections with China. 

These two factors do not weigh each other out like they at times seem to do in US-

China-Taiwan’s case. It is the US-Taiwan military relations that can be majorly 

effected by the China-Taiwan economic connections. The main concern is a tighter 

Taipei-Beijing relation compromising the weaponry system that is provided by 

Washington. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 Placing the US-China-Taiwan triangle directly into the theory described above, we 

can conclude that Washington, the pivot X, has reached an AFD connection with both 

weaker sides, keeping their interests in mind, while China, Y, and Taiwan, Z, have 

accepted the US as the hegemon actor in the triangle. Washington did not gain this 

                                                           
24

: Information gathered during the interview with Chia-Hsiung Chiang was included in this paragraph.   
25

: Information gathered during the interview with Yi Yuan Chiang was included in this paragraph.    
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position. It can rather be said that the situation formed around it, leaving the US with 

the pivot’s position. Washington’s efforts, however, does not bring them closer to 

resolving their own hostile relations and building their own AFD connection, leaving a 

source of tension. The US tenaciously tries to push the parties towards a peaceful 

resolution and stabilize the situation, while both sides try to gain the full support of 

Washington, making the triangle, as mentioned above a triple asymmetric one. (See 

Figure 4.3) The efforts to make the US tilt to either side have been unsuccessful and 

can be hard for Washington to handle. (Womack 2010) 

 As for the current standing of the triangular connections, a softening process can be 

noted, with positive developments in all three individual bilateral connections, with 

the emphasis on the Taipei-Beijing relation which is moving closer to an AFD state. 

The most important factor of this drive was the Kuomintang’s and Ma Ying-jeou’s 

win in the 2008 elections. The hostile connection that characterized Beijing’s and 

Taipei’s connection through the years the island was governed by the Democratic 

Progressive Party changes to an amicable toned relation, which is headed and it 

heading towards the establishment of an AFD connection. This was welcomed by both 

the PRC and the US. (Womack 2010) 

 Besides Taiwan’s domestic shifting, the military developments and modernizations 

is a factor that is presently altering the structure of this asymmetric triangle. Despite 

the expectations that military asymmetry between Taiwan and China can be touched 

here, it is the US that more and more apprehensively studies these modernizations. It 

is especially to Beijing’s submarine and missiles that Washington pays prominent 

attention to. The Chinese marine and anti-satellite and anti-ship missiles could easily 

alter the strategic balance between the two states in the foreseeable future. These shifts 

make it less likely for a quick American answer if Beijing decides to cross over the 

Taiwan Strait. Furthermore, defending the island would cost more to Washington, 

raising the already high expenses that it dedicated to this cause, making the unwilling 

pivot even more reluctant. (Womack 2010) 

 The issue of Washington abandoning the ROC can be raised here. Among the 

indirect reasons supporting the view that the US has to withdraw from its position of 

“protector of Taiwan” is the fear that with the ROC and the PRC tightening its 

relations or even shortly unifying, Beijing will be able to lay its hands on US military 

and technology secrets which were exported to Taiwan via the weaponry sold in the 

arms sales. (Rosen-Wang 2011)  
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 The shift from hard to soft has also altered the basic structure of the triangular 

relations. The US still acts as a pivot, but since, as mentioned above, the costs or 

keeping the peace and protecting Taiwan in this case have risen. As a result, X may 

decide to withdraw from its position. (Womack 2010) As an outcome, the structural 

change is either grave or the triangle as a whole may cease to exist.  

 Farther areas of defense have not been mentioned in the description, areas where 

the US dreads both China and Taiwan or just the latter. Cybersecurity is one of these 

specific areas. In case of the ROC, it is not direct attack from Taiwan that Washington 

fears, but indirect attacks carried out by Chinese hackers, who are often sponsored by 

the government, who assault American networks via Taiwanese made computer 

systems. The ROC itself has to dread these potential attacks, since some aim the island 

directly and not a third state’s network system. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 Another branch that concerns the US is the semiconductor import from Taiwan. 

These products are widely used in the military products produced in the North 

American county and the weaponry sector heavily relies on the Taiwanese import. The 

US fills a certain defenselessness in this area, which would worsen if the unification of 

the island and the mainland was to happen. According to some, in this case Beijing 

could easily compromise semiconductor products, such as microchips. (Rosen-Wang 

2011) 

 Yet another related concern is Taiwanese contribution to the PLA’s technological 

modernization. It is through the investments and the migration of firms from the ROC 

to the mainland that might start and contribute to this process, which would increase in 

the case of closer relations between Taipei and Beijing. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 These above listed fears of the US somewhat contradict what has been stated about 

the pivot X in the description of the theory. X would like to see Y and Z tighten its 

connections, hence the state of AFD can be reached between them.  Nevertheless, in 

these situations closer Taipei-Beijing relations would increase these dreads. Taking 

these areas, it can be stated that a more harmonious connection across the Taiwan 

Strait would increase angst and not make X, the United States more at ease.  

 Besides the US dreading China, the PRC also fears the US. In Beijing’s point of 

view, Washington is attacking the basic Chinese principles and is working on 

undermining the peace that presently reigns in China. Beijing also fears that the US 

will feel more and more threatened by the PRC, especially in the Asia Pacific region. 
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Despite these dreads, the CCP also know how fruitful the connection between Beijing 

and Washington is.   

 

5.4 US-China-Taiwan economic connections 

 

 The United States’ economical connections are presumably the most significant 

ones that interconnect the North American country with Asia. As stated by Rupert 

Hammond-Chambers, member of the US-Taiwan Business Council, at the American 

Enterprise Institute’s Free Trade Agreements in Asia event “If the United States 

doesn’t have a trade policy, it doesn’t have an Asia policy”. (Hammond-Chambers 

2009) As for this reason, Washington ought to pay close attention to economical 

developments in the region, including Taipei’s and Beijing’s relations in this sector.  

 The economical connection between Taiwan and China affects the United States 

and its economical sector. Two reasons can be listed as explanations, one of them 

being the US’s status and focus on this region, that would not allow it to leave this 

connection unnoticed. Besides this, the other interpretation is Washington’s general, or 

in other words, political and military involvement in the relation supports the need to 

intervene in the economical processes as well. As for the bilateral connections, both 

Taiwan-US and China-US economical relations run deep and strong. (Rosen-Wang 

2011)  

 As the general and military connections between Taiwan and the US got stronger in 

the 1950s and 1960s, so did the economic relations. The importance of this relation 

never lost its significance. One of the arguments supporting this statement is the fact 

that the economical connection can be listed among the reasons of the US to continue 

supporting the ROC. According to the data of the United States Census Bureau, as of 

February of 2014, Taiwan was the thirteenth largest trade partner of the US with the 

ROC being twelfth largest import partner of the United States. (See Figure 4.4 - 4.5) 

(Bergsten et al. 2008, Womack 2010, United States Census Bureau 2014) 

 Another argument that can be raised is the fact that Washington constantly helped 

and helps Taipei’s participation in various international organizations – which do not 

require statehood, as it was stressed above - , of which many have economic focuses, 

including APEC and the Asian Development Bank. Taiwan’s important position in the 

telecommunication technology and computer world makes Taipei’s and Washington’s 
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connections more important for the latter one. With a unification of the territories at 

the two sides of the Taiwan Strait would possible alter the present setup of the 

economical system in Taiwan, putting its position at risk and suggesting a change that 

would not benefit the US and its economy. (Bergsten et al. 2008, Womack 2010) 

 Additionally, some may view the fact that the US provides Taiwan with a different 

export control regime status than it does China, as proof that Washington has tight 

connections to Taipei. However, steps to differentiate the island and mainland were 

only necessarily taken were a formality required in the implementation process of the 

arms sales between the US and Taiwan. It does not provide Taipei with further 

advantages. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 Besides trade and export-import data, the investments from the US flowing to 

Taiwan can be studied, alongside the amount of foreign direct investment headed to 

the United States from the ROC. As of 2011, the most recent date set published by the 

US Department of Commerce Bureau of Economic Analysis, Taiwan received 

US$15.8 billion, most of which was invested in the wholesale trade, finance branches 

and chemicals and computers and electronic products industrial branches of the 

economy. The US’s manufacturing, wholesale trade and depository institutions receive 

most of the investments from the ROC, totally adding up to US$5.1 billion. This data 

set is based on a historical-cost basis. (Bureau of Economic Analysis 2012) 

 The economic natured relationship between Taipei and Washington is going 

through changes. With the volume on trade between the two sides of the Taiwan Strait 

is increasing, trade between Taiwan and the US is decreasing. As discussed in the 

economical sector of the current thesis, the massive movement to the mainland of 

Taiwanese companies results in the products being exported from China and not 

Taiwan, changing the data and the nature of the connection as well. It must be added 

that if the economic connects of Taiwan, China and a fourth, different country was 

studied here, the result would presumably be the same. It is also true the other ways 

around. More and more American and other state’s companies are moving their 

production or at least the final assembly of the products to China, increasing the 

amount of Chinese exports this way. (Chuang 2014
26

, Rosen-Wang 2011)  

 Despite this decrease, the economic connection between Taipei and Washington 

can still be described as important. As noted above, investments represent a major 

                                                           
26

: Information gathered during the interview with Yih Chyi Chuang was included in this paragraph.   
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share of the economic connections between these two actors, but magnitude of IT 

companies is also high. This IT centered relation can also be considered a supply chain, 

where Taiwanese companies as subcontractors satisfy demand for the US in this sector 

of the economy. It is particularly the original design manufacturers, or ODMs for short, 

from the ROC that export their products to the US, as presently the island is one of the 

leading territories in area of ODMs. (Chuang 2014
27

) 

 Looking at the same set of data and the same figures as in the Taiwan-US section 

above, the economic relations of China and the US can be studied as well. The data 

suggests that the economic connection between these two states is a very strong one. 

Referring to the figures provided by the United States Census Bureau, in early 2014, 

China was the US’s third largest trade partner, with eight percent of the US’s export 

heading to the PRC and what is more important, the US importing most of its goods 

from China, with Chinese imports making up more than eighteen percent of the total 

imports heading towards the United States. (See Figure 4.4 - 4.6) However it is not 

just the US’s economy that relies heavily on China. Behind Hong Kong, the US is 

where most of the PRC’s export is headed. In the import sector, the United States 

somewhat lags behind, with three states located close to China - South Korea, Japan 

and Taiwan – preceding it. (CIA World Factbook, Peoples’ Republic of China 2014; 

United States Census Bureau 2014) 

 Looking at the data of investments that flow between the US and China, we find the 

surprising factor of the US receiving less amount of investments for the PRC as it does 

from Taiwan. This of course changes if amount arriving from Hong Kong is added. 

Without Hong Kong, the number is US$3.8 billion, but adding the city’s investment, 

this quickly grows to US$8.6 billion, which is more than one and a half times the 

amount inflowing from Taiwan. In China, most of it is used up in wholesale trade, 

depository institutions and other, unspecified industries. In Hong Kong, unspecified 

manufacturing industries and wholesale trade is supported. The FDI flowing from the 

US to the PRC reached the amount of more than US$106 billion, with China taking 

half, US$54.2 billion and Hong Kong US$52.5 billion. As it can be expected, in China 

it is the manufacturing industry as a whole that takes in most of the investments, 

especially the chemicals, computer and electronics and transportation equipment 

industries, besides the nonbanking, holding companies and wholesale trade. In Hong 

                                                           
27

: Information gathered during the interview with Yih Chyi Chuang was included in this paragraph.   
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Kong, nonbanking, holding companies and wholesale trade are supported. This data is 

yet again set is based on a historical-cost basis. (Bureau of Economic Analysis 2012) 

 It can be mentioned here, relating to the flow of investments, that the above 

described numbers showing the connection between the PRC and the US are expected 

to change. The amount of FDI inflowing from the US is already big, but will grow in 

the future, however more importantly it is the large increase in the investments from 

China that the experts are expecting, as the Chinese government is also encouraging 

investments. The situation is somewhat different in Taiwan, where the flows of 

investment are linked to the Cross Strait relations and react to the changes in this 

connection. (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 Another related issue that has to be examined here is the foreign portfolio 

investments or in other words debts that the US owns to Beijing and Taipei and vice 

versa. As it is nowadays well known, China owns the greatest amount of debt 

securities of the US Treasury, a massive US$1,277 billion, of which US$5 billion 

were short-term debts as of June 2013. The same figure for Taiwan is comparatively 

smaller, US$186 billion, with US$3 billion as short-term debts. The amounts of the 

US’s holdings of China’s (excluding Hong Kong and Macau) and Taiwan’s securities 

are US$119 billion for the prior (US$258 billion including Hong Kong) and US$87 

billion for the latter. (US Department of Treasury 2013, 2014) 

 It must be added here, that it is not merely foreign portfolio investments that the US 

has a deficit in, but also in merchandise trade. It owns most if this debt to China but 

Taiwan as well, with the note that while the prior is increasing, the latter is constantly 

decreasing. (See Figure 4.7) (Rosen-Wang 2011) 

 After the listing of the numbers representing the bilateral economic connection 

between the three actors of the triangular relations, an example has to be given here 

that economically connects China, Taiwan and the US. The tight linkage formed and is 

forming between the three actors has to shown, as it is often forgotten or overlooked, 

while bilateral relations are emphasized. One of the most plausible examples is the 

Foxconn Technology Group or Hon Hai Precision Industry Co., Ltd.  

 Foxconn has taken advantage of the globalization in general and the globalization 

process that has been carried out in China, driven by the state. Export-led productions 

goals of the PRC were another policy and development of the mainland that the 

company could take advantage of. Foxconn is currently the biggest exporting firm of 

China. As a result, it is strong in the world market as well, producing or contributing 
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to the manufacturing process of half of the world’s electronic products. (Pun-Chan 

2010, 2012) 

 The company was established in Taipei in 1974 and moved its production lines to 

the mainland in the end of the 1980s. The Chinese government, most importantly the 

local governments helped with the building up of the firm’s system on the mainland, 

establishing a system later labeled as the Foxconn model. The firm produces make-to-

order items, in other words it does not manufacture products of its own, but produces 

items ordered by different firms and brands. (Pun-Chan 2010, 2012) The method of 

labor division is similar to the one described under the term ODMs or original design 

manufacturers in the economic chapter of the current thesis.  

 Foxconn produces a variety of products, from cheaper ones to high-end machines 

or machine parts. The manufactured items can be categories into separate groups, 

however together they can be labeled as “6C” products—computers (laptops, desktops, 

tablet personal computers including iPads), communications equipment (such as 

iPhones), consumer products (digital music players, cameras, game consoles, 

televisions), car parts (automotive electronics), content (e-book readers, for example 

Kindle) and health care products. (Pun-Chan 2010, 2012) The successfulness of 

Foxconn can also be explained by the diversity of the products that it manufactures, 

not concentrating on one specific type or set of items.   

 The above noted success is also represented in the revenue and the growth of it. As 

for 2010, the annual revenue of the firm reached an all-time high with approximately 

US$101.4 billion. The increase of the revenues has been strong since 2000, when 

successful globalization of the company began, but starting from 2004, this growth has 

multiplied. (See Figure 4.8) (Pun-Chan 2010, 2012) Some decreasing tendencies can 

be seen on 2008, which can be explained by the recession of the world economy and 

the fall in demand.  

 Despite the above mentioned move of the production lines to the mainland, the 

Research and Development (R&D) section of the company stayed in Taiwan. This 

makes the company important on both sides of the Taiwan Strait. The more than thirty 

factories owned by Foxconn, employing more than one million workers in the PRC 

alone, are mainly concentrated in three areas of China: the Shenzhen Special 

Economic Zone (SEZ), the Pearl River Delta and the Yangzi River Delta. (Pun-Chan 

2010, 2012) It can be noted that the locations mentioned above are also the places 
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where most Taiwanese investments were and are heading, as described in the chapter 

on the economical aspects of the Cross Strait relations.   

 The above mentioned globalization of the company, starting in the beginning of the 

2000s, is when the third state, the US became most relevant in Foxconn’s story. Pun 

Ngai and Jenny Chan use the phrase “made by Foxconn and sold by Wal-Mart” (Pun-

Chan 2012, 387), referring to the well-known American retail cooperation, which, 

among others, is distributing and selling the products manufactured by Foxconn.  The 

company produces items and parts for some of the most renowned brands in the world 

like Microsoft, Nokia, Dell, Hewlett-Packard, Apple, which gain most of the profit 

from the sales. Interestingly, Foxconn, with the exception of Apple, has economically 

outranked the companies that it is producing for, despite the fact that they are large, 

well-known brands. (Pun-Chan 2010, 2012) 

 With Foxconn’s story, a specific example of a linkage between the three studied 

economies was mentioned and described, a connection that can also be summarized as 

resulting in products made in China by Taiwanese sold in the US.   

 

5.5 Conclusion 

 

 Concluding this chapter, it can be stated that the theoretical framework could 

successfully describe the triangular relations that exist between Taipei, Beijing and 

Washington and be applied to their political, military and economic connections. The 

only aspect of the relations that may not fit into the description of the concept, the 

occasional dread that the US and China feel of each other. The fear of a rising China 

and the US that may challenge this rise and the fear about a new world order do not 

seem aligned with the theory.  

 Despite these possible dreads that may not even be shared by many, according to 

Swaine, the connection between the PRC and the US are good. They have strong 

linkages in several areas, most importantly maybe in the economic sector. In the 

economic sphere, even a certain level of dependence has been building. In Beijing’s 

point of view, Washington and its economy is leaning more and more on China. This 

can be proved by the high amount of foreign portfolio investment that the PRC 

accounts for in the US, as discussed above. Besides economy, the proofs of good 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

92 

 

connections can be found in other areas as well, among others the war on terrorism or 

in other words counterterrorism. (Swaine 2010)  

 On the issue of Cross Strait relations, in the US and in other states as well some 

concern is shown to the process of Taiwan’s growing dependency on the mainland, 

especially on the economic sector. The question has already been asked by many, 

including Daniel H. Rosen - Zhi Wang and Nancy Tucker in her article published in 

2002 “If Taiwan Chooses Unification, Should the United States care?”, if a possible 

unification between the island and the mainland would increase the level of the US’s 

security dilemma in Asia or, on the contrary, it would solve Washington’s troubles and 

questions related to the area. It seems to be certain that a sudden shift in the 

connection – meaning both an unexpected unification of the two sides or 

independence of Taiwan – would not just gravely influence the relations across the 

Taiwan Strait, but would also severely change the region and its buildup. As the US’s 

interests are growing in the Southeast Asia, this shift would also affects Washington, 

its attitude and its planed, future actions in the region. (Rosen-Wang 2011, Tucker 

2002) 

 Another issue raised connected to the US’s point of view on the future of Cross 

Strait relations is the question of Washington giving up or abandoning Taiwan. Some 

think that the protection and alliance given to the ROC gains nothing for Washington, 

it is too expensive and stand in the way of strengthening the connections with Beijing, 

which currently would be highly beneficial. Daniel H. Rosen - Zhi Wang also address 

this question, especially the part on the funds that are devoted to aiding Taiwan in 

need. In their point of view, taking funds from this area will not save money. The 

funds would only be transferred for another cause, another security issue, that may 

have even been caused by the US abandoning the island. (Rosen-Wang 2011) The 

issue that is referred to here is connected to the symbolism that the Taipei-Washington 

relation carries, the insecurity that other, US-allied states or governments that have a 

close connection to Washington may feel if it gives up one of its allies. These 

countries may fear that if Taiwan was abandoned, given up to the rising China, which 

is dreaded by several states in the region, then this may happen to them as well, 

sometime in the future.  

 An argument that supports the opinion of giving Taiwan up is the question of the 

growing size of the People’s Liberation Army, the PRC’s army. According to some 

studies, the Chinese are is already strong enough or will be soon forceful enough to 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

93 

 

destroy the Taiwanese army before the US’s forces can come to its aid. (Kearn 2014) 

This development can be explained the modernization of the PLA, that was been 

discussed in the previous chapter on the military asymmetry. For this reason, it may 

seem unavailing for some that the support should be continued.  

 Finally the issue of predictions has to be raised. As it has been mentioned before, 

the changes in politics, leader and leaderships and their policies make it difficult to 

foresee the set of the connections. This was already true in Cross Strait relation’s case, 

but is even more so in the triangular connections between Taipei, Beijing and 

Washington. Here another state with a democratic system and elections enter the focus, 

complicating the prediction process. Changes in the government and the governing 

parties may mean different attitudes and policies regarding the area and issue. As the 

results of future elections cannot be surely foreseen, so cannot the steps and actions 

that the victorious party and the next government take be predicted.  
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6. Conclusions  

 

 In the following chapter, the findings of the current thesis will be summarized, the 

research questions will be answered and a conclusion will be given. An attempt to 

predict possible changes and shifts, based on the collected and presented data will also 

be made.  

 The question stated in the introduction, that are to be studied and answered in this 

section were the following: comparing the size and the population of the Peoples’ 

Republic of China (PRC) and Taiwan, we can clearly conclude that the relationship - 

more specifically the political relations - between is an asymmetric one, but can the 

same be said about the current economic and military state and economic and military 

relations of the two territories? In other words, is the asymmetry of the economic and 

military development and connection of China and Republic of China (ROC) as big as 

their size and population difference? An addition question can be added: what part 

does the third actor of the Cross-Strait relations, the United States of America play in 

this asymmetric connection? 

 

6.1 Summary and predictions 

 

 In the process of finding possible answers to the questions above, the theories of 

asymmetric connections and triangular asymmetric relations were used. Both were 

originally designed to describe non-symmetrical connections through aspects of 

politics and the international sphere. However, this current thesis made an attempt to 

analyze presumable asymmetric relations in the economic and the military sector.  

 In the field of politics, the theories can be lined up with the bilateral and triangular 

connections, which served as the focuses of the study. This was proven by Brantly 

Womack, placing his own thoughts into practice, and by the chapter of this thesis, 

dedicated to describing the political asymmetry between Taiwan and China. An 

additional proof given to support the unequal connections is specified in Yu-Shan 

Wu’s work, where he states that the ROC can never be equalized, will never be equal 

with the mainland. (Wu 2000) That is the reason why, under the broader concept of 

the power asymmetry theory, either bandwagoning or balancing can describe the 
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Taipei- Beijing connection, while equivalent relations are not even offered as an 

option for studying the bilateral connection between the two parties. 

 Status quo is constant and undisturbed, however attitudes towards the other side are 

shifting and moderating, to which Beijing’s changing approach is a suiting example. 

The thought of forceful “liberation” of the island from the Kuomintang’s rule shifted 

to a planned peaceful unification. However, tensions occasionally still dictate the 

intonation of the relations. The isolation of the ROC in the international community, 

the latest, third Taiwan Strait crisis of 1995-96, the Democratic Progressive Party’s 

governance and the Anti Secession Law passed by the CCP in 2005 are all examples 

around which heated conflict between the two parties could have escalated from. 

Brantly Womack characterizes the connection as it being “locked in enmity”. 

(Womack 2010, 395) This statement may be too harsh or not peaceful enough to 

typify the current connection of the Taiwan and China. The relation has shifted a lot 

since the events listed above took place.  

 Peacefulness characterizes the connection, but it has not reached the status of 

acknowledgment for deference yet, or AFD as it has been described in the chapter of 

triangular asymmetry of Beijing, Taipei and Washington. The US has been able to 

achieve such relations with the two Asian actors, but such level of trust has not been 

reached yet in Cross Strait connections.  

 Predicting the route that the relations considering this sector will take is rather 

difficult. One reason among many is the rising PRC’s plans and future. According to 

Michael D. Swaine, China is fighting to regain its previous, great power that it 

possessed in the past centuries. Beijing aims to achieve this most importantly via the 

two sectors of focus, the economy and the military and its diplomatic connections. 

(Swaine 2010) This opinion has a somewhat hostile intonation. This was mentioned to 

raise the issue of the possibility of the PRC gaining what it wants using its growing 

forces and power. As noted in the military chapter, some do fear the military 

advancement of China, but according to others, Beijing would lose too much if it was 

to take nonpeaceful steps and actions.  

 Less hostile predictions have also been made. Similarity between Taiwan’s 

economic development in the second half of the twentieth century and changes that 

China has gone through the past years and is still experiencing has been noted. As a 

result, some conclude that, as part of a spillover effect, after the economy, the political 

sector will also shift, just as Taiwan’s did, calling forth the democratic system that 
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characterizes the ROC today. Future democratization of the PRC is possible and 

maybe even likely according to these studies. As mentioned before, a process like this 

may also drive Taiwan and its citizens to accept and support unification with the 

mainland.  

 It is not merely China and its rise that make foreseeing the future difficult and 

uncertain. As it has been discussed, changes of governments, different parties and 

leaderships that lead the main actors of this connection have the ability to shift their 

views and approaches on the relations, which may also cause changes in the steps and 

actions they take related to the connection. The democratic buildup of two of the 

parties in the relations, Taiwan and the US, lead to these conclusions. With elections 

every several years and the results that may lead to different party’s victory can 

change the course of the connections.  The PRC not being a democratic state does not 

invalids this thought concerning China. In Beijing, shifting in leaderships, new leaders 

gaining the power and new figures setting the route of the PRC may also be the source 

of such changes.  

 On an additional note, the different arguments that can be brought up in defense 

and in opposition to the introduction of Taiwan’s and China’s connection into the 

framework of the asymmetric connection have to be mentioned. In opposition, it can 

be said that the ROC cannot be considered a state, but merely a province of the PRC, 

following Beijing’s views. However, despite the fact that in Womack’s theory both 

parties are most likely accepted states of international community, it cannot be 

concluded that the theory may only be applied to territories that are full members of 

international community. As the triangular connections theory has been applied to 

Taiwan by Womack himself, there should be no uncertainty if the ROC can or cannot 

be studied in the framework of that concept.  

 Examining the economic power and sectors of both China and Taiwan, the 

conclusions of an asymmetric connection existing in this sphere were made. Proven by 

numbers and by the data, it could be summarized that the PRC is performing 

outstandingly in all the mentioned sectors, leaving the ROC behind. Reasons for this 

were given in the named chapter and its conclusion, while the fact of Taiwan’s 

advantage in the information technology and computering branches was stressed. The 

economic and trade connections that link the island and the mainland, further support 

the difference in power and capabilities between Beijing and Taipei. Non-symmetric 

relations are formed in this sector, which are evidence to both the theory of 
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asymmetric connections being able to describe spheres beyond the political one – the 

economic sector in this case – and for the economic relations between China and 

Taiwan to be concluded as being an asymmetric one.  

 There is, however, one aspect of the economic connections of the Cross Strait 

relations that does not seem to fit into the theoretical framework set by Womack. As 

described in the related chapter, dependence or interdependence is more and more 

characteristic of the connection across the Taiwan Strait. It affects Taiwan, which can 

be lined up with the basic concept of the thesis, but China depending on the ROC can 

also be proven. In the theory, the greater A is stronger than the smaller b in almost 

every given aspect. Nevertheless, this interdependence makes the PRC, A state, 

somewhat vulnerable and exposed to b, Taiwan. This situation is likely to change in 

the future. The island’s economy is leaning more and more on the mainland. If this 

process continues, the dependency of Beijing will be reduced. With this, the 

conclusion of Cross Strait relations fitting into the concept of the asymmetric 

connections without question will be possible to make.  

 Predicting future changes is difficult, not just in this sector, but in other ones as 

well. Structural shifts may occur that could result in unforeseeable changes and 

situations. One thing, however, is clear and seems to be stable enough to serve as 

bases of predictions. As emphasized by Yih Chyi Chuang as well, the economy is the 

source of peace and non-violent connections across the Taiwan Strait. The status quo 

and actual relations between Taipei and Beijing are dynamic and are capable of 

changing rapidly, but it is mostly due to the economic sector, that a possible, military 

conflict would not start or would not be forced between China and Taiwan. (Chuang 

2014
28

) 

 Asymmetry in the military sector was also proved and concluded in the given 

chapter of the current thesis. Despite the fact that modernizational processes are 

undergoing both in Taiwan and in China, but the latter in gaining the upper hand. 

Beijing is also allowing its military to use larger and larger funds, while a process of 

budget cuttings can be noted in the ROC’s case. Another main point raised in the 

summary of the chapter on the military can be referred to here. Current studies and 

articles no longer compare the Chinese military with the Taiwanese one. The question 

they ask no longer is the victor in a possible conflict in the Taiwan Strait. The focus 

                                                           
28

: Information gathered during the interview with Yih Chyi Chuang was included in this paragraph.   
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has shifted to the comparison of the PLA and the US’s military. As a result, it can be 

concluded that China’s army has been so successfully modernized and managed that it 

is compared to the largest and possibly most advanced military in the world. This 

shows clear signs of the ROC’s grave disadvantage.  

 To further strengthen the fact of asymmetry of this sector, the tables of the 

appendix taken from the Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security 

Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2014, comparing the 

capabilities of both sides will be examined here. (See Figure 1.1 - 1.3) The tables 

confront three different areas: China itself, the Taiwan Strait area of the mainland or 

the location of weaponry in the PRC that can easily reach the island and Taiwan. 

Ground forces, the navy and the air force are all given separate tables. One common 

tendency can be noted that connects the different branches of military: of every listed 

weaponry Taiwan owns less than China. In most categories, the ROC possesses less 

than half of the amount under the PRC’s commend. As a comparison, in most cases, 

Taipei’s capabilities cannot even be confronted with the ones Beijing stations close to 

the Taiwan Strait. In other words, according to these tables, Taiwan would not even be 

able to defeat the fraction of People’s Liberation Army that is posted in territories 

closest to the island.  

 With this additional study and the conclusion given at the end of the military 

chapter it can be concluded that the military connection between Taipei and Beijing is 

an asymmetric one as well.   

 Throughout the thesis, these three sectors have been heavily separated. For this 

reason, the importance of linkage and connection between them has to be emphasized. 

Politics and the political sphere influence every other, presently discussed – economy 

and military - or disregarded sector – social and environment. Policies, aims and 

methods used to achieve these goals all depend on the governing parties and 

politicians. They can focus on certain issues and neglect others. For this reason, the 

political sphere often takes the upper hand in the issues involving given sectors. 

However it is not just the political sphere that can be connected to different ones.  

 The two discussed spheres are interlinked as well. The question of the military 

budget can be taken as an example. With a better performing economy, the state is 

wealthier. With these additional funds, the military budget of the country can be 

increased, presumably creating a more advanced and better equipped army. China is a 

possible example for this. The limitations in trade set by Taipei, touched upon in the 
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Cross Strait trade subchapter of the economic chapter, can also be listed as an example. 

Some of the restrictions are still valid because of security reasons. With these, the 

ROC is securing its economic advancement or the given areas are linked to the army, 

making it the keeper of military secrets, which cannot be leaked.  

 As a final summary, after stating the Cross Strait relation is asymmetric in every 

studied sector, it can be concluded that besides the general non-symmetry between the 

two actors, asymmetry in the studied sectors and asymmetry of capabilities 

characterizes and influences the relation between Taiwan and China. In other words, 

China can be identified with the greater actor, A in Brantly Womack’s theory of 

asymmetric connections, while Taiwan is taking the role of the weaker b in the same 

concept. However, it must be noted that this asymmetry is not as big as the general 

difference given in the population, the territory and the role in the international 

community.  

 This statement is supported by the professors who were interviewed. Yih Chyi 

Chuang stated that China is indeed greater, especially in the economical sector. This 

can be concluded despite the fact that its GDP per capita level is low, as it was 

mentioned in the related chapter of the current thesis. Taiwan can be identified as the 

smaller party, which proves the existence of asymmetry between the two actors. 

(Chuang 2014
29

) 

 Chia-Hsiung Chiang emphasizes the existence of the asymmetry in capabilities and 

sees non-symmetry as proven between China and Taiwan. In the international 

community, the ROC wishes to be treated as an equal and relevant actor, a separate 

identity and not as part of the PRC. (Chiang 2014
30

) 

 

6.2 Possible contributions 

 

 Finally the possible contributions that this thesis has have to be mentioned.  

 As noted in the introductions chapter, the main contribution that this current thesis 

aims to achieve is the filling of the gap that has existed, the lack of studies examining 

the asymmetric economical and military connection of the Cross Strait relations. In the 

political and international affairs sectors, more such essays and articles are available – 

                                                           
29

: Information gathered during the interview with Yih Chyi Chuang was included in this paragraph.   
30

: Information gathered during the interview with Chia-Hsiung Chiang was included in this paragraph.   
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at times using the phrase power asymmetry instead of theory of asymmetry -, but none 

cover the two specific spheres discussed here. However, as it was demonstrated in the 

chapter on economics, this specific sector, the economic sphere, contributed to both 

parties’ developments, moving ahead and strengthening their position in the 

international community. China is the “factory of the world” and Taiwan’s electronics 

and information-technology branch is well-known all around the globe. The 

cooperation and connection between these economies are to other actors’ interests as 

well and so they should pay attention to the future and forming economic relations 

across the Taiwan Strait.  

 The influence and the questions of the military sector of the Cross Strait may not 

necessarily be considered relevant by other nations, especially states that are not 

located in the region or the area close to a possible conflict between China and Taiwan. 

Nevertheless, the effects of a war would also influence the noninvolved countries. For 

example, as mentioned in the chapters, China’s economy and Beijing’s economical 

connections would suffer from a possible conflict and as nearly every state in the 

world has important economical relations with the PRC, their economies would be 

influences and would suffer as well.  

 Besides broadening the viewpoint of the discussed theory via the introduction of 

the economic and the military sectors, the concept of asymmetric connection’s 

political limitations were also challenged in the thesis. Brantly Womack only studied 

states with autocratic systems, such as the PRC and Vietnam. In this current study, the 

democratically governed Taiwan was successfully introduced into the theory, proving 

that not only autocratic states can be focused on and examined through the asymmetric 

connection’s theory.  

 Womack’s thoughts were challenged through these broadenings, which also 

contribute to the concept prospectively being able to describe and study the states of 

its focus more realistically, examining the countries as the complex and multilayered 

systems that they are. As a result, as mentioned above, the limitations of the theory 

have been stretched, making this possibly the most important contribution of the 

current thesis, which can be used and referred to by other scholars and experts in the 

future.  

 It is due to the above listed reasons that governments and scholars should pay 

attention to the connection between Beijing and Taipei. Reading and analyzing this 

study, which describes the basics of the asymmetric relations across the Taiwan Strait, 
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could be taken as the first step towards understanding this connection, from which 

broader studies and more specific policies could be concluded. As such, this could be 

one of the most important contributions of the current thesis.  

 However, it is not just third states that could benefit for the study. As Taipei and 

Beijing are at the center of the study, it goes without saying that they could also apply 

the thoughts on asymmetric connections to form their current policies and make the 

most suitable and beneficial plans for the future of both Cross Strait relations and their 

connections to the US and other third countries.   

 In an additional note, it has to added here that the United States’ government can 

also use the studies on the asymmetric connections – or rather the asymmetric 

triangular connections theory - to optimize its present and future steps and actions 

taken when dealing and interfering in its bilateral connections or the triangular ones 

with China and Taiwan. However, given its special position and responsibilities, it will 

have other deductions from current and foreseeable future of the connections across 

the Taiwan Strait and the area as a whole, than other, third states and so will construct 

different plans of action.  

 The asymmetry theory can be used to describe several of the international 

connection that China built and is constantly managing, on the thought that it mutually 

benefits not just Beijing but the other state as well and the series of negotiations with 

the weaker partners whose autonomy is accepted by China. Nothing characterizes the 

PRC’s success in managing these asymmetric relations better that its success in the 

Southeast Asian region. It recognizes that regional concerns should be solved through 

the cooperation of the individual states, instead of leaving them to become even more 

complex and perilous. Beijing’s actions – which among others include participating in 

multilateral institutes in the region – resulted in the discussed region being less 

concerned about China’s rise. (Womack 2010) 

 As the connection between China and Taiwan has successfully been placed into the 

given theoretical framework, so can relations with similar characteristics. As noted by 

Womack above, many of the PRC’s connections with other states can be typified as a 

non-symmetric one and as so their relation can be studied as one. As so, the current 

study is not only important in the context of relations between Taipei and Beijing, but 

also when analyzing China and its connections. This may be considered as more 

relevant by certain third actors, as they only have active diplomatic and non-official 

relations with the PRC, but not necessarily with the ROC.  
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 If the tendencies described in the current study will be stable and no sudden 

changes, shifts or actions will interfere the present builtup of both Taiwan’s and 

China’s and the PRC’s connections to third states, the asymmetric connections theory 

will be the lasting and it will continue to the a valid basis of concept to study these 

connections. In the case of Cross Strait relations, the growth of interdependence or 

rather the dependence of Taiwan on the mainland will grow. As a result, the 

economical asymmetry between them will also increase. In the military sector, the 

strengthening of the People’s Liberation Army is continuous and constant, while on 

the island even the modernizational efforts are not enough to keep up with the military 

advancement on the other side of the Taiwan Strait. It can be predicted that this 

situation will be not change, which leads to the presumptions that the existing 

asymmetric connections in the military sphere will be describing the future as well.  

 Additionally, future elaborations have to be added concerning China and third 

states, according to Brantly Womack’s description above. Asymmetric connections 

will presumably prevail in these relations as well. China’s rise and continuous increase 

and stabilization of its powers will lead to the strengthening of these non-symmetric 

relations. Taiwan, China and third states, including the United States and its special 

position are all able to use studies based on the asymmetric connections theory and the 

asymmetric triangular connections concept to build their policies for present and 

future actions and steps.  

 As a conclusion, asymmetry is a possible thought that every actor can safely base 

its present and future policies and plans on.  
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8. Appendix 

 

8.1 Appendix I: Figures 

 

Figure 1.1: Taiwan Strait Military Balance, Ground Forces 

 
 

Source: Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving 

the People’s Republic of China 2014, p. 76 
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Figure 1.2: Taiwan Strait Military Balance, Naval Forces 

 

 

Source: Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving 

the People’s Republic of China 2014, p. 77 
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Figure 1.3: Taiwan Strait Military Balance, Air Forces 

 

Source: Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving 

the People’s Republic of China 2014, p. 77 
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Figure 2.1: Taiwanese exports to China by category, 1993-2009 

Source: Rosen, Daniel H.- Wang, Zhi: The Implications of China-Taiwan Economic 

Liberalization, Peterson Institute Publisher, Washington D.C., 2011, p. 13 
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Figure 2.2: Taiwanese imports from China by category, 2000-2009 

Source: Rosen, Daniel H.- Wang, Zhi: The Implications of China-Taiwan Economic 

Liberalization, Peterson Institute Publisher, Washington D.C., 2011, p. 15 

 

Figure 2.3: Cross-strait merchandise trade, nominal and adjusted flows, 1991-2009 

 

Source: Rosen, Daniel H.- Wang, Zhi: The Implications of China-Taiwan Economic 

Liberalization, Peterson Institute Publisher, Washington D.C., 2011, p. 8 
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Figure 2.4: Taiwanese foreign direct investment into China by sector, 1997-2009 

 

Source: Rosen, Daniel H.- Wang, Zhi: The Implications of China-Taiwan Economic 

Liberalization, Peterson Institute Publisher, Washington D.C., 2011, p. 33 
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Figure 2.5: Number of annual cross-strait visitors, 1987-2009 

 

Source: Rosen, Daniel H.- Wang, Zhi: The Implications of China-Taiwan Economic 

Liberalization, Peterson Institute Publisher, Washington D.C., 2011, p. 43 
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Figure 3.1: Taiwan’s Defense Budgets, 1994-2013 

Source: Murray, Craig: Taiwan’s Declining Defense Spending Could Jeopardize 

Military Preparedness, p. 2 

 

Figure 3.2: Taiwan’s Defense Budgets, 1994-2013 

 

Prepared from Taiwan’s Defense Budgets, 1994-2013, by Julia Arday 
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Figure 3.3: Medium and Intercontinental Range Ballistic Missiles [owned by the 

People’s Republic of China] 

 

Source: Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving 

the People’s Republic of China 2014, p. 86 
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Figure 4.1: Strategic Triangles and Roles 

 

Source: Womack, Brantly: China Among Unequals- Asymmetric Foreign Relations in 

Asia, World Scientific Publishing Co., Singapore, 2010, p. 377 
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Figure 4.2: X-pivoted ST [Strategic Triangle] as Perceived Through Power 

Asymmetry 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Womack, Brantly: China Among Unequals- Asymmetric Foreign Relations in 

Asia, World Scientific Publishing Co., Singapore, 2010, p. 385 

 

 

Figure 4.3: Inherent Tension in the WBT [Washington-Beijing-Taipei] Triangle 

 

Source: Womack, Brantly: China Among Unequals- Asymmetric Foreign Relations in 

Asia, World Scientific Publishing Co., Singapore, 2010, p. 396 
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Figure 4.4: Top Trading Partners [of the United States] – February 2014: Total Trade 

 

Source: United States Census Bureau: U.S. International Trade Data, February 2014 

 

 

Figure 4.5: Top Trading Partners [of the United States] – February 2014: Imports 

 

Source: United States Census Bureau: U.S. International Trade Data, February 2014 
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Figure 4.6: Top Trading Partners [of the United States] – February 2014: Exports 

 

Source: United States Census Bureau: U.S. International Trade Data, February 2014 
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Figure 4.7: Composition of US merchandise trade deficit, 1994-2009 

Source: Rosen, Daniel H.- Wang, Zhi: The Implications of China-Taiwan Economic 

Liberalization, Peterson Institute Publisher, Washington D.C., 2011, p. 12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

126 

 

 

Figure 4.8: Foxconn revenues, 1996-2009 

 

Source: Pun, Ngai - Chan, Jenny: “Suicide as Protest for the New Generation of 

Chinese Migrant Workers: Foxconn, Global Capital, and the State.” The Asia-Pacific 

Journal, Issue 37, 2010, p. 5 
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8.2 Appendix II: Questions asked during the conducted interview 

 

 The list of questions is presented below, with the queries that were asked during the 

interview conducted with professors and scholars. The purpose of the questions was to 

broaden the point of views and the insights given by the authors of the books and 

articles that were used as references. Some of these questions were asked to prove or 

disprove statements given in the thesis. Others were asked in search of different 

opinions. Yet the purpose of others was to expose uncertain topics or statements of the 

thesis and clarify them through the answers given by the interviewees. Others were 

asked out of pure curiosity. It has to be emphasized that these questions were not 

asked for factual knowledge. They had the above listed various purposes.  

 Not every question was asked from every interviewee. In every interview, the area 

of specialty of the scholar was taken in consideration and just the issues related to this 

area were raised and discussed.  

 It can be concluded that the interviews went well. The answers and the data gained 

from them have been included in various sections of the thesis. The replies were useful 

and interesting. The goal not to rely merely on data and information gained through 

literature review, but to broaden the available options, point of views and knowledge 

has been reached.  

 

Interviews conducted with scholars and professors: 

 

Chuang, Yih Chyi (Conducted: May 28, 2014) 

Chiang, Chia-Hsiung (Conducted: June 3, 2014) 

Yuan, Yi (Conducted: June 12, 2014) 

 

General question: 

Do you think the asymmetric connections theory fittingly describes the connection 

between China and Taiwan? If not, which other does? If yes, which other does?  
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How well is the Taiwan-China connection studied for the liberalist point of view? 

Through interdependence and democratic peace theory it is studied, but through liberal 

institutionalism and the question of international organizations?  

Is Taiwan always seen as a problem or problematic state in the theory of realism?  

Besides the question of identity, how else can the Taiwan-China connection be studied 

through the constructivist theory? 

In the concept of bandwagoning, a state that bandwagons with another one or others 

may become a free-rider. Is Taiwan such a free-rider? 

In your opinion, is Taiwan balancing or bandwagoning?  

 

Military themed questions: 

The weaponry sold to Taiwan in the arms sales is out-of-date. How much so? Could 

US military and technology secrets really be revealed if Beijing laid hands on them?  

Would Taiwan developing nuclear weapons really change the current status quo?  

“China’s attitude towards Taiwan and the way Beijing treats Taipei is also seen by 

many in the US as an example of how the now rising PRC will deal with future 

conflicts that it will find itself in.” Do you agree with this point of view? 

Would China-US connection be tighter if Taiwan was to unify with China? What do 

the other factors indicate that connect China and the US? 

Do you think unification of Taiwan and China would solve or increase the US’s 

security dilemma in Asia? 

 

Economy themed questions: 

Is China a third world country? 

Is China the economically stronger country?  
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Besides cheap labor what else is drawing Taiwanese companies to the mainland? To 

other countries? 

Besides WTO joining what other reasons did Taiwan have to reduce regulations 

concerning Chinese FDI? 

Is China still a planned economy? 

Can the rebalancing process in China be successful, can a consumption based 

economy be created? 

In 2010, Taiwan’s growth of the GDP was especially high. What are the reasons for 

that?  

Six industries can be listed as emerging ones in Taiwan: biotechnological industry, 

tourism, green energy, medical care, high-end agriculture, and cultural and creative 

industries. Which one has a promising future? 

What are the main areas still regulated today in the trade between China and Taiwan? 

What is the US’s present role in Taiwan’s economical development- merely 

investments?  
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