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A 
bilateral policy of US engage-
ment with China is, in essence, 
a policy aimed at binding China 

into the norms and structures of the 
current internati onal order. Trends 
favour this policy, but there lies a clear 
potenti al for the breakdown in the rela-
ti onship, and hence a serious threat of 
confl ict, perhaps even a war, between 
the US as the dominant power and China 
as its rising challenger, according to a 
warning in this journal in 2006.1 We can 
gain insight into the challenges faced by 
the Obama administrati on as it develops 
policy toward China by examining the 
policy debate underway among former 
US offi  cials about China’s future course. 
To my knowledge, the views in these US 
debates have not been drawn together 
in one place. I do not att empt to explain 
the origins of these policy diff erences, 
or why some former offi  cials are more 
pessimisti c than others. Reti red Admiral 
Eric McVadon, former defence att aché 
in Beijing, has testi fi ed that how one 
characterises China’s military and secu-
rity infl uence is oft en a functi on of one’s 
leaning, either toward ‘China bash-
ing’ or ‘panda hugging’.2 Opti mism and 
pessimism seem to be evenly balanced. 
Admiral McVadon himself has testi fi ed 
about his hope for joint long-term naval 
cooperati on between Beijing and Wash-
ington. Other infl uenti al voices are not 
so hopeful.  

The fundamental issue in the debate 
for both Chinese and Americans remains 
the questi on of Taiwan, especially arms 
sales and military support for Taiwan. 
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Michael Pillsbury assesses threat percepti ons in the Taiwan Strait, arguing that should 
tensions reach breaking point, the US and China could well fi nd themselves on a collision 
course. This is a ti mely debate that explores China’s nati onal interest in the wider context 
of Pacifi c regional security. 

This issue is in the background today as 
Taiwan pursues cross-strait detente, but 
the Obama administrati on has already 
stated that it remains possible that a 
breakdown in cross-strait negoti ati ons 
could see tensions re-emerging. Cauti ous 
opti mism seems realisti c about both the 
future security situati on for Taiwan and 
the future of US military relati ons with 
China. It is important to be clear about 
the downside risks, however, and the 
prospects for a new Cold War with China. 
How the Taiwan issue is managed by 
Beijing, Taipei and Washington will deter-
mine the future of US-China relati ons. 
Preceding the May 2008 Taiwan Presi-
denti al electi ons, the increased rhetoric 
from China regarding its concerns about 
potenti al moves toward Taiwan indepen-
dence appeared to signal a greater will-
ingness by Beijing to use force. Although 
the rhetoric from China decreased aft er 
the electi on of Ma Ying-jeou, there have 
been no signs that China’s military dispo-
siti ons have changed signifi cantly. This 
conti nuing threat provides the backdrop 
to the controversies to be surveyed.

Debates about US Policy: 
Opti misti c and Pessimisti c 
Factors
The Obama administrati on has begun 
to make clear its views about Taiwan 
security issues. The American Insti tute in 
Taiwan’s Chairman, Raymond Burghardt, 
described US policy recently in a meet-
ing with the press.3 Burghardt said the 
US was ‘truly enthusiasti c’ about the 
detente, but that the level of cross-

strait engagement should be decided by 
Taiwan and China alone. ‘There is not a 
view in Washington that there is some 
kind of red line in terms of cross-strait 
engagement. There is not a concern that 
moving beyond economic issues into the 
politi cal and military realm is threatening 
to us,’ Burghardt told the press. ‘We are 
comfortable with what‘s happening and 
where it seems to be going.’ Importantly, 
he also cauti oned that tensions could re-
emerge if the negoti ati ons break down. 
How to handle the Taiwan issue is a vital 
part of the policy debate among former 
US offi  cials.    

The Factors for Pessimism
Before turning to the causes for opti -
mism, several pessimisti c factors should 
be examined that former US offi  cials 
have recently emphasised. They are: the 
prospects for miscalculati on by China 
with regard to the use of force due to 
nati onalism; the declining balance of 
power in the Taiwan Strait; the desir-
ability of a hedging strategy; whether 
US pre-empti ve strikes on China should 
be part of Taiwan’s defence; and in the 
broadest sense whether China is gain-
ing new feasible opti ons to use force 
against Taiwan if the current negoti a-
ti ons fail. Opti misti c factors include the 
reasons Beijing may be deterred from 
use of force; generati onal changes in 
Taiwan, increasing trade; investment 
and contacts between Taipei and Beijing; 
and Beijing’s rather narrow focus on 
Taiwan independence as the main 
threat.    
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Chinese Nati onalism and 
Potenti al Miscalculati ons in the 
Use of Force
How rati onal would the People’s Repub-
lic of China’s (PRC) leadership be if cross-
strait talks break down? Could Chinese 
nati onalism lead to miscalculati on if the 
current negoti ati ons break down? Opti -
mists and pessimists may be found on 
both sides of these questi ons. 

There are many studies by former 
US offi  cials suggesti ng that nati onalism 
may make China prone to miscalcula-
ti on about the use of force, or prefer to 
use military surprise and shock as part 
of diplomacy. Miscalculati on could easi-
ly arise out of tensions and ambiguity 
over Taiwan. Indeed, China has for years 
warned about somewhat vague ‘red 
lines’. The circumstances under which 
the mainland has historically warned it 
would use force have evolved over ti me 
in response to Taiwan’s declarati ons 
of politi cal status, changes in People’s 
Liberati on Army (PLA) capabiliti es, and 
Beijing’s view of Taiwan’s relati ons with 
other countries. These circumstances, or 
red lines, have included:

•  Undefi ned moves toward Taiwan 
independence

• Internal unrest in Taiwan
•  Indefi nite delays in the resump-

ti on of cross-strait dialogue on 
unifi cati on

•  Foreign interventi on in Taiwan’s 
internal aff airs.

Somewhat vaguely, Arti cle 8 of the 
March 2005 ‘Anti -Secession Law’ states 
that Beijing will resort to ‘non-peaceful 
means’ if ‘secessionist forces … cause the 
fact of Taiwan’s secession from China’; 
if ‘major incidents entailing Taiwan’s 
secession’ occur; or if ‘possibiliti es for 
peaceful reunifi cati on’ are exhausted. 
The ambiguity of these red lines appears 
deliberate, allowing Beijing the fl exibil-
ity to determine the nature, ti ming, and 
form of its response. Added to this ambi-
guity are politi cal factors internal to the 
regime that could aff ect Beijing’s deci-
sion calculus.

The extensive research on China’s 
approach to using force needs to be 
taken into account. Susan Shirk suggests 
‘the real danger’ lies not in China’s 

astonishing growth but in the ‘deep inse-
curity of its leaders.’4 She warns that ‘we 
face the very real possibility of unavoid-
able confl ict with rising China.’ Shirk 
argues that because of China’s politi -
cal fragility and secreti veness, doubts 
remain about whether its leaders will be 
able to keep a steady hand on the ti ller. 
She concludes: ‘[p]reventi ng a war with 
a rising China is one of the most diffi  -
cult foreign-policy challenges our coun-
try faces.’ Chinese nati onalism can be 
dangerous.5

During the 1999 summer seaside 
session of the leadership, Shirk states 
that the party leaders had strong senti -
ments in favour of ‘some dramati c mili-

tary gesture’ against Taiwan, to show 
that China would not be pushed around. 
China’s president ‘managed to post-
pone any use of force against Taiwan’ 
by appeasing the military with budget 
increases. She describes the negati ve 
image the US and China have of each 
other and she warns that the way Amer-
ica approaches China’s rise can either 
reinforce its responsible personality or 
‘infl ame its emoti onal one’.

Richard Bush argues that ‘central-
izati on can foster mispercepti ons about 
an adversary’s intenti ons, as can politi -
cal orthodoxy that excludes certain lines 
of analysis. Both are at work in how 
Beijing’s leaders view Taiwan’.6

In Beyond Tiananmen, President 
Clinton’s Nati onal Security Council (NSC) 
adviser for China, Robert Suetti  nger, 
makes a telling judgment about how the 
new Chinese leadership would cope in a 
future crisis by asking whether the deci-
sion-making system which is ‘opaque, 
non-communicati ve, distrustf ul, rigidly 
bureaucrati c, inclined to deliver what 
they think the leaders want to hear, and 
strategically dogmati c, yet suscepti ble to 

politi cal manipulati on for personal gain 
– will be up to the task of giving good 
advice’. 7 

Thomas Christensen argues the 
Chinese have ‘on several occasions ... 
used force to aff ect and shape long-term 
politi cal and security trends in the region 
and at home, not to resolve security 
problems permanently’. Christensen’s 
book Useful Adversaries concludes that 
Beijing could promote aggression or be 
capable of rash acti on.8 

John Wilson Lewis and Xue Litai 
argue that the Chinese military has well 
studied ‘lessons’: Beijing has enshrined 
and encoded the historical experience 
from the Korean War 1950-53, the fi rst 
and second Quemoy crises, the Sino-Indi-
an border confl ict (1962), the Sino-Soviet 
border batt les (1969) and the Sino-Viet-
namese border (1979). This inventory up 
is used to make each succeeding crisis or 
actual military acti on fi t for purpose; and 
also updates previous standardised war 
summaries or ‘models’. So long as the 
future appears to fi t the patt ern, Chinese 
responses will have a certain order and 
predictability. Lewis calls the leadership 
in 1969 ‘paranoid’, asserti ng that Machi-
avellian methods and personalisti c poli-
ti cs remain fi rmly in place. 9  

Beijing’s Increasingly Feasible 
Military Opti ons
The US Defense Department has spelled 
out its concerns about what could happen 
if tensions re-emerge. DoD is worried 
that the PLA is capable of accomplish-
ing various amphibious operati ons short 
of a full-scale invasion of Taiwan. With 
few overt military preparati ons beyond 
routi ne training, China could launch an 
invasion of small Taiwan-held islands 
such as the Pratas, Penghu Islands or 
Itu Aba. Such an invasion would demon-
strate military capability and politi cal 
resolve, and achieve tangible territo-
rial gain while showing some measure of 
restraint. However, this kind of operati on 
includes signifi cant, if not prohibiti ve, 
politi cal risk because it could galvanise 
the Taiwan populace and generate inter-
nati onal oppositi on.10

Four other possibiliti es that DoD has 
described are worth keeping in mind as 
feasible opti ons for Beijing if the current 
talks break down:

How the Taiwan issue 
is managed by Beijing, 
Taipei and Washington 
will determine the 
future of US-China 
relati ons
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 Mariti me Quaranti ne or Blockade: 
Although a traditi onal mariti me 
quaranti ne or blockade would have 
greater impact on Taiwan, it would 
also tax PLA Navy capabiliti es. PLA 
doctrinal writi ngs describe potenti al 
lower-cost soluti ons – air blockades, 
missile att acks, and mining – to 
obstruct harbours and approaches. 
Beijing could declare that ships en 
route to Taiwan must stop in main-
land ports for inspecti ons prior to 
transiti ng to Taiwan ports. China 
could also att empt the equivalent of 
a blockade by declaring exercise or 
missile closure areas in approach-
es to ports, in eff ect closing port 
access and diverti ng merchant traf-
fi c. China used this method during 
the 1995–96 missile fi rings and live-
fi re exercises.  

 Limited Force or ‘No War’ Opti ons: 
China might use a variety of disrup-
ti ve, puniti ve, or lethal military 
acti ons in a limited campaign 
against Taiwan, likely in conjuncti on 
with overt and clandesti ne econom-
ic and politi cal acti viti es. Such a 
campaign could include computer 
network or limited kineti c att acks 
against Taiwan’s politi cal, military, 
and economic infrastructure to 
induce fear in Taiwan and degrade 
the populace’s confi dence in the 
Taiwan leadership. Similarly, PLA 
special operati ons forces infi ltra-
ted into Taiwan could conduct 
economic, politi cal, or military 
sabotage and att acks against lead-
ership targets.

 Air and Missile Campaign: Limited 
short-range ballisti c missile (SRBM) 
att acks and precision strikes against 
air defence systems, including air 
bases, radar sites, missiles, space 
assets, and communicati ons facili-
ti es could support a campaign 
to degrade Taiwan’s defences, 
neutralise Taiwan’s military and 
politi cal leadership, and possibly 
break the Taiwan people’s will to 
fi ght.  

 Amphibious Invasion: Publicly avail-
able Chinese documents describe 

diff erent operati onal concepts for 
amphibious invasion. The most 
prominent of these, the Joint Island 
Landing Campaign, envisions a 
complex operati on relying on co-
ordinated, interlocking campaigns 
for logisti cs, air and naval support, 
and electronic warfare. The objec-
ti ve would be to break through 
or circumvent shore defences, 
establish and build a beachhead, 
transport personnel and materiel 
to designated landing sites in the 
north or south of Taiwan’s west-
ern coastline, and launch att acks to 
split, seize, and occupy key targets 
and/or the enti re island.11

Should the US Maintain the 
Military Balance in the Taiwan 
Strait?
Former US offi  cials Richard Bush and 
Allan Romberg have disputed the propos-
als of former CIA analyst Robert Sutt er 
for a major US-Taiwan policy review 
that would survey the merits of ending 
US support for the cross-strait military 
balance.12 Sutt er believes that consulta-
ti ons among policy experts in and out of 
US government and recent developments 
suggest that the longstanding noti on 
of US-supported balance in the Taiwan 
Strait is no longer viable in the face of 
ever-increasing Chinese infl uence over 
Taiwan. Sutt er states that the US needs 
to put aside the abiding US emphasis 
on sustaining a balance of infl uence in 
the Taiwan area favourable to and heav-
ily infl uenced by the United States. He 
questi ons whether China’s growing infl u-
ence in the Taiwan area makes it unwise 
to work with Asia-Pacifi c allies, notably 
Japan, and other regional partners in 
constructi ng conti ngency plans to hedge 
against the possibility that rising China 
may become aggressive or disrupt the 
regional order. 

Questi oning the Hedge Strategy 
Robert Sutt er raises doubts about the 
need for constructi ng conti ngency plans 
to hedge against the possibility that a 
rising China may become aggressive. The 
‘hedge strategy’ is reportedly based in 
part on enhancing US forces on Guam.13

Pacifi c forces Commander Admiral 
Timothy Keati ng told the press recently 

that the United States is building up 
forces on Guam with an eye towards a 
future confl ict with China. Keati ng told a 
group of defence reporters on 28 Janu-
ary 2009 that the issue of the strate-
gic build-up on Guam, which has been 
underway for the past three years, was 
not raised by Chinese military offi  cials 
during his recent visit to China. Asked if 
the Chinese are monitoring the build-up, 
Keati ng said: 

 I kind of hope they do. We’ve got a 
number of B-2s in Guam now. I’m 
hoping they noti ce. We’re doing our 
best to make sure they do. We want 
them to understand that we’re going to 
conti nue to course around the Pacifi c in 
ways apparent and maybe not quite so 
apparent, but we’re going to uti lize all 
the arrows in our quiver, if you will, and 
B-2s in Guam, conti nuous bomber pres-
ence writ larger in Guam and elsewhere. 
We’ve been told to do it by Defense 
Policy Guidance, and we’re most assur-
edly doing it. 

Guam is being upgraded by the Pentagon 
as a central strategic operati ng base in 
the Pacifi c and would be used in case of a 
future confl ict with China over Taiwan or 
other issues, or as a base for operati ons 
for a war in Korea. Additi onally, Guam is 
being beefed up to bett er project power 
to the strategic oil-producing region of 
the Middle East. Enhancements have 
included hardened storage faciliti es for 
B-2 bombers, additi onal att ack subma-
rines and bett er communicati ons and 
infrastructure. 

The Finlandisati on of Taiwan? 
Two former Bush administrati on offi  cials 
have published pessimisti c warnings 
about Taiwan’s future.14 Dan Blumenthal 

and Aaron Friedberg argue that Taiwan 
has not done nearly enough to improve 
its defences. Nor has America done all it 
could to improve Taiwan’s self defence 
and deter Chinese temptati ons toward 
aggression. They warn that Taipei may 

The real danger lies in 
the deep insecurity of 
China’s leaders

china and taiwan – the american debate
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become nervous and increasingly desper-
ate because Taiwan is more isolated 
today, and more threatened, than it was 
eight years ago. Beijing’s relentless pres-
sure on the military front; its unceasing 
eff orts to isolate Taiwan from the inter-
nati onal community; and the percepti on, 
mistaken or otherwise, of waning Ameri-
can support could combine to produce 
very dangerous consequences. 

Blumenthal and Friedberg also warn 
that a deepening sense of isolati on and 
hopelessness could at some point cause 
the Taiwanese people and their govern-
ment to simply give up, accepti ng what-
ever terms they could get from a trium-
phant mainland. The ‘Finlandisati on’ of 
Taiwan by the current Chinese regime 
would run directly counter to America’s 
long-range aim of helping to build an 
Asia that is free and at peace.

Cross-Strait Balance: Does the Air 
and Naval Balance Now Favour 
China?
One school of thought is that China is 
deterred from the use of force against 
Taiwan due to a favourable military 
balance of power.15 Two reti red naval 
offi  cers present the opposing view that 
the balance has turned against Taiwan. 
For example, regarding the naval balance, 
Bernard Cole concludes that the PLA 
Navy would be eff ecti ve against Taiwan’s 
forces, even if the United States were to 
intervene. He writes that the mariti me 
balance of power in the Taiwan Strait 
‘rests with the PRC’.16

In terms of air power, Cole’s analy-
sis indicates that the PLA Air Force has 
made steady improvement over the 
past decade and, probably, has eroded 
Taiwan’s air advantage. As is the case 
with naval forces, he concludes that 
‘[g]eography, force modernizati on, and 
force size favor mainland airpower’. 
Cole believes ‘China’s ground forces 
face a signifi cant problem when arriv-
ing on the batt lefi eld against Taiwan’s 
Army’. Ground combat against Taiwan 
would require a major amphibious inva-
sion supported by special operati on and 
airborne forces. Cole reports ‘low morale 
throughout Taiwan’s military’ and a 
signifi cant reluctance to support military 
spending. He concludes his assessment 
with the warning that Taiwan’s military 

capability is declining and there is not 
much popular will for a stronger deter-
rent force. 

Can Taiwan’s Vulnerable Navy 
and Air Force Be Protected? The 
Porcupine Concept
William Murray concludes that Taiwan 
needs a porcupine or army-based defence 
because China either already has or 
shortly will have the ability to ground or 
destroy Taiwan’s air force and eliminate 
the navy. This prospect fundamentally 
alters Taiwan’s defence needs and makes 
the intended acquisiti on from the United 
States of diesel submarines, P-3 aircraft , 
and PAC-3 interceptors ill-advised.

Murray argues that Taiwan would be 
far bett er served by hardening, and build-
ing redundancy into, its civil and mili-
tary infrastructure and systems. In that 
way the island could reasonably hope 
to survive an initi al precision bombard-
ment; deny the PRC the uncontested use 
of the air; repel an invasion; and defy 
the eff ects of a blockade for an extended 
period. Many of these acti ons, in fact, 
would be consistent with recent eff orts 
by Taiwan to improve its defences.

Murray points out that Taiwan’s 
navy could probably fi ght the PLA Navy 
eff ecti vely.17 It possesses highly advanced 
equipment, including four Kidd-class 
destroyers and Harpoon anti -ship and 
SM-2 anti -air missiles; and its offi  cers 
and men have a reputati on for compe-
tence. In consequence, Murray reasons, 
China can be expected to look for a way 
to defeat this force decisively without a 
campaign of symmetrical, force-on-force 
att riti on. He believes that a surprise, 
long-range precision bombardment on 
Taipei’s navy while it is in port seems a 
clear choice. Beijing would need suffi  -
cient weapon accuracy, availability, and 
reliability, as well as targeti ng informa-
ti on, but all of these are now within the 
PRC’s technical ability. Accurate weap-
onry is useless without knowledge of the 
precise locati on of targets, but targeti ng 
Taiwan’s surface combatants in port is 
increasingly easy. In the age of Google 
Earth, Murray writes, the lati tude and 
longitude of naval piers at Taiwan’s naval 
bases are easy to determine exactly, and 
these piers are fi nite in number. More-
over, many of Taiwan’s naval bases are 

also commercial ports, suggesti ng that 
direct observati on of surface ships with-
in them would be a simple matt er.

US and Japanese F-22s to Prevent 
Launch of Chinese Missiles and 
Fighters
In contrast to the porcupine concept, 
two former US Pentagon offi  cials have 
recommended pre-empti ve prepa-
rati ons to deter a Chinese att ack on 
Taiwan. The key measure is for the US 
to make the Lockheed F-22 available to 
Japan. This would not only confer high 
status to America’s Japanese allies, as 
Tokyo would be the fi rst foreign mili-
tary recipient, but also signifi cantly 
impact the cross-strait military balance. 
Mark Stokes and Randall Schriver argue 
that the F-22, in both US and Japanese 
hands, could target Chinese air defences, 
criti cal nodes within the PLA’s theatre 
command system that control off ensive 
air and missile operati ons, airbases, 
staging areas, and logisti cs centres. F-22s 
are fi ghter aircraft  that provide stealth, 
speed, agility, and the fusion of sensors. 
They state that the F-22’s avionics are 
opti mal to counter PLA air defences 
and conduct the range of interdicti on 
missions to force a cessati on of hosti liti es 
on terms favourable to the United States, 
its allies, and ad hoc coaliti on partners. 
They argue that this capability is a ‘criti -
cal enabler’ for air superiority in the 
Taiwan Strait. The F-22 Raptor, fi elded in 
suffi  cient numbers and in the inventory 
of the air forces of forward-based allies, 
could dissuade a PRC coercive campaign. 
In the event of an actual confl ict, rapid 
and stealthy penetrati on, along with air-
to-ground muniti ons capable of destroy-
ing air defence systems, may allow the 
F-22 to disrupt or destroy an enemy air 
defence network in support of follow-on 
friendly forces entering enemy airspace 
on strike missions.18

Opti misti c Factors: Is Beijing 
Deterred from Military Acti on? 
In the author’s view, so long as Taiwan’s 
deterrence is also strengthened there are 
eight factors that may deter China from 
taking military acti on against Taiwan and 
provide President Ma the opportunity to 
pursue his eff ort.19 These military factors 
are complemented by other trends, but 
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opti mism about these should not induce 
complacency in the percepti on of the 
threat. The eight factors are as follows:

1.  China does not yet possess the 
military capability to accomplish 
with confi dence its politi cal 
objecti ves on the island, parti c-
ularly when confronted with 
the prospect of US interven-
ti on. Moreover, an insurgency 
directed against the PRC pres-
ence could ti e up PLA forces for 
years.  

2.  A military confl ict in the Taiwan 
Strait would also aff ect the 
interests of Japan and other 
nati ons in the region that advo-
cate a peaceful resoluti on of the 
cross-strait dispute, and would 
likely result in a fundamental re-
ordering of the East Asian secu-
rity architecture. 

3.  A war could severely retard 
Chinese economic develop-
ment. Taiwan is China’s single 
largest source of foreign direct 
investment. 

4.  Internati onal sancti ons could 
further damage Beijing’s 
economic development. 

5.  China’s leaders recognise that 
a confl ict over Taiwan involving 
the United States would lead 
to a long-term hosti le relati on-
ship between the two nati ons 
– a result that would not be in 
China’s interests. 

6.  Large-scale amphibious invasion 
is one of the most complicated 
and diffi  cult military manoeu-
vres.  

7.  An invasion of Taiwan would 
strain China’s untested armed 
forces and almost certainly invite 
internati onal interventi on.  

8.  Taiwan’s investments to harden 
infrastructure and strengthen 
defensive capabiliti es could 
also decrease Beijing’s ability to 
achieve its objecti ves.

Opti mism about Taiwan’s 
Younger Generati on
Interesti ngly, one opti misti c study shows 
that Taiwan’s younger generati on diff ers 
from its elders in having more confi -

dence in dealing with the PRC. This study 
argues that Taiwanese public opinion is 
increasingly favourable to peaceful rela-
ti ons in the Taiwan Strait. Using genera-
ti onal analysis, it shows that younger 
Taiwanese tend to be pragmati c, moder-
ate, and open-minded about China. For 
those born aft er 1950, loving Taiwan 
does not mean hati ng China. If the PRC 
refrains from acti ng in ways that provoke 
negati ve reacti ons from young Taiwan-
ese, current trends suggest that Taiwan’s 
public will demand bett er relati ons 
between the two sides in the future.20

Opti mism about Trends in Cross-
Strait Engagement
Those who are opti misti c about build-
ing trust with China could also point to 
Chinese positi ve assessments that pre-
date the Ma Ying-jeou administrati on and 
therefore bode well for the reconciliati on 
process. For example, the 28 May 2008 
meeti ng between the Chinese Commu-
nist Party General Secretary Hu Jintao 
and the Nati onalist Party Chairman Wu 
Poh-hsiung was covered in Banyuetan.21 
Interesti ngly, the background notes in 
the arti cle revealed the sharp increases 
in cross-strait exchanges over the past 
three years, especially during the last 
years of Chen Shuibian’s administrati on:

•  As of the end of 2007, there had 
been a cumulati ve total of 1.63 
million mainland resident visits 
to Taiwan and 47 million Taiwan 
visits to mainland China. 

•  During 2005–07, the total of 
visits from Taiwan residents to 
the mainland was 14 million; 
this is equivalent to a third of 
the total number of visitors in 
the previous seventeen years. 

•  As of the end of 2007, the PRC 
had approved 75,000 invest-
ments by Taiwan residents in 
the mainland, and Taiwan busi-
nesspeople had actually invest-
ed a total of over US$ 45 billion 
in China. 

•  In 2006, cross-strait trade 
exceeded US$ 100 billion for the 
fi rst ti me, reaching US$107.84 
billion. 

•  As of February 2007, PRC insti -
tuti ons of higher educati on 

had cumulati vely enrolled over 
20,000 students from Taiwan. 

Opti mism about Beijing Reducing 
the Military Threat to Taiwan 
An opti misti c recommendati on regard-
ing Taiwan’s security was put forward in 
a report sponsored by the Center for a 
New American Security, a think tank that 
Pentagon policy chief Michèle Flournoy 
led before joining the Obama adminis-
trati on.22 The report notes the most deli-
cate issue likely to arise in the foresee-
able future regarding US arms sales to 
Taiwan is the island’s pending request for 
F-16C/D aircraft . ‘The wisdom of such a 
sale is hotly debated both in Taiwan and 
in the United States,’ the report states. 

 The acti on that could defuse the issue 
would be meaningful steps by Beijing to 
reduce the military threat facing Taiwan, 
thus alleviati ng some of the pressure on 
Taipei to proceed with such a purchase. 
The problem of the aging Taiwan air 
force will sti ll need to be addressed, 
but a reducti on in the direct military 
confrontati on could make other opti ons 
appear more feasible. 

Opti mism about Opposing 
Taiwan’s Independence 
Opti mists could also point to Chinese 
military studies that arti culate the sole 
threat focus as Taiwan’s independence, 
which President Ma Ying-jeou has explic-
itly ruled out. The US has also repeatedly 
sought to reassure China that it does not 
support independence. China claims its 
military build-up is aimed solely at check-
ing independence forces, not Taiwan’s 
prosperity or other aspirati ons. No less a 
PLA fi gure than Lieutenant General Zhao 
Keshi, Commander of the Nanjing Mili-
tary Region, wrote in 2008:23 

 Faced with the complicated and stern 
situati on over the Taiwan Strait, our 
armed forces have conti nued to take the 
military struggle preparati ons against 
‘Taiwan independence’ as the most 
important, most practi cal, and more 
pressing strategic task. Centering around 
the strategic objecti ve of ‘opposing and 
checking Taiwan independence by mili-
tary means,’ we have made systemati c 
planning and scienti fi c organizati on, 
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explicitly determined targets, tasks, 
and ti me nodes, conti nued to improve 
the acti on plans, greatly enhanced the 
building of combat forces, and stepped 
up preparati ons in all aspects by doing 
down-to-earth work. In the 30 years of 
reform and opening up, our armed forc-
es … eff ecti vely deterred the ‘Taiwan 
independence’ separati st forces by 
organizing major war readiness acti ons 
and military exercises. 

Similarly, Beijing fears that Taiwan will 
be ‘alienated’ by enemy forces. This too 
has been the subject of reassurances by 
both Taiwan and the US. The US does 
not seek military bases on the island in 
order to incorporate Taiwan as part of 
its defence system. Some PLA analysts 
have explored the geopoliti cal value of 
Taiwan in extending China’s mariti me 
‘defensive’ perimeter and improving its 
ability to infl uence regional sea lines of 
communicati on.  For example, Generals 
Peng Guangqian and Yao Youzhi in the 
PLA Academy of Military Science text 
Science of Military Strategy state: 24

 If Taiwan should be alienated from the 
mainland, not only [would] our natural 
mariti me defense system lose its depth, 

opening a sea gateway to outside 
forces, but also a large area of water 
territory and rich resources of ocean 
resources would fall into the hands of 
others…. [O]ur line of foreign trade and 
transportati on which is vital to China’s 
opening up and economic development 
will be exposed to the surveillance and 
threats of separati sts and enemy forces, 
and China will forever be locked to the 
west of the fi rst chain of islands in the 
West Pacifi c.

Confusion about China’s 
Strategic Intent  
The opti mists and pessimists will not like-
ly resolve their debates. Rather, China’s 
long-term intenti ons may even become 
the subject of confusion. Recently, US 
Navy Admiral Timothy Keati ng told the 
Senate Armed Services Committ ee, ‘[t]he 
Impeccable incident is certainly a trou-
bling indicator that China, parti cularly 
in the South China Sea, is behaving in 
an aggressive, troublesome manner, and 
they’re not willing to abide by accept-
able standards of behaviour or rules 
of the road.’ At the same ti me, Keati ng 
noted that China is co-operati ng with the 
internati onal naval task force led by the 
United States to fi ght piracy in the Gulf 

of Aden, off  the east coast of Africa. The 
admiral said the two types of Chinese 
behaviour are confusing: ‘[i]t’s confl ict-
ing to us and it’s confusing. And this goes 
to the root issue of what are, really, their 
intenti ons. What is their strategic intent? 
Where does China expect to be 10, 20, 
50 years from now?’25

What seems to be clear is that the 
long-term shape of the Chinese–Ameri-
can strategic relati onship will depend 
decisively on managing the Taiwan issue 
successfully. Both sides agree on this.  
Now the ball is in Beijing’s court, and 
the opti mists in the Washington policy 
debate will be the winners if – and only 
if – China makes suffi  cient concessions 
to Taiwan to reciprocate President Ma’s 
gestures in his fi rst year in offi  ce, ensur-
ing there will be no breakdown of the 
talks and no re-emergence of the threats 
about which the pessimists have been so 
worried. A necessary concession from 
Beijing will have to be military confi -
dence-building measures that reduce the 
immediate Chinese military threat. ■

 
Dr Michael Pillsbury is a Pentagon 
consultant and the former Assistant 
Under Secretary of Defense for Policy 
Planning
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