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SOME GENERAL OBSERVATIONS ABOUT US-PRC RELATIONS 

There is a well-known history of enmity and even war between the United States and 
China in the decades immediately following the establishment of the People’s Republic of China.  
Still, by the early 1970s China specialists and some other interested observers in the United States 
concluded that it was sensible and indeed essential to normalize relations with PRC.  Moreover, 
even then, but especially since the normalization process of the 1970s, a growing belief 
developed in the United States that, despite serious differences, the U.S. and PRC had no strategic 
interests so divergent that a long-term confrontational or hostile relationship was inevitable.  
There were still important problems, of course, over human rights, some key aspects of 
nonproliferation policy, and economic relations.  And the sensitive and difficult “core” issue of 
Taiwan remained unresolved.  But each of these was seen as potentially manageable, and, as time 
passed, the plusses were seen to strongly outweigh the minuses, particularly with respect to 
economic relations. 

Moreover, even where the tensions did not ease, but perhaps intensified as in the case of 
human rights, we learned to “isolate” those issues and deal with them on their own merits in a 
way that did not threaten the underlying relationship.  This was an important approach 
underpinning of the Clinton Administration’s strategy of comprehensive engagement.  That does 
not mean that the views held by either side were not strong or the objections to the policies and 
practices of the other side not deeply felt.  And it did not mean that the disputes had no 
consequences.  But while they still pursued specific objectives (e.g. release from Chinese prisons 
of dissidents or, as became prominent more recently, convicted “spies”), and though they still 
hoped to see broader progress, as well, most Americans concluded that fundamental, systemic 
changes in Chinese society would have to come primarily from internal factors, not from outside 
hectoring.   

This conclusion was reflected most dramatically in President Clinton’s turnabout on his 
original intention to link extension of Most Favored Nation (MFN) tariff treatment2 for China to 

                                                 
1 Prepared for presentation at “The Conference on Post-APEC China-U.S. Relations,” Shanghai Institute 
for International Studies, Shanghai, China, September 3-4, 2001. 
2 Now Normal Trade Relations, or NTR 
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human rights developments.  He continued to support a certain level of pressure on Beijing, as in 
the annual UN Human Rights Commission meeting.  But basically the President determined that 
linkage to trade was self-defeating both for human rights in China and for the broader bilateral 
relationship, and he dropped it.  Non-linkage has remained the dominant U.S. view, and the 
approach of both the Administration and the Congress, as seen in the annual NTR (and, in 2000, 
pNTR) debate.  

On nonproliferation, American options have been considerably more constrained, since 
U.S. laws mandate sanctions of varying severity in response to proliferation of nuclear or other 
WMD 3  material, equipment or technology or of longer-range missile systems.  There, too, 
however, both sides worked hard to avoid major damage to the overall relationship, primarily by 
the U.S. finding ways to focus sanctions in a narrow way or to hold off or waive penalties in 
response to meaningful, substantive steps by China to control future exports in these categories.  
From the U.S. perspective, while PRC performance on understandings with respect to nuclear-
related issues has generally been adequate, frequent questions have arisen on missile-related 
exports.  In recent weeks, we have seen once again the imposition of sanctions for activities in 
this arena.  

In our economic relations, while specific problems remained and will always remain—as 
we have seen in relations with all of our major trade and investment partners in North America 
and Europe as well as Japan—the cost-benefit ratio has overwhelmingly tilted toward the positive 
side for both countries.  Not only has the volume of bilateral trade and investment grown 
dramatically, but many Americans have viewed with satisfaction, and perhaps a bit of self-
satisfaction, how China has moved to strengthen protection of intellectual property rights because 
of the concerns raised by Chinese patent holders and owners of other intellectual property.  This 
contrasts sharply with the experience in the early days of Sino-American trade, when the United 
States had to push against very strong resistance from Beijing on this issue.   

Indeed, the substantial change in Chinese attitudes on intellectual property protection, on 
some aspects of export controls, on nuclear nonproliferation and, in many instances, in the United 
Nations as well as on regional issues such as Korea, has been seen as evidence that those in both 
countries who have argued for the benefits of engaging China constructively in the international 
community, rather than shutting it out, were on the right track.  Chinese self-interest rather than 
outside pressure emerged to play the major role in driving PRC policies that increasingly accord 
with international norms.  Not only has this been healthier for our bilateral relationship, but it has 
been a more reliable motivator to keep many of these trends moving in “the right direction.” 

                                                 
3 Weapons of mass destruction 
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China’s interests clearly do not match America’s in a number of respects.  But a world 
governed by fair, reliable and broadly accepted rules has come increasingly to be seen in China, 
as well as the United States, as a world compatible with one’s own interests.4 

Not all Americans have shared that relatively positive view of PRC behavior outlined 
above.  Some have consistently maintained that China’s engagement with the international 
community has had—and will have—only a limited impact on PRC ambitions.  Particularly for 
those at the conservative end of the U.S. political spectrum and for many national security 
specialists, it has been an article of faith that, as a rising power in East Asia and beyond, China 
would seek to limit and then reduce U.S. influence to make room for its own.  This has been 
perceived to have not only political and economic implications, but potentially also military ones, 
as well.  

For Americans holding these convictions, this has long given rise to apprehension about 
“the China threat,” an apprehension that has been fed in recent years by reports about PRC 
nuclear espionage as well as robust military modernization. But even among Americans who do 
not accept that China is a threat today and who do not assume it will be one tomorrow, there is a 
widely shared and, one senses, a growing unease about China’s ultimate ambitions and a concern 
that we need to pay careful attention.  This has arisen in part from China’s post-Cold War 
worldview of multipolarity, understood in important measure as a way of reducing U.S. 
influence.  And it has grown particularly in recent times from reignited concerns mentioned 
earlier about proliferation of missile-related equipment and technology.  Even as strong a 
supporter of the Sino-American bilateral relationship as the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
Chairman, Senator Joe Biden (D-Del), has indicated the seriousness of this latter issue.   

The result is that many Americans have come to reassess—or at least to question—
China’s actions and goals, and support has grown for steps today to ensure that we retain our 
appropriate role in this region tomorrow.  The debate for Americans is not whether we have an 
important and legitimate interest in maintaining peace, stability, prosperity and open markets in 
East Asia and the Pacific.  Few Americans would argue that we should or could turn our backs on 
these issues.  The debate is over what attitude we should adopt toward China in pursuing our 
interests, and how we should protect them. 

It is worth saying here that, except for scholars who use the term in its most neutral 
political science sense, Americans generally do not accept that we have or seek “hegemony” in 
East Asia or the world.  We understand China’s concerns about U.S. goals and policies.  And 

                                                 
4 I should note here that recent decisions by the Bush Administration have given rise to questions about whether the 
United States is prepared to live by such rules. I think this is a serious issue.  But thus far my own judgment is that, 
while I disagree with the tactics adopted on many questions such as the Kyoto Protocol and the International Criminal 
Court, in both cases the underlying agreements stood no chance of ratification by the U.S. Senate as written.  And 
whatever one believes about the ABM Treaty and National Missile Defense (NMD), the Administration has sought to 
ensure that its actions do not to violate that treaty but are in accordance with the treaty’s own notification procedures.  
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certainly there are, as I have said, people who worry about China’s rise to power.  But I would 
argue that, albeit with some important exceptions, few Americans would agree with accusations 
that United States is blocking—or could block—China’s rise to power.   

Americans understand that the United States is today the world’s sole “superpower” and 
that it wields a lot of influence, which gives us some obvious advantages.  But, on the whole, 
rather than viewing themselves as a people who welcome the opportunity to impose their dictates 
on others or contain them, Americans tend to see themselves as forced by circumstance to bear 
substantial responsibilities whose heavy burdens are often unwelcome.  Whether it is those who 
embrace our power or those who are skeptical about its benefits, most Americans believe that the 
U.S. role in the region is benign and that the large and active American security and economic 
presence contributes to peace, prosperity and progress for all. 

Americans are strongly committed to their values, including with respect to human rights, 
democracy and the free markets.  And naturally, they seek to promote them.  But they believe that 
those values reflect universal principles, not uniquely American ones, and they are convinced that 
human beings are generally better off, more secure and more content where these values are 
embraced than where they are not.  

I raise this point about values not as an implied comment on the internal scene of any 
country today, including China.  I raise it to address what I see as rising Chinese resentment at 
certain American behavior, behavior that is often interpreted in the PRC as designed to preserve 
American dominance, but that, as Americans see it, has a much broader and less selfish purpose. 

I do not mean to downplay the U.S. interest in ensuring that the American people are 
better off and more secure.  Of course that is a basic goal.  But from a U.S. perspective, the 
American people can be better assured of such benefits in a world where all people are better off 
and more secure.  It seems to me that this is a perspective that ought to be, and in fact is, shared 
by China, and that it should be a concept that brings us together rather than dividing us.  I fear the 
reality, however, is that each side sees the other as pursuing unilateral advantage at one’s own 
expense.  If we are to successfully address the many issues where we have common interests, and 
to manage those where we have significant differences, we need to try to develop a greater sense 
of trust.  This will not be easy, but from both nations’ points of view it would appear very much 
in their mutual interests.  Perhaps cooperation in confronting the common enemy we now have in 
the form of international terrorism will help develop such trust.  

There is one issue where the risks are especially grave, the lack of trust particularly deep, 
and ultimate objectives seen by many on both sides as fundamentally incompatible.  It is an issue 
so serious that, if not properly handled, it poses a genuine risk of military confrontation, even 
war.  That issue, of course, is Taiwan.   
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TAIWAN IN AMERICAN EYES 

Although Americans understand that Taiwan was formally incorporated into China early 
in the Qing Dynasty over 300 years ago, they also know that the island has striven for—and 
had—a distinct identity, along with its “Chineseness,” throughout its history.  There has not only 
been a persistent strong preference for self-government, as reflected in political movements and 
periodic uprisings, but there was even an abortive declaration of independence when Taiwan was 
ceded to Japan by the Treaty of Shimonoseki in 1895.  

Thus, although the return of Taiwan to Chinese rule after World War II was initially 
welcomed, it should hardly be surprising that under the harsh regime imposed on the island, the 
Taiwanese5 rapidly determined that they had no desire to live under Mainland Chinese authority, 
whether Communist or Nationalist.  However unrealistic in the real world, politically active 
Taiwanese and their sympathizers pursued independence, UN trusteeship and other “self-
determination” options. 

Eventually the leadership in Taipei turned its focus away from the fantasy of “retaking 
the Mainland” and toward building a prosperous, secure, and democratic society on Taiwan.  And 
the results have been remarkable.  In my personal view, one consequence has been that, while 
“Taiwanese” identity has moved from a private reality to a public source of pride, the near-total 
rejection of “Chinese” identity that took hold in the early years of restored Nationalist rule has 
evolved considerably, so that both elements of identity now coexist reasonably comfortably side-
by-side within many individuals.6 

One reason for this is that, for many people in Taiwan, their “Chineseness” is a cultural, 
historical, and ethnic identity, not a political one.  In other words, while polls show a very low 
level of support for Taiwan independence, that is a reflection of the pragmatism of the Taiwanese 
people, not an indication of what they would choose if given a totally consequence-free choice of 
their political affiliation.  And despite some recent polls purporting to show greatly increased 
support for “one country/two systems,” there is not a substantial body of opinion in Taiwan that 
supports living under a central regime in Beijing—Communist or otherwise. 

Thus, while I believe that there are ways both of satisfying Beijing’s insistence on “one 
China” and of meeting, not Chen Shui-bian’s, but the Taiwan people’s insistence on not living 
                                                 
5 Throughout this paper, the term “Taiwanese” refers to those people whose ancestors long ago settled in Taiwan. 
6 An interesting facet of this dual identity is that the balance between the two elements can be affected by outside 
influences.  There is a string of polls going back over many years showing that when Beijing applies pressure on 
Taiwan, “Taiwanese” identity alone becomes dominant; when cross-Strait relations are calm, the dual “Taiwanese and 
Chinese” identity becomes more prominent. None of this, however, should obscure the fact that many in Taiwan today 
still consider themselves only Taiwanese and not Chinese, and that substantial numbers are increasingly vocal about it. 
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either as part of the PRC or under any central government on the Mainland, we are a long way 
from finding the right formula.7  While I have my own ideas of how one might approach this 
issue, in the near term and over the longer run, I will forego the temptation to expand on those 
ideas here in order to focus on the U.S.-PRC connection to this issue. 

AMERICAN VIEWS OF THE TAIWAN QUESTION 

How do Americans view “the Taiwan question” and its place in U.S.-PRC relations?  
First, while it is very clear that in the aftermath of World War II, and especially during and after 
the Korean War, it was a strategic American objective to prevent Taiwan’s reunification with the 
Mainland, that is not a U.S. strategic objective today.   

There are, of course, quite a number of Americans who maintain that reunification would 
be strategically damaging to U.S. interests.  Even some officials in the Bush Administration may 
share that concern.  They worry not only that, over time, Taiwan would be forced under a 
Communist system, but that the PRC would gain a strategic salient from which to project power 
and threaten international shipping in the Western Pacific, especially between Japan and 
Southeast Asia and the Middle East.  They are concerned that, notwithstanding the fact that 
current proposals from Beijing call for no PRC presence on the island and provide for the 
maintenance of virtually all aspects of political and economic—even military—autonomy, China 
has broad ambition to exercise its rapidly growing weight in the region.  Even were the provisions 
for “at least fifty years” of a hands-off approach honored (which many doubt), and although many 
changes would take place on Taiwan and on the Mainland in those years, that is a short time in 
the sweep of history if one is concerned about ensuring long-term peace and prosperity in this 
critical region of the world. 

But, all of that being said, and while some of these considerations do influence American 
policy, that policy is in fact grounded not on what the substance of any resolution should be but in 
the U.S “abiding” strategic interest that issues between Taiwan and the Mainland be resolved 
peacefully.  

Many PRC analysts believe that not only the practical result but the central aim of 
American policy is to maintain the status quo—as some call it, the “other” three no’s policy: no 
independence, no unification, no war.  They miss the point.  Although, consistent with the “one 
China” policy, the United States does not support “Taiwan independence,” it would not object if 
Taiwan and the Mainland were to agree on Taiwan independence.  In the same way, if the two 
                                                 
7 In a sharp change over the past ten or fifteen years, democracy is a political reality that will constrain any leadership 
in Taipei in determining appropriate terms of Taiwan’s future relationship with the Mainland. Moreover, there is a 
hardcore bloc of perhaps one-third of the voting population, mostly in southern Taiwan, that supports the skeptical DPP 
approach to any sort of deep relationship with the Mainland.  This does not mean a “solution” is impossible, but it does 
mean that this group will need to be taken seriously into account by whoever holds political power on the island as well 
as by Beijing. 
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parties agreed to reunification—whatever the formula—the United States would not object to 
that.  Some people might worry about it.  Indeed, some might worry a lot.  But if Washington 
were convinced that such an agreement had been arrived at in a truly peaceful and non-coercive 
process that respected the democratic processes in Taiwan, the United States would work with 
that agreement, not against it.  For Americans, the substance of any peaceful resolution is the 
affair of those on both sides of the Strait, not of the United States. 

On the issue of maintaining peace, however, the United States does have a view and, as 
noted, a strategic national interest.  Whether arms sales to Taiwan in general—or particular arms 
sales—contribute to the maintenance of peace and stability in the Strait is a subject over which 
Beijing and Washington sharply disagree.  It is a matter of obvious consternation to Beijing that 
the United States not only asserts that it has the right to sell defensive items to Taiwan but that it 
leaves open the possibility of direct involvement in any conflict between Taiwan and the 
Mainland—despite the U.S. “one China” policy, “acknowledgment” of Beijing’s position on “one 
China” and Taiwan’s place in it, and recognition of the government of the People’s Republic of 
China as the “sole legal government of China.”   

What Americans hope Beijing understands—and takes seriously—is that the United 
States has based much of its approach on China’s adherence to its “fundamental policy” of 
seeking peaceful reunification, and that the continuing assertion of a principled PRC “right” to 
use force against Taiwan and actual military preparations to enforce that “right” have caused 
second thoughts in American minds.  More than that, in American eyes Beijing has raised the 
ante by transforming into state policy8  what was previously only a political perspective as 
expressed by Deng Xiaoping to President Jimmy Carter in 1979—that if things dragged on too 
long without a negotiated agreement on reunification, then force would have to be used.  This 
“third ‘if’” meant that the threat of force was officially no longer tied only to a pro-active 
separatist or independence actions by Taiwan or to intervention by some outside force, but merely 
to prolonged maintenance of the status quo.  Although the logic and political motivation behind 
that transformation are clear, for many Americans it has heightened the threat to a significantly 
more dangerous plane.9 

The Chinese analysts who assert that the United States seeks to maintain the status quo 
rather than to support either independence or reunification have a point.  Washington obviously 
views with satisfaction a situation in which the cross-Strait situation is generally stable and 
without a current prospect of war, the people of Taiwan and the PRC are able to live in peace and 
prosperity as both their economies benefit from cross-Strait trade and investment, and U.S.-PRC 
relations as well as U.S.-Taiwan unofficial relations continue to flourish.  But there are no 

                                                 
8 In the Taiwan White Paper of February 2000 and reiterated in the Defense White Paper of November 2000   
9 Some people are also troubled by the broadening of the first “if.”  Previously, Beijing had reserved the right to use 
force if Taiwan “declared independence.”  In the February 2000 White Paper, it reserved that right if there were 
“separation of Taiwan from China in any name.” (Emphasis added) 
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illusions that, even without the “third ‘if’”, there is an inherent instability in the present cross-
Strait situation given the sharply conflicting views over the future and the probability, not just the 
possibility, of some unanticipated event triggering a crisis with unpredictable consequences. 

It is this concern that lies behind the continuing U.S. promotion—by all U.S. 
Administrations—of cross-Strait dialogue.  At a minimum, the United States believes that talk is 
better than no talk.  The fact that the ultimate goals of the two sides may differ substantially is, in 
our minds, a reason to seek to actively manage the situation, not a reason to sit by passively and 
avoid dialogue.  More than that, however, it should be possible to bridge that gap—not to achieve 
reunification any time soon, but to “bound” the problem, minimizing PRC concerns that Taiwan 
is moving toward permanent (even if undeclared) separation and Taiwan concerns that the PRC 
will continue to ratchet up the military pressure and to block Taiwan’s participation in the 
international community (“international space”).10 

The official U.S. “one China” policy is not entirely comfortable, or natural, for 
Americans.  All Americans, of course, support the maintenance of peace. And they support 
dialogue.  But the notion of “self-determination” is deeply appealing to Americans.  The U.S. 
government has long since limited the application of that precept to take account of the realities 
of the world.  Just considering China, while the “Free Tibet” movement has widespread support 
in the United States, the American government position has been steadfast that Tibet is part of the 
PRC, even as Washington has argued for protecting the rights and preserving the unique cultural, 
religious, and linguistic heritage of the Tibetan people. 

Denying self-determination to Taiwan is, however, an even “harder sell” for the 
American people.  The United States may recognize the government in Beijing as the “sole legal 
government of China.”  But, especially given Taiwan’s democratic development as well as its 
history, including that it has never been part of the PRC, Americans—notably including Members 
of Congress who strongly support constructive U.S.-PRC relations—do not accept that the 
government in Beijing speaks for the people in Taiwan.  In light of the U.S. “one China” policy, 
this is at the very least a highly nuanced position, but it is reality.  This also explains why, though 
the United States has had problems with a number of the approaches of the Taipei government 
under Lee Teng-hui and even under Chen Shui-bian, Americans can understand Taipei’s logic 
when it argues that, since almost the entire international community recognizes Beijing as the 
“sole legal government of China,” Taiwan might be giving up much of the standing it now enjoys 
if it accepts the “one China principle” without some further definition and understandings. 

                                                 
10 One of the more frustrating aspects of the cross-Strait relationship is the degree to which people on each side 
“misinterpret” the statements of the other.  Undoubtedly much of this is “misinterpretation” is willful, because people 
on one side do not want to cope with what might be greater flexibility on the other.  But whatever the extent to which 
this is a factor, restoration of some level of dialogue would make “misinterpretation”—and miscalculation—less likely. 
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I want to be clear.  I am not arguing here for or against any particular position in cross-
Strait relations or with respect to the “one China” principle.  What I am trying to do is to be as 
objective and clear as possible about the underlying feelings of Americans as they consider U.S. 
policy toward this question and toward relations with the PRC.   

So, although there has been a softening of the black-and-white picture of “PRC 
bad/Taiwan good” that emerged in the late 1980s—at the time of Tiananmen and just as Taiwan 
was developing economically and politically—there is very little American visceral sympathy for 
the PRC’s claim to Taiwan even though there is broad acceptance of the “one China” policy as a 
realistic reflection of the U.S. national interest. 

LOOKING AHEAD 

Where then, does that leave us as we look to the future of U.S.-PRC relations?  As 
viewed from the United States, how can we be true to the fundamentally important relationship 
we have with the PRC, to our other strategic interests in this region, and to our sense of what is 
“right” in our relationship with Taiwan? 

Some Chinese analysts have argued that backing reunification—not merely “peaceful 
resolution”—is the only option for U.S. policy that serves basic American interests.11  Whether 
one agrees or not with that logic, the fact is that it is not a realistic policy option for the United 
States, any more than (for different reasons) backing “Taiwan independence” is.  As I have said, 
the future cross-Strait relationship is an issue for the two sides of the Strait to determine, not the 
United States.  And, within the context discussed earlier, that will not change. 

Nonetheless, Americans fully recognize that the United States has significant influence 
on the course of cross-Strait relations.  It is obvious that conflict in the Taiwan Strait would be a 
tragedy, not just for the people of Taiwan—and of the PRC—but for the people of the United 
States, Japan and indeed most of the world.  In addition to the direct costs in terms of death and 
destruction on both sides, the economic, social and political effects on Taiwan would be of great 
concern to Americans.  But also with respect to the PRC, important U.S. interests would be 
harmed.  Such a conflict would set back the progress made in China’s relations with the rest of 
the world and place a major obstacle in the way of China’s future development.  Viewed from a 
narrow American perspective, this would have enormously damaging implications for U.S. 
political, economic and security interests.  And it is importantly for this reason, too, not only out 
of “selfless” interest in the welfare of the people on both sides of the Strait (which does exist but 
is not the only factor driving U.S. policies), that Washington seeks in various ways not only to 
ensure the maintenance of peace and stability today, but to help in the creation of a stable cross-
Strait relationship as the only reliable guarantor of long-term security for all concerned. 

                                                 
11 See http://www.stimson.org/cbm/vf/vf_articles/panspaper.pdf  
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On the issue of arms sales, it is my belief not only that we will but that we should 
continue to provide enough to convince Taiwan—and Beijing—that the United States is not 
abandoning its concerns and interests in Taiwan and that it is not moving away from the 
underlying peaceful resolution assumptions of the Taiwan Relations Act (1979).  On the other 
hand, we should not provide arms or engage in relationships that transcend the spirit of that Act 
and that have the effect of committing the United States to defend Taiwan no matter what actions 
or policies Taipei itself may adopt.  Moreover, one needs to take care not to fall into the trap of 
believing that arms sales alone can guarantee Taiwan’s long-term security.  Not only can some 
arms sales actually detract from Taiwan’s security by inflating Taiwan’s sense of invulnerability 
or generating a disproportionate response on the other side, but the fact is that long-term security 
is essentially a matter of a stable and reliable political relationship across the Strait, not military 
balances.   

At the same time, Beijing needs to cope with the reality that various of its actions, 
including its buildup of short- and medium-range missiles opposite Taiwan as well as other 
capabilities to impose a blockade or otherwise attack or coerce Taiwan, will generate a response 
on Taiwan—and in the United States.  Even those Americans who comprehend Beijing’s 
argument that the missile buildup is designed as a deterrent against separatism, and that it is not 
primarily for the purpose of preparing an actual attack on Taiwan, even they cannot, either in 
political terms or with respect to the strategic national interests mentioned earlier, allow that 
buildup to go unresponded to. 

Clearly, the best answer to this for all parties is not to continue the buildup in the PRC 
and the development of robust countermeasures in Taiwan.  The best answer is for the two sides 
of the Strait to work out a modus vivendi that gives each confidence the other will not cross its 
“red lines,” thus allowing the mutual military measures to be throttled back. 

The burgeoning U.S.-PRC economic relationship surely gives both Beijing and 
Washington a reason to pursue peaceful approaches, just as the super-burgeoning Taiwan-
Mainland economic relationship gives Beijing and Taipei even greater reason to do the same.  
Nevertheless, no one should mistakenly believe that these economic relationships are now so 
fundamentally important that they change the reality that, as an American colleague has put it, 
security trumps economics.  Indeed, security will take precedence over economics every time if 
the issue is vital to the sense of sovereignty or strategic national interest of any of the parties.  
Economics are an element in these things, too, of course.12  But I doubt that there are many in the 
PRC who would say that “Taiwan independence” would be acceptable even if taking action to 
thwart it meant the loss of trade and investment from Taiwan and U.S., as crushing as that loss 
would be.  I doubt there are many in Taiwan who would say that submitting to Beijing’s 

                                                 
12 Some American analysts would argue that Taiwan’s crucial role in the high-tech world, including production of some 
80 percent of the computer hard drives in the world and an estimated 60 percent of the motherboards, gives us a 
“strategic” economic interest in Taiwan’s well-being. 
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sovereignty would be acceptable even if opposing that sovereignty meant loss of access to the 
Mainland’s trade and investment opportunities at a moment of economic distress, such as now.  
And I believe there are few in the United States who would say we should sit with arms folded in 
the event of a PRC attack or other military coercion against Taiwan, even if intervention cost us 
the loss of access to the PRC’s markets.  

And so, while the end of the Cold War and the demise of the Soviet Union changed the 
calculations of all players and U.S.-PRC relations have become increasingly complex, they have 
not become trade-and-investment-based as opposed to strategically based.  As suggested earlier, 
one hopes that the relationships we have developed, including economic ones, have given us all 
stronger reasons than ever to work hard to manage our differences and especially to avoid 
military confrontation.13  But we should make no bland assumptions about it “not being worth it” 
to any of the parties to stand firm against “unacceptable” outcomes over Taiwan. 

Finally, let me return to the issue of motivations and perceptions.  If we are to have 
cooperative relations into the future, it is crucial that American and Chinese officials, and those 
who are advising them, be clear about—and trust—the motivations of the other side.  What is 
tolerable in a circumstance of broad-based trust can become intolerable if such trust does not 
exist.  This is true in the case of cross-Strait relations,14 and it certainly obtains in Sino-American 
relations. 

As long as Chinese perceive the United States as seeking to contain the PRC, to hold 
China up as the “needed enemy,” and to keep it from unifying with Taiwan—perhaps even 
maintaining Taiwan as “an unsinkable aircraft carrier”—they will not be open to truly accepting 
that U.S. intentions and interests are, in fact, quite different and far more benign.  As long as 
Americans believe that China seeks to chase the United States from the Asia-Pacific region and to 
replace it with Chinese hegemony, and as long as they believe that the PRC is willing, indeed 
ultimately determined, to use force against Taiwan, they will not believe there is any meaningful 
distinction between Chinese deterrence, on the one hand, and intimidation or coercion, on the 
other. 

At heart, then, the Sino-American dialogue at the highest level needs to address the 
question of strategic intentions, the long-term vision each side has about its own role and the role 
it envisages for the other.  And it needs to address frankly the concerns of both sides about the 

                                                 
13 One can also hope that China develops a meaningful crisis management mechanism, so that if tensions do rise, we 
can work together to rein them in before they spin out of control. The record to date of rapid, coordinated 
communication at critical moments is not an enviable one. 
14 One well informed PRC analyst agreed with me that any prospective Taiwan leader would take the same position 
Lee Teng-hui and Chen Shui-bian have on the Republic of China being a “sovereign, independent country.”  But he 
said that that would be tolerable in the case of someone whose ultimate commitment to “one China” was clear, as 
opposed to one who was seen as striving for ultimate independence.  Their words would be the same, but their motives 
seen as quite different.  While I do not share the Chinese evaluation of Chen Shui-bian, my interlocutor’s point is 
doubtless an accurate reflection of views in Beijing. 
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future of Taiwan—not to repeat the warnings that both will inevitably continue to issue regarding 
“red lines,” but at a minimum to ensure that there are no misperceptions, and no miscalculations, 
that could trigger dangerous confrontation where none need exist.   

Beyond that, and without casting Washington in the role of surrogate for Taipei or 
Beijing, we need to see if there is not a way the United States can help create a constructive 
climate for cross-Strait dialogue, in which those directly concerned can peacefully manage the 
difficult course to a stable, reliable future relationship between Taiwan and the Mainland.  If we 
cannot, then we need to be prepared for the consequences.  But if we succeed in this endeavor, it 
will have obvious benefits far beyond the immediate Taiwan problem.  It will contribute to 
confidence in the United States about what kind of great power China will turn out to be, and it 
will enhance confidence in China that the United States is not its strategic adversary, thus laying 
the foundation on both sides for truly cooperative relations.  
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