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THE EVOLUTION OF GEORGE W. BUSH’S TAIWAN POLICY: THE 
CAMPAIGN-SEPTEMBER 11, 2001 

As George W. Bush campaigned for the presidency during the year 2000, and as he settled into 
office in the first months of 2001, he and his team sought to distinguish themselves from the Clinton 
Administration policies in a variety of areas.  Nowhere was this more evident than with respect to China 
policy, where, while he was generally careful not to paint himself too deeply into a corner, Mr. Bush was 
at pains to contrast his view of China as a “competitor” with what he characterized as Mr. Clinton’s 
embrace of China as a “strategic partner.”   

Although he was outspoken in saying that “If we make China an enemy, they’ll end up being an 
enemy,”2 those areas of China policy where candidate, and then President, Bush, tried to draw the 
sharpest lines were in fact generally in the military or broader security area.  They had implications not 
only for overall Sino-American strategic relations, but also specifically for Taiwan policy. 

For example, although, throughout the campaign and even to date, Mr. Bush defined his preferred 
National Missile Defense (NMD) system in rather vague terms, he did state that it should provide 
protection not only against “rogue” states, but also against “unauthorized” or “accidental” launches from 
“anywhere.”  Whatever his inner thoughts about the question of how NMD should relate to China’s 
national security, comments from his advisors have left no doubt that the Bush Administration would be 
open to considering a system that would seek to “capture” the PRC strategic deterrent within the 
operational parameters of NMD.  This is relevant to the sweeping question of whether the US views 
China as a potential enemy or not, but it also has direct relevance for the Taiwan question. 

Specifically with regard to Taiwan’s security, Mr. Bush was generally careful in the campaign not 
to say precisely what the United States would do in the event of a PRC attack.  But, citing US 
“commitments” under the 1979 Taiwan Relations Act (TRA), he leaned forward, broadly hinting that he 
favored aiding Taiwan in a direct military sense.  For example, in February 2000, he said, “It’s important 
                                                 
1 This paper was presented at the Conference on “US-China Relations and the Bush Administration: A New 
Paradigm or Continuing Existing Modalities” on December 1, 2001, at Claremont McKenna College sponsored by 
the Keck Center for International and Strategic Studies.  The paper will be included in the Keck Center's monograph 
series #15 to be published in 2002. 
2 Phoenix Arizona GOP Debate, Dec. 7, 1999 at http://issues2000.org/Celeb/More_George_W__Bush_China.htm. 
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for the Chinese to understand that if there’s a military action, we will help Taiwan defend itself.”3  When 
asked several days later, during one GOP debate, if he would give a prior commitment to deploying US 
forces to defend Taiwan, he responded: 

No.  What the Chinese need to assume is that if they violate the One China Policy, the longstanding One 
China Policy, which has clearly said that the United States expects there to be a peaceful resolution between 
China and Taiwan, if they decide to use force, the United States must help Taiwan defend itself.  Now, the 
Chinese can figure out what that means.  But that’s going to mean a resolute stand on my part.4 

While Mr. Bush made clear he would continue the program of arms sales to Taiwan that had 
operated since normalization of relations with the PRC and the breaking of relations with Taiwan in 
January 1979, and that under his Administration it would be a robust program, once again he avoided 
specifics.  For example, on the very sensitive question of whether he would approve sale of upper-tier 
theater missile defense (TMD) systems to Taiwan, including destroyers equipped with sophisticated 
Aegis air defense systems (potentially convertible to TMD), he did not respond directly.  But he indicated 
that, one way or another, if Taiwan were attacked, he would see that the island was protected by theater 
missile defense.5   

While at one point early on in the campaign candidate Bush used the phrase “strategic 
competitor” to describe how he saw China,6 he dropped “strategic” from the formulation, perhaps because 
that the term virtually tagged China as an enemy.  Moreover, as time passed, he increasingly tended to 
define “competitor” in ways that generally (though not exclusively) suggested trade or economic 
competition.  Nonetheless, the Chinese continued to mentally read “strategic” into the phrase, bolstered in 
their conviction that it was appropriate to do so by tough statements on China that continued to emanate 
from the campaign and, after January 2001, the Administration.  In part, those statements addressed the 
broad future strategic relationship.  But in part they were focused on Taiwan, once again seeking to 
contrast Mr. Bush’s “determination” not to allow use of force against Taiwan with what was caricatured 
as the weak Clinton stance. 

                                                 
3 New York Times, p. A10, February 26, 2000 as cited at http://issues2000.org/Celeb/George_W_Bush_China.htm. 
4 GOP debate in Los Angeles, March 2, 2000 as cited at “issues2000.org,” Ibid. 
5 Once again, his subordinates’ remarks were more sharply focused.  For example, in briefing the foreign press on 
November 19, 1999, regarding Mr. Bush’s Reagan Library address that day, “a Bush foreign policy adviser” 
suggested supplying TMD was a foregone conclusion, saying, while there were issues of timing, etc., especially 
because theater missile defense systems did not yet exist, “I have heard no question about providing defensive 
weapons, including [theater] missile defense, to Taiwan.”  (Cf. Federal News Service, November 19, 1999, Foreign 
Press Center Background Briefing by a Bush Foreign Policy Advisor.) 
6 He did so in an August 14, 1999, interview on the CNN talk show “Evans, Novak, Hunt & Shields” as reported in 
Thomas W. Lippman, “Bush Makes Clinton’s China Policy an Issue,” Washington Post, August 20, 1999.  Initially 
Bush likely adopted “strategic competitor” to provide symmetry in spotlighting that he rejected the term “strategic 
partner” that had appeared in the Clinton-Jiang Zemin Joint Statement of October 29, 1997.  The fact that the Joint 
Statement said merely that the two sides were committed to “build toward a constructive strategic partnership” and 
never asserted such a relationship already existed was a campaign casualty. 
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Every spring is rough for US-PRC relations.  The annual meeting of the UN Human Rights 

Commission takes place in Geneva in March/April, and the US regularly has worked hard since the 
Tiananmen Incident in 1989 to promote a resolution condemning human rights violations in China.  The 
Dalai Lama, who had visited the White House in earlier years but only seen the President during a “drop 
by” in another official’s office, was specifically invited by Mr. Bush to meet with him.7  The annual 
MFN—now NTR (normal trade relations)—congressional debate with its predictable harsh rhetoric about 
China takes place toward the middle of the year.  Although there had been a prospect that the debates 
would be over before the middle of 2001,8 that did not prove to be the case, so another annual debate was 
scheduled, this time in a heated atmosphere related to Beijing’s detention of several American-connected 
ethnic Chinese scholars on charges generally relating to spying for Taiwan. 

The EP-3 incident, of course, dominated all else in the relationship for some time in spring 2001.  
Although the public debate about that incident revolved around other issues, one should keep in mind that 
US patrolling of China’s coast on a regular basis is importantly related to concern over Taiwan’s security 
and not simply because of a generalized concern that China is a “rising power.” 

American decisions about arms sales we are willing to make to Taiwan have routinely been 
announced in a single, consolidated package every spring.  The year 2001 was no exception,9 and the 
package approved for Taiwan was both large (reportedly worth between $5 and 12 billion) and included 
items considered very sensitive for the PRC, especially eight diesel-powered submarines.10  It also 
included offer of four Kidd-class guided-missile destroyers, which, while twenty years old, exceed 
anything currently in Taiwan’s navy and are quite capable of affording Taiwan’s navy simultaneously 
with anti-air, anti-surface and anti-submarine warfare capabilities.  The President decided to withhold for 
now the Aegis-equipped destroyer—the single most sensitive item—thus putting off the question of 
providing Taiwan with area theater missile defense.11 

Since the crisis in US-PRC relations following the visit of President Lee Teng-hui to Cornell 
University in June 1995, the US had adopted a carefully delineated policy about both visits to the United 
States by senior Taiwan officials and transits through the US by such officials on their way to other 
destinations.  The rule of thumb in the latter case was that the US would allow such arrangements as were 

                                                 
7 Consistent with past practice, however, the President received the Dalai Lama as a religious, not a political, leader 
and did not meet with him in the Oval Office. 
8 If China had already joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) and already-approved permanent NTR (pNTR) 
had kicked in. 
9 But President Bush has decided that the annual “package” approach will be abandoned in the future. 
10 The Administration insists it has a way of delivering the submarines, but since diesel-powered boats are no longer 
made the United States, and since several countries with known submarine-manufacturing capabilities have said 
they will neither build nor supply plans for such sales to Taiwan, so far there has not been follow-through. 
11 He also did not decide on providing Taiwan with a lower-tier upgraded system, the PAC-3, to replace PAC-2s 
currently in Taiwan’s inventory.  As of that time, the PAC-3 missile was not yet in production. 
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consistent with the safety, comfort and convenience of the traveler.  It generally meant relatively brief 
overnight stays to and from Latin American destinations, with no public appearances, speeches or press 
briefings during the transit either by the “principal” or anyone in his or her party.  No Administration 
officials would meet with the traveler, who would be greeted by the head of The American Institute in 
Taiwan, the legislatively created private entity designated to conduct relations with Taiwan on behalf of 
the United States.  And despite congressional pressure to meet with travelers, such meetings were actively 
discouraged. 

These arrangements were instituted not merely to please Beijing, but because, as we had seen in 
the Lee Teng-hui case, the consequences for Taiwan as well as for US interests of pushing the envelope 
were likely to be disproportionate to any purported gain in “face” for Taiwan in more public passages. 

In August 2000, Taiwan’s president since May of that year, Chen Shui-bian, had passed through 
Los Angeles under existing procedures, turning down an invitation from a number of Members of 
Congress to attend a reception, although briefly greeting one Member who insisted on meeting Chen in 
his hotel.  In light of the uproar raised by Republican members of Congress over this “shabby” treatment, 
the newly installed Bush Administration considerably loosened the rules regarding permitted activities 
when Chen stopped in New York City and Houston in May 2001.  As he was leaving Taipei with his 
entourage of 150 government officials, business leaders and journalists, Chen underscored the basis on 
which he wanted to be seen while transiting the United States: 

The Republic of China is a sovereign and independent country.  Taiwan must stand up and go out frequently 
to see the world and let the whole world see Taiwan.12 

While from a US perspective the transit was to remain “private and unofficial” and involve no 
“public or media events,” the Administration added “dignity” to the criteria of safety, comfort and 
convenience for determining allowed activities.  As a result, Mr. and Mrs. Chen had a quite active public 
schedule visiting museums, attending sports events and meeting with political and other figures.  No 
member of the Administration met with the Taiwan president, but meetings with Members of Congress 
were allowed—indeed, at least nominally encouraged—by the Administration.13  When Chen spoke at a 
dinner with over 20 Members of Congress in New York, he expressed appreciation for being treated as a 
“head of state” and said such treatment “sets a good model which I hope will be continued in the 
future.”14   

                                                 
12 Taiwan Headlines, May 22, 2001 cited in http://taiwansecurity.org/News/2001/TH-052201.htm. 
13 A State Department official reportedly stated that such meetings “advance our national interest.”  (Cf. Jay Chen, 
“US Eases Restrictions on Chen’s Activities During Transit Stopover,” Central News Agency, May 12, 2001.) 
14 Eric Tseng, Chen Yo-chen and Sofia Wu, “Chen in New York Meets with US Lawmakers,” Central News 
Agency, May 22, 2001. 
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While this treatment did not lead to a crisis in US-PRC relations, combined with all the other 

“bad news,” it contributed to the growing sense in Beijing that the United States had downgraded the 
priority assigned to good relations with China, and indeed that the Administration saw Taiwan as an asset 
to be built up looking to future strategic competition with the PRC.15   

This impression was deepened when Lee Teng-hui, himself, was given a five-year, multiple-entry 
visa to come to the United States, which he did with a return visit to Cornell in June 2001.  The American 
position, grounded in US immigration laws and generally supported by people who had served in 
previous administrations including the Clinton Administration, was that we had no basis for denying Lee 
entry since he was now a private citizen.  For China, however, this was not persuasive, especially since 
they saw Lee as playing a continuing role in Taiwan to promote separatism.16  

Informing these PRC judgments about hostile American intentions was an interview by President 
Bush with ABC television on April 25th, only two weeks after the EP-3 crew had been released and the 
day after the arms sales announcement, in which the President was asked if he would send US troops to 
help defend Taiwan in case of PRC attack.  At first, he sought to adhere to the more rounded formulations 
he had been using ever since the campaign, leaning forward but without a specific commitment.  
However, pressed by the interviewer, Mr. Bush said he would do “whatever it took” to ensure Taiwan’s 
security from attack.  This formulation appeared to break precedent with the traditional posture of 
“strategic ambiguity.”17  By the end of the day, the President had “clarified” his remarks to insist that 
there was no change in policy of “helping Taiwan to defend itself” without saying how.  And in so doing, 
he recommitted himself to the long-standing “one China” policy, something that Beijing can only have 
welcomed.  However, the forward-leaning attitude that Mr. Bush conveyed about his sense of US 
responsibility to come directly to Taiwan’s aid was unmistakably on view for the PRC to absorb.  All of 
the other aspects of treating Taiwan with deference, whether on travel arrangements or arms sales, fit into 
this pattern. 

                                                 
15 It is perhaps worth noting that, at least for now, the Bush Administration reportedly has reacted coolly to the 
notion that Chen might come to Washington, D.C. in response to an invitation from the National Press Club.  
Clearly, the presence of Taiwan’s president in the US capital (and, most likely, the capitol) would represent a 
significant provocation for Beijing.  (Cf. Jay Chen, “US Unhappy with Handling of Proposed Visit by ROC 
President,” Central News Agency, August 10, 2001.) 
16 At the time, Lee was not a central figure in Taiwan politics.  More recently, however, he has rejoined the fray, 
backing the formation of a new party (the Taiwan Solidarity Union) that places great emphasis on “localization” and 
on Taiwan’s status as a sovereign, independent state.  When he began active campaigning for TSU candidates in the 
December 2001 legislative elections and excoriated his fellow members of the Kuomintang (KMT), Lee was ousted 
from the KMT.  The TSU’s 13 seats in the newly elected LY could give it important leverage on key policies, but 
Chen Shui-bian’s supporters note that, while he respects Lee Teng-hui and appreciates his support, Chen fully 
intends to exercise his own leadership role as president and not cede decision-making power on core issues to 
anyone else, including ex-president Lee. 
17 The essence of strategic ambiguity is that it avoids saying whether or not the US would get directly involved in a 
Taiwan contingency, but conveys to the PRC that it should not assume we would not and to Taiwan that it should 
not assume we would.  The aim is to encourage both sides to eschew unilateral steps to change the status quo. 
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Despite all of these issues and difficulties, it seems that the Chinese leadership, starting with 

President Jiang, determined that they needed to develop a better relationship with the United States, and 
that they believed George W. Bush, influenced by his father and members of his father’s national security 
team, would be amenable to such improvement.  Thus, early on in 2001, while the calendar of horrors laid 
out above was in full swing and still had some months to run its course, official and non-official Chinese, 
alike, were sounding out Americans on how they could restore positive momentum to the relationship and 
fashion a successful bilateral summit in October, when the President was due to visit China in the context 
of his attendance at the APEC Leaders Meeting in Shanghai. 

Issues such as NMD, human rights, nonproliferation, trade disputes, and—of course—Taiwan, 
had not changed.  Indeed, they remained huge question marks over the relationship.  However, there was 
a sense in Beijing not only of the need to set things on a more even keel, but, as already noted, of the 
possibility of doing so.  Although not everyone in the Administration may have shared this view, the key 
vote, as always, rested with the President and, apparently, he did share it.  The process began in earnest, at 
least publicly, when Secretary of State Powell traveled to Beijing in July and explicitly said that he would 
use no single “label” to characterize the relationship, including “competitor” or “strategic competitor.”  
But as early as May, Administration officials were speaking of “shoring up” relations with Beijing.18  In 
this context, the US made clear it would not oppose China’s ultimately successful bid for the 2008 
summer Olympics. 

SEPTEMBER 11TH  

The Summit   

In one respect, those plans were thrown into a cocked hat by the terrorist attacks of September 
11th.  Bush’s post-APEC bilateral summit in China was cancelled, as were similar events he planned in 
Tokyo and Seoul on the way to Shanghai19.  However, because he wanted to use the occasion of so many 
gathered leaders to help forge an anti-terrorist coalition—and perhaps because he was persuaded that it 
was important to go to China, even if in truncated fashion—the President stayed with his plan to go to 
APEC, itself.   

Mr. Bush used the opportunity of APEC not only to engage in group meetings, but also to hold 
bilateral discussion with several leaders, including Jiang Zemin.  In their meeting on October 19, 2001, 
both leaders seized on the September tragedy as a vehicle to “start over” and to commit to a “constructive 
                                                 
18 See Joseph Curl, “Bush to Bolster Relations with Russia, China, Aide Says,” Washington Times, May 23, 2001. 
19 Among other things, the President had hoped to use the Tokyo and Seoul stops to strengthen alliance relations, in 
part as a way of reinforcing the foundation upon which he could improve relations with China.  Still, those two 
treaty alliances are in generally good shape and the visit cancellations, while regrettable, were not critical.  In fact, 
all three bilateral stops were later rescheduled for late February 2002. 
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and cooperative” relationship.  In a prepared statement at the joint press conference following their 
meeting, Jiang Zemin spoke of a “common responsibility and interest” between China and the United 
States for maintaining peace and security in the Asia Pacific region and in the world at large.  He said: 

China attaches importance to its relations with the United States and stands ready to make joint efforts with 
the US side to develop a constructive and cooperative relationship.20  (Emphasis added) 

But he also made clear the central importance of Taiwan, concluding: 

I'm confident that so long as the two sides keep a firm hold of the common interests of the two countries, 
properly handled, bilateral ties, especially the question of Taiwan, in accordance with the three Sino-US 
joint communiqués, the relations between China and the United States will continuously move forward. 

In the question and answer period, Jiang reiterated his Taiwan themes. 

In his own opening remarks at the joint press conference, as well as in answers to questions, Mr. 
Bush avoided any specific reference to Taiwan,21 focusing primarily on the common cause China and the 
United States have in countering terrorism.  But he went on to say: 

Today's meetings convinced me that we can build on our common interests.  Two great nations will rarely 
agree on everything; I understand that.  But I assured the President that we'll always deal with our 
differences in a spirit of mutual respect.  We seek a relationship that is candid, constructive and 
cooperative.  (Emphasis added) 

In the meetings, the President reaffirmed the US “one China” policy, but he also reiterated his 
commitment to the terms of the Taiwan Relations Act and admonished Jiang that Taiwan should be 
treated with respect. 22  According to the official Chinese news agency, Xinhua, Mr. Bush said he does not 
consider China as America’s enemy but regards China as a friend of America.23 

                                                 
20 US, China Stand Against Terrorism, Remarks by President Bush and President Jiang Zemin in Press Availability, 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2001/10/20011019-4.html. 
21 In an Oval Office interview with Asian editors on October 16, 2001, on the eve of his departure for APEC, the 
President had addressed Taiwan briefly.  In answering a question about how he saw US-PRC relations improving, 
Mr. Bush included the following: “But one place where we do agree—and it's important for your readers to know—
is I support a one China policy.  And I also expect there to be a peaceful reconciliation of the differences.  And I 
look forward to reaffirming that with Jiang Zemin.”  (Remarks by the President in Roundtable Interview with Asian 
Editors, released by the White House Press Office on October 17, 2001.) 
22 White House background briefing in Shanghai on October 19, 2001. 
23 “President Jiang Zemin Holds Talks with President Bush,” October 19, 2001.  See also Li Yan and Shi Wen, 
“Bush Reaffirms ‘One China’ Stand in Meeting with Jiang Zemin,” Hong Kong Zhongguo Tongxun She, October 
19, 2001 reporting on Foreign Ministry spokesman Zhu Bangzao’s on the summit.  Zhu is quoted as saying the 
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The APEC Ministerial   

At the same time, the APEC meetings had a less positive impact on constructive handling of the 
Taiwan question between the two Chinese sides and in terms of US respect for their finesse.  On the one 
hand, PRC Foreign Minister Tang Jiaxuan peremptorily pushed aside questions from Taiwan reporters 
and silenced Taiwan Minister of Economic Affairs Lin Hsin-yi at the APEC ministerial closing press 
conference.24  And on the other, Chen Shui-bian sought (unsuccessfully) to break precedent in naming a 
highly respected person but a non-economic expert, former vice president and Nobel laureate Lee Yuan-
tseh, to attend the Leaders Meeting, putting the US and others in an uncomfortable position.  The United 
States did not comment publicly on Tang’s behavior, but clearly did not appreciate it.  And, in a display 
of evenhandedness, Washington was not overtly critical of Chen’s effort, but Administration officials 
were rather plain spoken in noting that the United States looked forward to Taiwan being represented at 
future APEC meetings in accordance with “a practice worked out in the past that Taiwan is represented 
by an economic leader from Taiwan.”25  

Overall, while the APEC meeting may not have done much in concrete terms for U.S-PRC 
relations beyond advancing counter-terrorism cooperation, it clearly did have a positive effect at least on 
the tone of the relationship through what seems to have been a good meeting between the leaders and the 
downplaying by both of the most sensitive issues, including Taiwan.26  The President continued to cite 
Chinese cooperation in the fight against terrorism, including in his State of the Union Address on January 
29, 2002. 

The QDR and China’s Missile Build-up  

US concerns with China’s current and future military behavior remain, however, and have both a 
general strategic and a Taiwan-specific element.  When the Defense Department’s Quadrennial Defense 
Review—the QDR—talks about uncertainty regarding the potential sources of military threat, the conduct 

                                                                                                                                                             
President reiterated his support for the “one China” policy and reaffirmed that he would observe the three U.S-PRC 
joint communiqués.  The position on China not being an enemy, of course, carries through from the campaign. 
24See Monique Chu and Lin Chieh-yu, “Cross-strait bickering at APEC reaches a climax,” Taipei Times, October 
19, 2001. 
25 See, for example Jay Chen and David Hsu, “US Expects Taiwan to be Represented at Next APEC Leaders 
Meeting,” Central News Agency, November 6, 2001.  Reaction in Taiwan was also less than uniformly behind Chen.  
While 68 percent of respondents to a poll thought that Tang’s “rude attitude” at APEC would harm cross-Strait 
relations (Monique Chu, “Gallup poll shows dissatisfaction with handling of APEC,” Taipei Times, October 28, 
2001), over 28 percent held Taiwan responsible for Taiwan’s “forced absence” from the Leaders Meeting, whereas 
only somewhat more, just over 36 percent, blamed Beijing (Sofia Wu, “Majority Support Government Push for 
ROC Membership in International Bodies: Poll,” Central News Agency, November 13, 2001.) 
26 Administration spokesmen emphasize that the President did, in particular, stress his concern about religious 
freedom and nonproliferation issues to Jiang, but these are not issues likely to derail further cooperation on more 
central security issues. 
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of war in the future, and the form that threats and attacks against the United States will take, that applies 
around the globe and to the long term.  When it says that, “the possibility exists that a military competitor 
with a formidable resource base will emerge” in Asia, this would seem to be rather more focused, having 
in mind not only the PRC’s long-term strategic role but its build-up of short- and medium-range missiles 
opposite Taiwan and its agglomeration of other capabilities to blockade or put pressure on the island.  
And while one can conjure up various sorts of confrontations we might have with China that could 
involve military clashes, the only one that realistically raises the possibility of war is Taiwan. 

So while the QDR is only the product of a single agency, and while it does not mention Taiwan 
by name, it is logical that readers in China will view it not only as a confirmation of their worst fears 
regarding the identification of China as the “next enemy” in the long run, but also, especially with its 
reference to near-term augmentation of force deployments in Asia, as confirmation of US preparations to 
intervene directly in any Taiwan contingency. 

Moreover the QDR’s discussion of the US exploiting space for defense purposes and denying the 
use of space to adversaries will intensify Chinese fears that the United States will seek to deepen its 
technological advantages to deter and defeat any PRC effort to rein in Taiwan separatists or to develop 
asymmetric capabilities against US intervention on Taiwan’s side. 

Finally with respect to the QDR, there is one passage that one assumes may well be pinned up on 
the bulletin board of various PRC military commands along the east coast: 

The need to strengthen alliances and partnerships has specific military implications.  It requires that US 
forces train and operate with allies and friends in peacetime as they would operate in war.  This includes 
enhancing interoperability and peacetime preparations for coalition operations, as well as increasing allied 
participation in activities such as joint and combined training and experimentation.27 

Whether the PRC will take any lessons from all of this in terms of its own military posture and 
modernization is uncertain.  From Beijing’s perspective, the build-up of PRC capabilities across from 
Taiwan is primarily designed to deter separatist tendencies.  But China must understand that one result is 
to create a requirement for the United States to provide increasing quantities of sophisticated military 
hardware and software to Taiwan.  Moreover, with the new Administration seemingly less concerned 
about some of the nuances that have governed US-PRC handling of the Taiwan question for two decades, 
continuation of the Chinese build-up risks generating unstoppable pressures to include Taiwan in that 
circle of friends with whom the United States needs to be able to operate together.  One might argue that 
such a decision by Washington and Taipei would harm Taiwan’s security, not help it, by generating 

                                                 
27 Department of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review Report, September 30, 2001, p. 15. 
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strong PRC countermeasures.  But if the PRC build-up opposite Taiwan continues, that will not likely be 
the principal concern of the President of the United States. 

DOMESTIC DEVELOPMENTS IN TAIWAN 

The way Taiwan plays in US-PRC relations is also importantly affected, obviously, by domestic 
developments within Taiwan.  There we see that the rapid evolution of democratic politics, as admirable 
as it may be, has seriously complicated the picture.  First, it led to the direct (re)election in 1996 of Lee 
Teng-hui, a man increasingly outspoken since the early 1990s on behalf of Taiwan’s independent, 
sovereign status.  Then it produced, in March 2000, a president from a party that has long advocated 
Taiwan independence.   

Chen Shui-bian is not Lee Teng-hui; he is not viscerally committed to the notion that there must 
be an inexorable trend toward eventual formal independence for the island.  Like the overwhelming 
majority of people on Taiwan, Chen would no doubt strongly prefer independence.  But also, like most 
people, he recognizes that there is no prospect of that now, and there may never be, and that, while 
seeking to keep Taiwan’s options open, advocating independence is very dangerous.  

In fact, over the course of the past three years, Chen and the DPP have moved to a position of not 
only endorsing the status quo, but even being willing to talk about “one China” for the future.  What they 
will accept in that respect is not clear; what they will not accept is: any outcome that puts Taipei under 
Beijing’s sovereignty.  Nor will the now-opposition KMT or PFP parties, in fact, accept that outcome 
either.  In the political competition on Taiwan, however, the latter are willing to endorse the “principle” of 
“one China” as long as they can make clear that they are not accepting a definition of that “one China” 
that equates it to the PRC and that means that “the Republic of China” is abandoning its claim to 
independent, sovereign status. 

This is not the place to get too deeply into Taiwan politics or the issue of cross-Strait 
maneuverings on the “one China” issue, especially since both are so complicated.  But we need to take 
note of the fact that on December 1st, Taiwan held an election for seats in the legislature, known as the 
Legislative Yuan or LY.  Although it did not win a majority, the DPP emerged as the single largest party 
and the KMT suffered severe losses.  The meaning of the election for cross-Strait relations, and for the 
course of U.S-PRC relations, over the next few years is still unclear.  Dramatic changes are unlikely.  But 
especially since Chen Shui-bian took such an adamant position during the campaign against acceptance of 
the so-called “1992 consensus,” an arrangement reached between Taiwan and the Mainland in which each 
endorsed some version of “one China” as a basis for dialogue in spring 1993, the power configuration in 
Taipei will no doubt make a difference in how cross-Strait relations proceed. 
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PRC REACTIONS 

The PRC, too, has a political context of which we need to be aware.  First, the PRC leadership is 
going through a major, generational transition that will culminate in 2002-2003.  It is hardly a conducive 
political climate in which to demonstrate “flexibility” (or “softness” as it might be characterized).  
Second, Beijing felt burned by Lee Teng-hui’s having “reinterpreted” the “1992 consensus” to suit his 
own evolving political agenda.  That “consensus” is now contested within Taiwan at several levels: 
whether a “consensus” ever existed; if it existed, what it was made up of; and, in any case, whether, a 
decade later, it is still valid.   

Beijing has rejected a short-hand version of the 1992 consensus known as “one country, 
respective interpretations” because it feels Lee distorted the 1992 arrangement under that short-hand to 
justify his adoption of a “two states theory.”28  This presents Beijing with a dilemma, since all the Taiwan 
opposition parties Beijing is assiduously courting in an effort to isolate and defeat Chen Shui-bian 
endorse the “one China” principle only with the “respective interpretations” appendage.   

Another issue is whether there is “one China” (not just in the future, but now) and whether the 
sovereignty and territory of that “one China” are indivisible.  In both cases, Beijing says absolutely yes; in 
both cases, there is sharp debate in Taiwan about how far to go to placate the Mainland.  As stated earlier, 
no one in Taiwan will accept that Beijing currently exercises sovereignty over Taiwan, and few would 
agree that Beijing necessarily will exercise such sovereignty in the future, even if the Mainland becomes 
democratic and committed to human rights, market economics and the rule of law.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR US POLICY 

This is not the place to delve more deeply into the issues of cross-Strait relations.  The important 
point for our purposes is that these fundamental issues have meaning for US policy.  For example, the 
United States has recognized the government of the PRC as the “sole legal government of China.”  And 
Washington “acknowledges” the PRC position that there is but one China of which Taiwan is a part.  
However, while the United States has said that relations between Taiwan and the Mainland are for the 
people on the two sides to work out—as long as that is done peacefully—and it has identified a series of 
positions it would not support because they would be inconsistent with “one China,”29 it has never 

                                                 
28 In a July 9, 1999, interview with Radio Deutsche Welle, the then-Taiwan president described cross-Strait relations 
as a “state-to-state relationship or at least a special state-to-state relationship” based on 1991 and 1992 amendments 
to the Republic of China constitution.  In Beijing’s mind, this was tantamount to endorsing the anathema position of 
“two Chinas” or “one Taiwan, one China.”  (See interview text at http://www.taiwanheadlines.gov.tw/state/1.htm.) 
29 For example, “one China, one Taiwan,” “two Chinas,” “Taiwan independence,” or support for Taiwan’s 
membership in international organizations comprised solely of states.  President Clinton’s articulation of these 
points in a seminar in Shanghai in June 1998 earned him opprobrium of those who saw in the so-called “three no’s” 
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“accepted” that there is “one China” in an official document30 and certainly does not accept that Beijing 
speaks for Taiwan in the international community.   

This is a constant source of tension with Beijing.  Among other things, it is part of the theoretical 
underpinning justifying US arms sales to Taiwan.  For another, it is the basis of the US position limiting 
support only to “peaceful resolution of issues between Taiwan and the Mainland” and not extending it to 
endorsement of “peaceful unification.”   

The US and the Cross-Strait Dynamic 

Beijing charges that Chen Shui-bian is far more interested in satisfying the United States that he 
will not provoke war in the Taiwan Strait than he is in seeking a way to manage the issue with the PRC 
over the long term, much less resolve it.  Thus, in his inaugural address, for example, Chen focused on 
provocative actions he would not take, rather than on actions he would take to advance stability in the 
Strait.  Nonetheless, compared with Beijing’s nightmare scenario in which some imagined that Chen 
would declare independence, the newly elected Taiwan leader made clear he would not take steps toward 
independence unless the PRC put pressure on the island.  In other words, while he was not accepting the 
PRC’s terms, he was, in essence, declaring a truce: you don’t push my hot buttons, and I won’t push 
yours.31 

Over time, as the United States has sought to persuade the Mainland to respond to this restraint by 
at least reengaging in cross-Strait dialogue, it has been rebuffed by Beijing with a recitation of several 
half steps back by Chen from the terms of the inaugural.  They note that Chen has refused to call himself 
a “Chinese,” that he has rejected his predecessor’s acceptance of the “1992 consensus,” that he has 
declined to chair the National Unification Council (which even Lee Teng-hui had chaired), that he has 
sought to expand the range of permitted international activities (especially in relations with the United 
States as well as at the United Nations), and, most fundamentally, that he has continued to refuse to 
endorse “one China.”  At a minimum, Beijing insists, he must do this last to restart the dialogue. 

                                                                                                                                                             
a tilt toward the PRC.  In fact, however, they are all long-standing US positions.  While the Bush Administration 
will not repeat them in that formulation, neither have they—nor are they likely to—back away from their substance. 
30 Presidents and others have sometimes gone further in correspondence.  But while that is not unimportant, it is the 
three joint communiqués that constitute the holy scriptures of US-PRC relations, and they do not take that step. 
31 In his inaugural address on May 20, 2000, Chen included the following pledge: “[A]s long as the CCP regime has 
no intention to use military force against Taiwan, I pledge that during my term in office, I will not declare 
independence, I will not change the national title, I will not push forth the inclusion of the so-called "state-to-state" 
description in the Constitution, and I will not promote a referendum to change the status quo in regard to the 
question of independence or unification.  Furthermore, there is no question of abolishing the Guidelines for National 
Unification and the National Unification Council.”  (http://www.president.gov.tw/2_special/index_e.html) 
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One of the most vituperative public PRC comments on Chen came in an interview that Foreign 

Minister Tang Jiaxuan gave to Taiwan television in early November 2001.  Reportedly, Mr. Tang said: 

I have never placed importance on Chen Shui-bian’s words, because I hold him in contempt.  His mouth 
cannot speak the truth and everything he says is lies.32 

Some Americans have pressed Beijing to take a close look at the fact that Chen also has spoken 
of “integration” between the two sides of the Strait—first cultural and economic integration but then 
possibly leading to political integration.  Some Western scholars have pointed to this as perhaps even 
more significant than any pledge to accept “one China,” since it envisions a process rather than merely a 
label.  Beijing rejects this by noting that, in fact, Chen and his chief lieutenants have said that, while 
political integration could extend to unification, it need not necessarily do so.  It’s a hedge, and Beijing is 
not in a place to accept hedges.33 

With all of this gamesmanship under way, both sides have importuned the United States to 
support them.  Especially with the advent of the Bush Administration, Chen has felt he has special friends 
at court, not only in the Congress but now in the White House.  Beijing may well be right that Chen has 
been more intent on satisfying US minimum requirements than grappling with the longer-term, and more 
fundamental, cross-Strait issues.  But most analysts, including in the Mainland, agree that Chen’s 
domestic political situation has been precarious and his room for maneuver limited.34  He was elected 
with only a slim plurality (39% as against James Soong’s 36%), he depends for his legitimacy within his 
own party on approval from some of the more extreme elements, and he has not had a majority to work 
with in the legislature to get his program through.  Even in the wake of the December 2001 LY elections, 
he will have to scramble to forge ad hoc majorities unless he can induce defections from the opposition. 

Whether for those reasons or others, Chen seems equally as guilty as his counterparts on the 
Mainland of not wanting to hear any good news from the other side.  This was seen, for example when 
PRC Vice Premier Qian Qichen pronounced his “three new sentences” in the summer of 2000 (the 
important new point of which seemed to be that it equated Taiwan and the Mainland when it replaced the 
standard phrase “Taiwan is part of China” with a concept Taiwan itself had adopted in a National 
Unification Council resolution of August 1, 1992: “Taiwan and the Mainland are both parts of China”).  

                                                 
32 Mure Dickie, “China’s Minister Steps Up Rhetoric Against Taiwan,” Financial Times, November 13, 2001, 
available at http://news.ft.com/ft/gx.cgi/ftc?pagename=View&c=Article&cid=FT392B1PYTC. 
33 Moreover, Beijing is doubtless aware that the proposal for political integration first appeared in Lee Teng-hui’s 
July 9, 1999, Radio Deutsche Welle interview in which he spoke of “state-to-state relations,” a pedigree that would 
not enhance its allure for the PRC. 
34 The limitations were seen in June 2000, when Chen seemed to be leaning toward endorsement of “one China, 
respective interpretations” in a meeting with Asia Foundation president, William Fuller.  The presidential office 
announcement on this issue created such a firestorm in certain parts of Chen’s own party, the DPP, that he hastily 
backed away, claiming he had intended nothing new. 
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Whereas Chen might have seized on this change at least as an intriguing hint to be explored, what he did 
instead was to dismiss the statement as not necessarily authoritative. 

In many people’s minds, the PRC’s refusal even to engage in low-level dialogue with Chen or his 
government is even more blameworthy.  And this inflexibility on Beijing’s part gives Chen much of the 
“legitimacy” he is seen to have by people outside Taiwan for not yielding to Beijing’s demands.  Without 
dialogue, he is being asked to buy a pig in a poke.  

But the bottom line is that both sides fail to show the sort of creativity and flexibility necessary to 
even “bound” the problem, much less to attack the far more difficult and long-term issue of seeing 
whether unification is possible and what it might consist of. 

ISSUES OF TIME 

One question frequently raised is: On whose side is time?  This is an important question not only 
for those directly involved, but also for the United States.   

Military and Economic Aspects  

On the one hand, over time the PRC will gain greater and greater military superiority over 
Taiwan, driving the United States to provide more and more weapons to the island.  Moreover, while 
China will certainly encounter economic problems as time goes by, the fundamental strength of the PRC 
economy has been shown over many years to be quite impressive.  Thus, not merely because of its size 
(though there is that, too), but because it has managed to transform large parts of itself in impressive ways 
while Taiwan has encountered more and more economic problems, the PRC will probably continue to 
gain ground on Taiwan in the economic area, too.  And the United States will continue to participate in 
the PRC’s growth, both for economically motivated reasons in our own interest and because the United 
States remains of the view that such development will likely lead to political opening up, as well.  This 
last point is a matter of debate in the United States, however, and especially if it appears that China is 
using its growing economic clout as the basis for coercing Taiwan, the argument will arise in far sharper 
relief in the US about whether we should continue to encourage our trade and investment ties with the 
PRC. 

At the same time, Taiwan is likely to recover its economic sea legs and resume its impressive 
growth, thus blunting any attraction the Mainland may currently have as a true alternative.  Even now, 
while investment is pouring from Taiwan into the Mainland, and tens—perhaps hundreds—of thousands 
of Taiwan residents find living in the Mainland alluring both because of the far lower cost of living as 
well as the glitter of Shanghai and other major coastal cities, polls in Taiwan record that perhaps only 5 
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percent of Taiwan residents really would want to establish residence there.  Not only that, but while 
today’s Taiwanese are more willing to tolerate various kinds of association with the Mainland than were 
the two preceding generations, the sense of Taiwanese identity is stronger than ever, and thus the 
likelihood of accepting Mainland sovereignty as remote as ever.  As time goes by, unless Taiwan falls 
into a political or economic abyss, the sense of “Taiwanese-ness” will only become more salient.  Indeed, 
one of the developments of the past decade, since the “1992 consensus,” has been that what was 
acceptable then may not be acceptable now.  That is not to say that acceptance of “one China” is 
impossible.  However, it is to say that if the PRC’s approach to that issue continues to be as rigid as it is 
today, it may become impossible. 

All of this, too, is relevant to US interests and policy.  Even now, Administration officials can be 
heard quietly cautioning against Taiwan becoming economically over-dependent on the Mainland.  
Usually, when pressed, this is reformulated in terms of how Taiwan must be proactive in moving up the 
technology ladder to stay competitive.  But the underlying concern about political implications of such 
cross-Strait dependency is not far below the surface. 

US ATTITUDES TOWARD UNIFICATION 

This then raises another fundamental issue regarding US policy.  In the late 1940s, when the 
Nationalists regained control of Taiwan as the civil war raged on the Mainland, Americans gave serious 
consideration to promoting either trusteeship or even full independence for the island.  This position arose 
out of disgust with the corruption and cruel repression imposed on the island by the Nationalists after 
1945 and a belief that, for humanitarian and political as well as strategic reasons, Taiwan should not be 
ceded to the Communists, either. 

Washington eventually backed away from these efforts as the PRC was established, and the 
United States made clear, in January 1950, it would not stand in the way of whatever settlement the 
Chinese civil war produced.  This was all reversed overnight with the onset of the Korean War in late 
June, when the United States became firmly opposed to Taiwan’s reunification with the Mainland. 

Over time, this position evolved to the point that America’s principal concern was not to keep the 
Mainland and Taiwan apart, but to ensure that any solution to the issue be reached peacefully and, by 
inference, voluntarily.  Although the specifics of the relationships along the three legs of the US-
Mainland-Taiwan triangle have changed significantly over the years, this focus of American attention on 
peace has not.   

That being said, some Americans have begun raising concerns about the implications for US 
interests if Taiwan and the Mainland were to reunify. One ought not to assume this presages a near-term 
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change in the American policy on this issue. But it is worth noting the concern, since it could have policy 
implications if developments move in an unanticipated direction. 

THE US ROLE LOOKING TO THE FUTURE 

Of course, the United States is not merely a bystander in all of this, and what happens over 
time—who gains and who loses—will depend importantly on US policy and on the state of relations of 
both parties with the United States.  As already suggested, the current American Administration may be 
more outspoken and less nuanced than some of its predecessors on various aspects of Taiwan issues, but 
the fundamentals are likely to remain solid.  Politically, the United States will not support Taiwan 
independence—and would not recognize an independent Taiwan if one were declared35—but it will 
continue to insist that the relationship across the Strait be managed—and the ultimate outcome 
determined—peacefully.  This inherently means that it must accord with the will of the people on 
Taiwan.36  

A consequence of this approach is that, while the US will not be willing to support Taiwan’s 
international role as though it were a state, it will continue to press for a greater role appropriate to 
Taiwan’s unique status.  Moreover, if Beijing were to lose patience over cross-Strait relations and, 
without provocation, to begin applying coercion against Taiwan, including financial, commercial, 
political and perhaps even military measures,37 the United States would no doubt stand on Taiwan’s side.  
In such a circumstance, the passage of time would not have improved the PRC’s leverage, since the 
sentiment in Taiwan for moving in a separatist direction would probably strengthen significantly as would 
US resolve to intervene. 

                                                 
35 In the same March 2, 2000 Republican debate cited in footnote 3 above, Bush said: “I would hope Taiwan would 
also hear the call that a one-China policy is important for the peaceful resolution of the dispute between China and 
Taiwan…[and] has allowed…Taiwan to develop into a market-oriented economy and flourishing democracy.  And, 
as noted earlier, in the flurry following his April 25th statements about doing “whatever it took” to defend Taiwan, 
the President also reaffirmed the “one China policy.” 
36 Although there was a time when the authorities in Taipei might have been able to ram a cross-Strait settlement 
down the throats of the Taiwan citizenry, those days are long since past. 
37 A military approach may seem self-defeating, but it cannot be altogether ruled out in light of the infamous “3rd 
‘if’” in the PRC’s February 21, 2000 White Paper on Taiwan.  In that document, Beijing stressed its hope for 
reunification by peaceful means.  However, it added three conditions under which it would resort to use of force.  It 
said, “if a grave turn of events occurs leading to the separation of Taiwan from China in any name, or if Taiwan is 
invaded and occupied by foreign countries, or if the Taiwan authorities refuse, sine die, the peaceful settlement of 
cross-Straits reunification through negotiations, then the Chinese government will only be forced to adopt all drastic 
measures possible, including the use of force, to safeguard China's sovereignty and territorial integrity and fulfill the 
great cause of reunification.” (Emphasis added)  It was this “third ‘if’” that represented a qualitative departure from 
previous such formulations.  For now, rather than being tied to an unacceptable action, the use of force was tied to 
inaction, i.e. the failure for too long to negotiate reunification. 
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Finally, time is on no one’s side in the sense that, by leaving the situation as it is now, with the 

authorities on both sides of the Strait pressing their case in opposite directions, we all become the 
hostages to fate.  No one expects unification any time soon—meaning at least decades and probably more 
than that.  But one could expect a “bounding” of the problem through an understanding that both 
embraced the “one China” principle and protected Taiwan’s position that it not come under Mainland 
sovereignty now or necessarily in the future.  Without that, an unanticipated incident could trigger a 
spiraling crisis that got out of hand and led to a war that no one wanted and that would be profoundly 
damaging to all. 

The Bush Administration will seek to maintain its current posture: acceptance of the “one China” 
policy as defined by the three US-PRC joint communiqués (and the Taiwan Relations Act), seeking 
improved relations with the PRC on various levels (albeit while not avoiding the areas of disagreement), 
but maintaining, as well, the strong unofficial relationships we have with Taiwan in economics, politics, 
and security.  Taiwan arms sales will certainly continue, but their nature and magnitude will depend on 
what the PRC does about its own build-up and what develops in cross-Strait relations.  One senses that, 
absent a sudden downturn with Beijing, Washington will largely be satisfied for the immediate future to 
let Taiwan absorb— in budgetary terms and in terms of integration into the Taiwan force structure—the 
sizeable arms purchases that have already been agreed.  But probably before this Administration is done 
another substantial arms package will be considered in the light of the factors mentioned above.  Beijing 
will need to think, early on, how to manage issues between now and then to affect the decisions taken at 
that time. 

“Strategic ambiguity” will likely be maintained, as it has been since normalization.  Why?  
Because its serves US interests in maintaining flexibility and because there is no point in abandoning it.  
Political charges to the contrary, President Clinton left Jiang Zemin in no doubt about the seriousness 
with which the United States would take any military coercion of Taiwan.  Yet, he was able to do that 
while maintaining a productive working relationship with the Chinese leader.  To announce that the 
United States would intervene militarily in any Taiwan contingency would give Beijing no choice but to 
take that as a direct and open challenge to Chinese sovereignty and national security, and to react in ways 
that could only be unhelpful.  Mr. Bush’s “clarification” of his “whatever it took” statement strongly 
suggests he understands and accepts that. 

One final point on the US position.  The ability of all parties to successfully manage the Taiwan 
issue depends on the overall state of relations among them.  Although not everyone in Taiwan agrees, it is 
a fundamental tenet of US policy that constructive US-PRC relations operate in the interest of Taiwan’s 
security.  This judgment rests on the conviction that, when we are working cooperatively on the overall 
agenda of issues between us, mutual suspicions between Washington and Beijing are lower and our 
willingness and ability to respect each other’s interests on sensitive issues such as Taiwan are higher.  
Thus, it is in the interest of successful management of the Taiwan question that other dimensions of the 
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relationship be well handled.  The point is that issues of substantial significance such as nonproliferation 
or human rights, not to mention our suspicion of each other as potential strategic adversaries, cannot be 
“set aside” or ignored.  Rather, it is in the interest of both countries and their ability to deal appropriately 
with the Taiwan question, to manage all dimensions of the relationship well rather than assuming that 
each issue exists in a vacuum and can be allowed to fester without consequence to other areas. 

All of that said, and even while the United States has an important role in the Taiwan issue, even 
now, 20+ years after normalization with Beijing, the questions of how cross-Strait relations proceed, 
whether we continue our close support for Taiwan, and whether cooperative and constructive US-PRC 
relations are possible, are largely in the hands of those most intimately involved—those on both sides of 
the Taiwan Strait.  Americans will not take well to cross-Strait bullying from Beijing, on the one hand, 
but neither will we respond positively to actions that could potentially place our children and 
grandchildren in harm’s way because of political intemperance or indiscipline on the part of Taiwan. 

While it is American policy not to mediate between the two sides or to force negotiations, it is 
profoundly in American interest for the United States to encourage—and facilitate—cross-Strait dialogue 
in any way it reasonably can.  To the extent that we demonstrate that it is in the interest of both parties to 
adopt creative, flexible positions that can get them back to the table rather than focusing on issues that 
keep them apart, we can hope to see the emergence of relationships that will consolidate a stable situation 
in the Strait rather than the recent pattern of ups and downs—twists and turns, as the Chinese would 
say—that contain within them the threat of conflict.   
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