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Antagonism between China and Taiwan is the greatest
threat to peace in Asia. To what extent should the U.S. be
involved in that relationship?

by Frank Ching

21

A S THE 21ST CENTURY DAWNED, the
single greatest threat to peace in
Asia was the tense relationship

between China and Taiwan, one that
was aggravated by the election in 2000
of Chen Shui-bian, a member of the
pro-independence Democratic Progres-
sive party (DPP), as the island’s presi-
dent. What has stayed China’s hand up
to now has been the knowledge that any
military action against Taiwan would in
all likelihood bring the U.S. to Taiwan’s
rescue.

In recent years, Sino-American rela-
tions have been plagued with difficul-
ties. China was accused of illegal cam-
paign contributions and of aggressive
spying activities to steal U.S. nuclear
secrets. Matters were not helped by the
American bombing of the Chinese em-
bassy in Belgrade, Yugoslavia, in May
1999, and the subsequent rise in
anti-American feelings within China,
which led to serious damage of U.S.
diplomatic property.

On the trade side, the problems have
included protracted negotiations over
China’s entry into the World Trade Or-
ganization (WTO). On the security side,
China has voiced grave concern over
American plans to develop a national
missile-defense (NMD) system. Hu-
man-rights issues also provided fertile
ground for disputes, what with China’s
crackdown on dissidents who tried to
start a democratic political party and on
the practitioners of Falun Gong, which
China designated as an evil cult.

To be sure, other countries, includ-
ing America’s allies, also had problems
with Washington. Japan had trade dis-
putes with the U.S., Russia, too, op-
posed a U.S. missile-defense system,
and even North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
zation (NATO) members in Europe did
not share America’s enthusiasm for a
missile-defense shield. But Japan, the
NATO countries and Russia are all
democratic capitalist countries. Only
China is still ruled by a Communist
party. And so only with China did the
U.S. have differences that covered a
whole spectrum of sensitive issues, in-
cluding politics and trade, as well as
security and domestic issues.

China and Taiwan:
what role
for the U.S.?

A WOMAN AT A NEWSSTAND IN BEIJING.  Though Chinese authorities were unusually
quiet after the inauguration of Chen Shui-bian as President of Taiwan, Chinese media
continued to use photographs of military weaponry above reports about Chen.

FRANK CHING is a contributing editor of the
Hong Kong-based Dow Jones weekly Far
Eastern Economic Review. He opened The
Wall Street Journal's bureau in China in
1979 and worked previously for The New
York Times.
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Underlying the various issues lay an
often unspoken concern in Washington:
A rising China would challenge the glo-
bal and regional dominance of the U.S.
And in Beijing, there was suspicion that
the U.S. did not want to see China be-
come strong, and that the U.S., despite
professions of goodwill, was out to con-
tain China. Each suspected the underly-
ing motivation of the other’s foreign
and national-security policies.

But by far the most sensitive issue
between the U.S. and China has been
the status of Taiwan. China sees Taiwan
as part of Chinese territory which,
sooner or later, has to be returned to the
motherland. The U.S., while not disput-
ing the Chinese position, insists that the
resolution be by peaceful means instead
of through the use of force. And, while
the U.S. has never said that it would go
to the defense of Taiwan if it came un-
der attack, it is virtually certain that if
hostilities do erupt in the Taiwan Strait,
the U.S. will be drawn in, triggering a
military confrontation between two of
the world’s great powers.

Relations between
China and Taiwan

The election of Chen in March 2000 as
the president of Taiwan (formally
known as the Republic of China), rep-
resented a watershed in Taiwan’s do-
mestic politics as well as in its relations
with both mainland China and the U.S.
The event also held great symbolic
value, since it was the first time that
power had passed from one political
party to another through an election in
any Chinese society.

Even though Chen was elected with
only 40% of the vote, the fact that a
member of the pro-independence DPP
had ended a half century of dominance
by the Kuomintang (KMT), or Nation-
alist party, created a new situation on
Taiwan. And, as for Taiwan’s relations
with the mainland, the Chinese Com-
munist party could no longer think in
terms of trying to cut a deal with the
KMT, its rival—and sometime part-
ner—in China from the 1920s on.

Despite the fact that the KMT had
changed dramatically in the half cen-
tury since Chiang Kai-shek led the rem-
nants of his defeated troops to Taiwan
from the mainland in 1949, still, under
President Lee Teng-hui, the KMT con-
tinued to support, ostensibly at least, the
eventual reunification of Taiwan and
the mainland. But the DPP is a
pro-independence party, whose leaders
are native Taiwanese and not the chil-
dren of the mainlanders who fled to Tai-
wan after the Chinese civil war.

This is the nightmare scenario of the
Communist leadership in Beijing. They
had tried to do everything they could to
prevent this from happening. Premier
Zhu Rongji, wagging his finger at a press
conference, had warned Taiwan’s voters
weeks before the election not to act on
impulse and take actions that they would
later regret. But China’s leaders did not
seem to realize that their threats might
prove counterproductive, just as they
had in 1996, when Lee Teng-hui became
the island’s first elected president, de-
spite Chinese missile tests off Taiwan.

The month before the election,
China issued a white paper entitled

“The One-China Principle and the Tai-
wan Issue.”

In the paper, China repeatedly em-
phasized its desire to resolve the Tai-
wan issue through peaceful means by
implementing its policy of “one coun-
try, two systems,” as it had with Hong
Kong in 1997 and Macau in 1999. With
the return of these two territories, no
part of China was under foreign control
any more, for the first time in almost
500 years. Leaders in Beijing felt that
with the return of Taiwan, which was
taken over by Japan in 1895, the coun-
try would finally be whole again.

But China, in the white paper, also
listed the conditions under which it
would use force against Taiwan. The
first two conditions were old. China
would use force, the paper said, “if a
grave turn of events occurs leading to
the separation of Taiwan from China”
or “if Taiwan is invaded and occupied
by foreign countries.” But there was
also a third, new, condition. For the first
time, Beijing said that “if the Taiwan
authorities refuse” indefinitely to agree
to peaceful reunification through nego-
tiations, then the Chinese government
would be forced to adopt “all drastic
measures possible, including the use of
force” to “safeguard China’s sover-
eignty and territorial integrity and fulfill
the great cause of reunification.” This
new condition reflected a new reality:
Beijing’s conviction that time was not
on its side.

In the wake of Chen’s election,
Washington dispatched envoys to both
the mainland and Taiwan in an effort to
keep the situation under control. In Tai-
wan, Richard C. Bush, head of the
American Institute in Taiwan, empha-
sized that the one-China principle re-
mained a cornerstone of U.S. policy.
American envoys to the mainland also
insisted that the U.S. continued to ad-
here to a one-China policy, which had
been the case through six Administra-
tions, from Nixon through Clinton.
Beijing, for its part, while making its
unhappiness clear, refrained from tak-
ing any action other than to say that, as
far as the new leader of Taiwan was
concerned, it would “listen to his words
and observe his deeds.”

President Chen, in the weeks follow-
ing his election, went to great lengths to
placate Beijing, making it clear that he
would not declare Taiwan an indepen-
dent republic but would conduct him-
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self as the 10th president of the Repub-
lic of China established by Sun Yat-sen
in 1912. However, he also made it clear
that Taiwan would not succumb to Chi-
nese pressure. His inaugural speech,
entitled “Taiwan Stands Up,” echoed
the words Chairman Mao Zedong had
uttered on October 1, 1949, in proclaim-
ing the establishment of the People’s
Republic of China (PRC): “The Chi-
nese people have stood up.”

The cross-strait dialogue, disrupted
by the dispute over President Lee’s visit
to Cornell University in 1995 and the
subsequent Chinese military exercises
and missile tests in the Taiwan Strait in
1996 (which caused President Bill
Clinton to dispatch two aircraft carrier
groups to the vicinity) was resumed in
October 1998 when Taiwan’s top nego-
tiator, Koo Chen-fu, visited his counter-
part, Wang Daohan, on the mainland.
The two sides agreed that Wang would
pay a return visit to Taiwan in the fall
of 1999.

That visit, however, has yet to take
place. It was indefinitely postponed af-
ter Lee’s famous remarks to a German
interviewer in July 1999 that relations
between Taiwan and the mainland
should be considered “special
state-to-state relations.” Beijing consid-
ered that to be a step toward proclaim-
ing Taiwan an independent state, since
it was tantamount to a declaration that
Taiwan and the mainland were two
separate states. The cross-strait dia-
logue was suspended again. It has not
yet been resumed.

Though the newly elected President
Chen attempted to reestablish the dia-
logue, Beijing asserted that it would
talk only when Taiwan accepted the
one-China principle. Chen, in his inau-
gural address, spoke of a “future one
China” and declared his willingness to
have one China put on the agenda for
discussion, but refused to accept it as a
precondition for negotiations.

Beijing is fearful that Taiwan is
gradually drifting away from its orbit
and that time is not on its side. Cer-
tainly, opinion surveys show that more
and more people in Taiwan identify
themselves now as Taiwanese rather
than Chinese. In 1993, 48% of respon-
dents called themselves Chinese first,
and only 17% said they were Taiwanese
first. But by 1999, just 12% said they
were Chinese first and 37% described
themselves as Taiwanese.

Similarly, although Lee’s remarks
on state-to-state relations startled both
Beijing and Washington, in Taiwan a
poll conducted by the National Poll Re-
search Center showed that 73.3% sup-
ported the idea, 17.3% disagreed, while
9.4% had no comment. Another poll
conducted by Business Weekly showed
that 78.4% agreed, while 15.3% dis-
agreed, and 6.3% had no comment.
Clearly, China’s fears that Taiwanese
are moving away politically from China
are not without foundation.

At the same time, China does not
seem to realize that its own actions,
such as threats and well-publicized
military exercises, may not help its
cause but rather have the effect of turn-
ing people on Taiwan against the idea
of reunification with the mainland.

The one-China principle
In its white paper, China asserted that
the government of the PRC had re-
placed the government of the Republic
of China as the sole legal government of
China, to “exercise China’s sovereignty
including its sovereignty over Taiwan.”
From Taiwan’s standpoint, therefore,
acceptance of the one-China prin-
ciple—and Beijing’s definition of that
principle—meant it was accepting the
status of little more than a local govern-
ment of the PRC.

Both sides had accepted the one-
China principle in 1992, which made
possible a meeting between Koo
Chen-fu and Wang Daohan in 1993 in
Singapore. At the time, however, there
was no agreement on what one China

meant. Taiwan later said each side was
free to interpret the term the way it
wanted. China rejected the idea, but
confirmed that no definition had been
agreed upon.

After Chen became president, he
floated the possibility of resuming the
dialogue based on one China with dif-
ferent interpretations or based on a
nebulous “spirit of 1992.” He rejected
the notion that there had been a consen-
sus on one China in 1992. However,
Beijing continued to insist that talks
could resume only if Taiwan first ac-
cepted the one-China principle.

There was some movement in Au-
gust when Vice Premier Qian Qichen,
in meeting visitors from Taiwan, used a
more flexible formula by stating that
“Taiwan and the mainland are both
parts of one China.” The following
month, in an on-the-record interview
with overseas media, Qian asserted:
“There is only one China; the mainland
and Taiwan both belong to one China;
China’s sovereignty and territory can-
not be divided.”

In private meetings with visitors
from Taiwan, Chinese officials some-
times go so far as to suggest that they
are willing even to drop the name PRC
and to change the flag if Taiwan were to
accept reunification. They have also
suggested that, after reunification, the
vice president of the country could be
from Taiwan.

However, while Beijing adopted a
more flexible formula when talking
with visitors from Taiwan, to the out-
side world it continued to insist that one
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China meant the PRC, of which Taiwan
was a part. Chen pointed out that
Beijing was saying different things to
different parties and, moreover, that the
official Chinese media had not men-
tioned Qian’s more flexible statements.

Nonetheless, Beijing’s new formula-
tion of one China could well hold the
key to an eventual compromise between
the two sides, leading to the resumption
of dialogue, and deserves to be ex-
plored. But the lack of trust between the
two sides of the Taiwan Strait makes
the early resumption of a dialogue
highly unlikely.

From Beijing’s standpoint, it has
adopted a highly flexible position: as
long as Taipei, Taiwan’s capital, accepts
the one-China formula, everything else
is negotiable. But from Taipei’s stand-
point, acceptance of one China is tanta-
mount to conceding sovereignty to
Beijing. Taiwan, it is clear, is interested
in negotiations only if the talks are con-
ducted on the basis of parity. Thus, in or-
der to prevent the talks from being seen
as those between the central government
of China and a local government,
Beijing must first recognize the equal
status of both sides, with each possess-
ing sovereignty. Moreover, ever since
Taiwan elected its own president, its
leaders have preferred to wait until the
mainland becomes democratic before
conducting talks meant to lead to reuni-
fication. The danger, however, is that the
two sides may drift into an armed con-

frontation before that day arrives.
Even if the dialogue should be re-

sumed, it is unclear how it could result in
a resolution satisfactory to both sides.
Taiwan shows no interest in China’s
policy of “one country, two systems.” At
the moment, the only sort of reunifica-
tion it is willing to contemplate is some-
thing along the lines of a confederation
or a commonwealth, which would link
the mainland and Taiwan, but would not
subjugate one to the other. Beijing, on
the other hand, insists that China is a
unitary state and rules out either a con-
federation or a commonwealth. The Tai-
wan issue is highly emotional for Chi-
nese leaders, who see it in the context of
150 years of Chinese humiliation by im-
perialist powers and the carving up of
China. Now that Britain and Portugal
have respectively returned Hong Kong
and Macau to China, Beijing sees
Taiwan’s reunification as the final step
to making China whole again.

Economic relations thriving
Despite the political impasse, eco-
nomic exchanges between the two
sides continue to develop. Two-way
trade reached more than $25 billion in
1999. And 30,000 to 40,000 Taiwan
companies now have more than $40
billion invested in the mainland where
200,000 Taiwanese work. Taiwanese
companies employ roughly 3 million
mainland workers, or close to 3% of
China’s urban workforce.

The Lee government, in an attempt
to minimize economic dependence on
the mainland, urged Taiwan companies
to invest in Southeast Asia rather than
on the mainland. But many Taiwan
companies prefer to do business on the
mainland, especially in Fujian Prov-
ince, directly across the strait from Tai-
wan, because of cultural affinities and a
common language.

After Chen’s election, Beijing for a
time threatened to boycott Taiwan com-
panies that in its view supported Taiwan
independence because it did not want
such companies to profit from mainland
trade. However such threats appear to
have subsided.

The impending entry of both the
mainland and Taiwan into the WTO
(see Topic 1) is likely to result in even
more substantial increases in trade be-
tween the two sides. The two econo-
mies are in many ways complementary.
The mainland benefits from the injec-
tion of capital, technology and market-
ing skills from Taiwan while the
island’s companies benefit from access
to the mainland as a market and produc-
tion base.

The Financial Times announced on
November 16 that Taiwan has told local
shipping companies to prepare for lim-
ited direct links with mainland China
after a 51-year ban in a move that could
help ease tensions.

There is an understanding among
WTO members that Taiwan will be ad-
mitted not as a country but as a “sepa-
rate customs territory” immediately af-
ter China’s admission, without stipulat-
ing whether Taiwan is a part of China.
But, in the summer, after China had
reached an agreement on WTO admis-
sion with the U.S., a senior Chinese of-
ficial, Long Yongtu, told the WTO
working party that Beijing wished to
include in its accession protocol a state-
ment that Taiwan would be granted ad-
mission as a separate customs territory
“of China.” However, this crude at-
tempt on the part of China to assert sov-
ereignty over Taiwan was decisively
rebuffed by the U.S., and the Chinese
are unlikely to insist on it as their own
membership might be put in jeopardy.

The current U.S. role
Although China portrays the dispute
with Taiwan as a domestic issue, a
legacy of the Chinese civil war, both
Taipei and Beijing see the U.S. as an

A WOMAN ASSEMBLES sections of a bicycle at the Giant Bicycle factory in the central
Taiwan city of Tachia.  When the company was founded in 1972, all of its manufacturing
was done in Taiwan, but in 1999 half of its bicycles were made in China.
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indispensable element to any resolution
of the issue. Taiwan sees the U.S. as its
protector and provider of sophisticated
weaponry, without which it would be
vulnerable to Chinese military pressure,
since it knows that it cannot indefinitely
defend itself against a China of over a
billion people that is rapidly developing
both its economy and its military. At the
same time, it is fearful that it may be
sacrificed by the U.S. as the price to be
paid for warmer relations between
Washington and Beijing.

China, for its part, sees the U.S. as a
country that can push Taiwan toward
the negotiating table by either suspend-
ing arms sales or taking other steps to
pressure Taipei to discuss a political
solution with Beijing.

But the U.S. has made it clear that,
while it wants the two sides to resolve
the issue by peaceful means, it will not
play the role of mediator. So sensitive is
Taiwan that when some American
scholars suggested that the two sides
negotiate an “interim agreement,” Tai-
wan saw this as a change in U.S. policy
geared to pressure Taiwan to reach an
agreement with China. And China in-
terprets events such as the successful
American effort to persuade Israel not
to sell the $250 million Phalcon Air-
borne Warning and Control System
(Awacs) to Beijing as evidence that the
U.S. wants to keep China weak and per-
petuate the division of the country.

Similarly, each time Taiwan seeks to
purchase a new military item, such as
Aegis-equipped destroyers capable of
intercepting ballistic missiles, the U.S.
response is read by people on both sides
of the Taiwan Strait as either seeking to
push Taiwan toward talks or seeking to
keep China divided.

The human-rights issue
While President Richard Nixon and ad-
viser Henry Kissinger initially made
overtures to Beijing in the early 1970s
in the hope that China would help extri-
cate America from the quagmire of
Vietnam, the subsequent development
of Sino-American relations was largely
driven by the common desire to curb the
ambitions of the Soviet Union.

The disintegration of the Soviet
Union and the overthrow of Communist
party rule in Russia and Eastern Europe
removed the rationale that underlay the
Chinese-American relationship. More-
over, the bloody crushing of the

pro-democracy movement in Tianan-
men Square by tanks and troops in June
1989, broadcast live into American liv-
ing rooms, underlined the fact that,
while communism was dead in Europe,
it was still alive and well in China. Hu-
man rights in China, which had been
played down by the U.S. even during
the presidency of Jimmy Carter (1977–
81), the human-rights President, over-
night became a major focus of Ameri-
can attention and has continued so to
this day.

Ironically, the human-rights situa-
tion in China, while still undeniably far
from ideal, is much better today than it
was in the 1970s under Chairman Mao,
when China was torn by the Cultural
Revolution. In fact, the Chinese govern-
ment is undoubtedly right when it says
that human rights in China today are
better than they have ever been in sev-
eral thousand years of recorded Chinese
history.

Certainly, many Chinese people live
much better today, after two decades of
rapid economic growth. Moreover, the
state has withdrawn from many areas of
life, and people are now largely free to
decide for themselves what career to
pursue, whom to marry, what to study
and whether to travel abroad. But the
rise in the standard of living has not kept
pace with the rise in people’s expecta-
tions. Thus, even in relatively wealthy
areas, there has been a steady flow of il-
legal migrants willing to risk their lives
in the hope that they will be able to start
a new, and better, life in the West.

As far as political freedoms are con-
cerned, the Chinese people fare miser-
ably when gauged by the U.S. State
Department in its annual reports on hu-
man rights. The latest report says
people in China “lack the means to
change their government legally and
cannot freely choose or change the laws
and officials that govern them.” More-
over, while the Chinese Constitution
guarantees such things as freedom of
expression, freedom of assembly and
freedom of the press, these rights are
not enjoyed in practice, and arbitrary
arrest and detention remain serious
problems. As for religious freedom, the
secretary of state designated China in
October 1999 as a country of particular
concern under the International Reli-
gious Freedom Act for particularly se-
vere violations of religious freedom.

In other areas, however, there has
been noticeable improvement. For ex-
ample, much has changed in the legal
realm. Hundreds of laws have been
passed. Improvements have been made
in civil and commercial legislation as
well as in administrative law and gov-
ernment regulation. In the early years,
the need to attract foreign capital pro-
vided the rationale for such legal
changes. Then, as China’s own
economy started to take off, there was a
need to provide legal protections for
China’s own business community.
Much still remains to be done, however,
particularly in terms of the improve-
ment of the judicial system.  The qual-
ity of judges and lawyers has been up-
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graded, and cases that are not politically
sensitive are dealt with less arbitrarily
than before. But, in the final analysis,
the Communist party is still above the
law. Even in the current crackdown on
corruption by high-level officials, sus-
pects are detained by the party’s Disci-
plinary Inspection Commission and in-
vestigations are conducted by party of-
ficials. Only after the party has decided
on the fate of the corrupt official con-
cerned is he or she then passed on to the
state for prosecution.

Trade and WTO
Ever since Tiananmen Square, the U.S.
Congress had attempted to link
human-rights conditions to the annual
renewal of China’s most-favored-na-
tion (MFN) trade status (now normal
trade relations, or NTR). Each year, the
executive branch, whether in Republi-

can or Democratic hands, was able to
defeat such efforts. To a large extent,
the issue became entangled in U.S. do-
mestic politics, with the annual review
providing a platform for heated debate
on U.S.-China policy, usually with the
party controlling the White House hav-
ing to defend its position from critics in
the opposing party.

After Clinton was sworn in as Presi-
dent in 1993, having campaigned
against his predecessor, President
George H. W. Bush, for having
“coddled”  the “butchers of Beijing,” he
announced that unless China made
overall, significant progress in human
rights, he would not renew China’s
MFN status in 1994. But, in 1994, when
China clearly had not made overall, sig-
nificant progress, Clinton recognized
the futility of the policy and announced
that he would de-link trade from human

rights, saying, “we have reached the end
of the usefulness of that policy.” This
was a recognition of reality. There was
a limit to how much the U.S. could do
to change China. And, moreover, trade
sanctions would not just hurt the Chi-
nese; the U.S., too, would be badly hurt
if it stopped trading with China.

Beijing made clear its interest in
joining GATT (the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade), precursor of the
WTO, as far back as 1986. Progress was
slow but, in April 1999, when Premier
Zhu paid an official visit to Washing-
ton, he announced major concessions
that China was prepared to make in re-
turn for an agreement with the U.S. on
Beijing’s admission to the WTO. The
offer included sweeping concessions on
industrial tariffs and increased market
access for U.S. agricultural products. It
included opening China’s telecommu-
nications and service industries—in-
cluding insurance, banking, accounting
and entertainment—to foreign competi-
tion. Zhu also made it clear that he was
vulnerable to criticism by Chinese con-
servatives back home. But, he said,
China had decided that WTO member-
ship would help the country in the
implementation of economic reforms.

Surprisingly, this Zhu offer was re-
buffed by Clinton, who apparently mis-
calculated the degree of congressional
support for such a deal. In the end, de-
spite the efforts of the American busi-
ness community, Zhu went home
empty-handed. Clinton quickly realized
his mistake and sought to iron out a
quick deal after Zhu’s return to China.
However, the American bombing of
China’s embassy in Belgrade the fol-
lowing month caused Sino-American
relations to plummet to their lowest
level since the establishment of diplo-
matic relations in 1979 and led among
other things to the suspension of WTO
negotiations by China.

In September 1999, when Clinton
met his Chinese counterpart, President
Jiang Zemin, in New Zealand during
the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation
forum’s leadership meeting, the two
men agreed to resume negotiations. A
WTO agreement was finally reached in
November 1999. The bill to accord
China NTR was passed by the House of
Representatives in May 2000 after
months of heated debate. It was passed
by the Senate by a much wider margin
in September. Attempts to attach condi-

MIXED MESSAGES: In Shanghai, passengers ride a bus that sports an advertisement
featuring a U.S. aircraft carrier to promote a local product.
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tions to the trade deal in the areas of
human rights and nuclear proliferation
were defeated. But, as a compromise,
the White House and Congress
agreed—to China’s chagrin—to the
creation of a commission to monitor
China’s observance of human and labor
rights. The NTR bill was signed into
law by Clinton on October 10, 2000, at
a gathering on the South Lawn of the
White House. The speeches delivered
on that occasion reflected the perceived
benefits to the U.S. of Chinese member-
ship in the WTO. They also reflected
American hopes that
the impact of WTO
membership on
China would go well
beyond reform of the
Chinese economy.
Thus, House Speaker
Dennis Hastert, after
citing farmers of the
American Midwest
as beneficiaries who
would see “$2 billion
increase a year for
the next 10 years as a
result of the NTR
agreement,” went on
to voice the hope that
the more than one billion Chinese “are
potential customers for not only U.S.
products, but U.S. ideas as well.”

Clinton himself said: “Opening trade
with China will not, in and of itself, lead
China to make all the choices we be-
lieve it should. But clearly, the more
China opens its markets, the more it
unleashes the power of economic free-
dom, the more likely it will be to more
fully liberate the human potential of its
people. As tariffs fall, competition will
rise, speeding the demise of huge state
enterprises. Private firms will take their
place and reduce the role of government
in people’s daily lives. Open markets
will accelerate the information revolu-
tion in China, giving more people ac-
cess to more sources of knowledge.
That will strengthen those in China who
fight for decent labor standards, a
cleaner environment, human rights and
the rule of law.”

Although WTO membership will
not instantly bring an end to trade dis-
putes, such as those over intellectual
property rights, trade imbalances, mar-
ket access and protectionism, it does
mean that the resolution of such dis-
putes in future will be under rules rec-

ognized by the WTO and applied to all
members on an equitable basis. More-
over, future trade disagreements will be
addressed in a multilateral context and
so will be less likely to cause friction in
the bilateral relationship.

The strategic perspective
With the U.S.-China agreement on
WTO membership, trade differences
may be less likely in future to trouble
the relationship. Similarly, with the an-
nual debate on MFN (or NTR) having
ended, human rights, too, may become

a less potent issue. In
the future, security
issues may well
come to the forefront
as a source of ten-
sion.

When Kissinger
first journeyed to
China in 1971, the
driving force behind
a U.S.-China rela-
tionship was strate-
gic. With the col-
lapse of the Soviet
Union, however,
much of the rationale
for a Sino-American

alliance of sorts vanished. Since then,
efforts have been made to reestablish a
strategic rationale. Advocates of a
friendly, cooperative relationship be-
tween the two countries argued that
China was in a position to play a key
role on issues of vital concern to the
U.S., such as nonproliferation, the envi-
ronment and peace on the Korean pen-
insula. Hence, the two countries agreed
in 1997 during Jiang’s state visit to
work toward a “constructive, strategic
partnership.” But, from the beginning,
many in the U.S. scoffed at the idea of
Beijing being a strategic partner of
Washington.

Such disparate views of China were
reflected in the U.S. presidential cam-
paign, even though foreign policy was
not a major issue, with Al Gore sup-
porting Clinton’s policy of turning
China into a strategic partner, and
George W. Bush maintaining that
China should be viewed and treated
more as a strategic competitor of the
U.S. But, regardless of whether the U.S.
views China as a partner or competitor,
it must still find a way to manage the
relationship because China is a country
that cannot be ignored.

And, at the heart of that relationship
is Taiwan. On the face of it, the situa-
tion is odd, to say the least. The U.S.
terminated its security treaty with Tai-
wan and withdrew diplomatic recogni-
tion from its government more than 20
years ago, while formally recognizing
the government of the PRC as the sole
legal government of China. And yet,
paradoxically, the U.S. appears poised
to support a government with which it
does not have diplomatic relations
against one that it does recognize. And
the U.S. is keeping China from exercis-
ing sovereignty over Taiwan while at
the same time maintaining that it does
not challenge China’s position that Tai-
wan is a part of China.

This unusual situation stems from
events that took place more than half a
century ago. The Nationalist govern-
ment of Chiang Kai-shek had been a
World War II ally and, when the Chi-
nese civil war erupted in 1946, Wash-
ington had tried, without success, to
mediate. After Communist forces in
1949 swept the Nationalists off the
mainland onto Taiwan, which China
had regained from Japan at the end of
World War II, Chiang set up his capital
in Taipei, still claiming to be the legiti-
mate government of all China.

The U.S., briefly, was prepared to see
the Nationalist government over-

‘the more China
opens its markets,

the more it
unleashes the power

of economic
freedom, the more
likely it will be to

more fully liberate
the human potential

of its people’
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II N THE MONTHS LEADING UP TO the U.S.
presidential election, both Beijing and

Taipei were apprehensive as to the atti-
tude of the new Administration. Premier
Zhu, asked which candidate he pre-
ferred, responded that he had studied
both the Democratic and Republican
party platforms and didn’t like either of
them. On Taiwan, there was fear that the
election of Al Gore would mean greater
U.S. support for the one-China policy, to
Taiwan’s detriment.

One potentially explosive issue that
the new Administration will be faced
with is the decision whether to set up an
NMD system within the U.S. and the re-
lated creation of a theater missile de-
fense (TMD) system in East Asia. Presi-
dent Clinton, who was expected to de-
cide whether to proceed with the deploy-
ment of an NMD, announced in Septem-
ber that because of test failures and dip-
lomatic concerns the decision would
have to be made by the next President.

whelmed by Commu-
nist forces, but when the
Korean War erupted it
reversed its position
and, from then on, be-
came the protector of a
non-Communist Tai-
wan. Until 1979, it ac-
cepted the fiction that
the KMT government in
Taipei represented all
the people of China.
Even after the U.S. sev-
ered relations with Tai-
wan, it continued to sell
arms of a defensive na-
ture to the government
there, in accordance
with the Taiwan Rela-
tions Act, passed by the
U.S. Congress in April
1979, shortly after the
normalization of relations with China.

In August 1982, when it signed an-
other joint communiqué with China, the
U.S. promised to reduce gradually its
sales of arms to Taiwan, but linked
such a commitment to China’s stated
“fundamental” policy of striving for re-
unification with Taiwan through peace-
ful means. The democratization of Tai-
wan in recent years has made it even
more difficult for the U.S. to abandon
this former ally.

From China’s standpoint, the Ameri-
can emphasis on a peaceful resolution
of the Taiwan issue sits oddly with the
increasing U.S. penchant to resolve is-
sues through the use of force. Since the
cold war, the U.S. has used force dozens
of times, including the U.S.-led cam-
paign against Iraq and the air war
against the regime of former Yugoslav
president Slobodan Milosevic. In the
former action, which was sanctioned by
the United Nations, China had in the
U.S. view played a nonobstructionist
role by not exercising its veto in the Se-
curity Council. But China was a vocal
critic of the latter action, which saw the
bombing of the Chinese embassy in
Belgrade by American planes.

Humanitarian
intervention

The air war over Yugoslavia, carried
out to stop the suppression of ethnic Al-
banians in Kosovo, was particularly dis-
turbing to China because the U.S. justi-
fied it in the name of humanitarian in-
tervention. As Clinton told NATO

troops in June 1999: “If somebody
comes after innocent civilians and tries
to kill them en masse because of their
race, their ethnic background or their re-
ligion, and it’s within our power to stop
it, we will stop it.”

Beijing is well aware that
this concept of humanitarian
intervention could easily be
applied to China’s treatment of
minority areas such as Tibet,
or to ethnic and religious mi-
norities in Xinjiang, or even to
Taiwan. That is no doubt the
major reason for China’s vig-
orous opposition to the con-
cept.

China’s fear of being the
victim of a NATO-like opera-
tion in Asia (presumably in-
volving the U.S. and Japan)
was made explicit in a com-
mentary in the authoritative
military newspaper, the Lib-
eration Army Daily, last spring
after the U.S. Congress voted
to strengthen military ties with
Taiwan. “On major principles

such as defending national sovereignty
and territorial integrity, the Chinese
government has never compromised,” it
warned. “Its words have always
counted. China is not Yugoslavia and
Taiwan is not Kosovo.” ■

Future U.S. policyFuture U.S. policy
toward Chinatoward China

The Clinton Administration had de-
vised an initial plan to base 100 inter-
ceptor missiles in Alaska to shoot down
weapons fired from “rogue” nations
such as North Korea. If the new Admin-
istration decides to proceed with this
plan or, indeed, to go beyond it and cre-
ate an expanded defense shield, ex-
tremely robust Chinese opposition can
be expected.

Days before the election, Chinese
foreign ministry spokesman Zhu
Bangzao urged the winner of the U.S.
election to drop plans for either an
NMD system to protect the U.S. proper
or a TMD system to protect American
troops based in East Asia and American
allies there.

“The U.S. is a country with the larg-
est and most sophisticated arsenals of
both nuclear and conventional weapons
in the world and now it is engaging it-
self to develop an NMD and TMD,”
Zhu said. “Such an act is contrary to the
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trend of the times because it is not con-
ducive to the international effort for dis-
armament and arms control. It will also
exert a lasting negative impact on world
peace.”

China’s opposition to what appears
to some Americans to be no more than
a purely defensive move is based on
several facts. One is legal. The argu-
ment points out that development of a
missile shield will violate the ABM
(Antiballistic Missile) Treaty signed by
the U.S. and the Soviet Union in 1972,
which forbids all but a tiny antimissile
capability. It further states that a deci-
sion to proceed with a missile shield
would spur an arms race, making the
world less, not more, secure.

China holds that the creation of a
nuclear shield will change the interna-
tional balance of power. While Russia
with its vast nuclear arsenal may still be
able to overwhelm a U.S. missile shield,
China, with a nuclear arsenal estimated
at only 18–20 single-warhead intercon-
tinental ballistic missiles, will find its
nuclear deterrent rendered meaningless.
Even more important, China fears that
the U.S. may include Taiwan in a TMD
shield, enabling Taiwan to thumb its
nose at China’s threats to take back the
island through the use of force.

Certainly, as far as China itself is
concerned, it has up to now adhered to
a doctrine of minimal deterrence, re-
fraining from putting multiple war-
heads on its missiles even though it has
the technology to do so. No doubt,
China will upgrade its military, just as
it is modernizing on other fronts. But a
U.S. decision to deploy a missile de-
fense will certainly spur China to take
countermeasures that it might not take
otherwise.

Chinese security experts have ar-
gued that the U.S. is already the only
superpower, possessing the most pow-
erful military in the world, with over-
whelming superiority in both conven-
tional and strategic arsenals. Yet, they
say, the U.S. continues its quest for ab-
solute security, oblivious to the fact that
such security for the U.S. can only be
obtained at the expense of other nations,
who will feel less secure. They point out
that the U.S. is already the most secure
country in the world, and that any coun-
try that launches an attack on the U.S.
would risk national annihilation.

Until recently, the U.S. had cited a
missile threat from North Korea as a

major reason why an NMD and/or
TMD system is needed. But tensions on
the Korean Peninsula have subsided,
and the new Administration is expected

to continue to coax North Korea into
coming out of its shell and joining the
international community. In this way,
the threat from North Korea will appear
much less serious than before. In those
circumstances, a decision by the new
U.S. Administration to proceed with a
missile shield is likely to be interpreted
in Beijing as a move directed not
against North Korea but against China,
to prevent China from challenging the
U.S.

China isn’t the only country that op-
poses a missile shield. Russia, too, is
strongly opposed, and the two coun-
tries’ common opposition have driven
them closer to each other. Russia and
China have forged a strategic partner-
ship and seek to promote a multipolar
world and end the dominance by the
U.S. as the only superpower. Even
some NATO countries are not in favor
of a missile shield, seeing it as more
likely to result in greater international
instability.

A rising China
Many Chinese leaders, as well as rank-
and-file citizens, see U.S. plans and ac-
tions, ranging from Washington’s alli-

ances with South Korea and Japan to
arms sales to Taiwan to the erection of
a missile shield, as all calculated to pre-
vent China from taking its rightful place
in the world as a modern, powerful
country. China sees itself as the victim
of Western imperialist powers in the
19th century who, even now, is being
told to observe international norms and
practices that it played no part in formu-
lating. Still, China has shown that it is
not pushing for radical change but is
willing to accept the world as it is by
seeking membership in the WTO and
by signing the 1996 Comprehensive
Test Ban Treaty.

But China, which was little more
than a passive observer of events in the
last century, is determined to be an ac-
tive participant in the coming one. And,
as a rising power, it feels it has the right
to play a much larger role than it has
done in the past.

While the country went through the
first quarter century of Communist rule
in virtual self-imposed isolation, it has
reentered the world scene with a ven-
geance. In the last 20 years, the Chinese
economy has been the fastest growing
in the world and, while the growth rate
is slowing, it still reached 8.2% in the
first three quarters of 2000. While in
conventional terms, measured by gross
domestic product, China lags behind
Japan, in purchasing-power-parity
terms, China is already the world’s sec-
ond-largest economy, after the U.S.

Back in 1999, German Chancellor
Gerhard Schroeder said during an Asian
tour that China should be invited to join
the Group of Eight (G-8) industrialized
nations (U.S., Canada, Germany, Brit-
ain, France, Italy, Japan and Russia). “If
the G-8 wants to coordinate the devel-
opment of the global economy, it is al-
ready difficult without China, and will
become even more difficult,” he said.

According to the World Bank, even
if China’s growth rates drop substan-
tially over the next 20 years, in purchas-
ing-power terms China will surpass the
U.S. as the world’s largest economy
before the year 2020. Of course, on a
per capita basis, China will still be a
poor country, with the average Chinese
person having only about a fifth of the
income of the average American. ■
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DISCUSSION
QUESTIONS

1. Should the U.S. make an explicit
commitment to defend Taiwan? How
would that affect U.S.-China relations?

2. Is the U.S. interfering in China’s in-
ternal affairs by preventing Beijing
from taking over Taiwan by force?

3. What does a “one-China” policy
mean? Should the U.S. adhere to this?

4. Should the U.S. attempt to mediate
the dispute between China and Taiwan,
just as it has attempted to mediate the
dispute in the Middle East?

5. Should the U.S. use its good offices
to bring about an interim agreement,
such as one under which Taiwan will
agree not to declare independence un-
less China attacks, and China will agree
not to attack unless Taiwan declares in-
dependence?

6. How should the U.S. react if China
announces a timetable for reunifica-
tion or sets a deadline for talks to
begin?

7. How should the U.S. balance Chinese
concerns about sovereignty and its own
concerns over basic human rights?

8. Now that Taiwan is a democracy,
should the U.S. support an effort by
Taiwan to be able to decide for itself
whether it wants to be independent or to
be reunified with China?

9. Should the U.S. go ahead and de-
velop a missile-defense shield despite
objections from China and Russia?

10. Should the U.S. include Taiwan if a
missile shield were to be set up in East
Asia to protect Japan and/or South
Korea?
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