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A
mericans do not want to see 
Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen, or 
Marines sacrifi ced in a for-
eign war when it is known in 

advance that the cause is questionable 
and there is no path to victory. We also 
do not want outdated legacy policy to 
lull us into a war that is ill-advised in 
contemporary context.
 Nevertheless, in the absence of 
informed debate, the path to war be-
tween the United States and China 
over Taiwan is predestined. If Taiwan 
attempts to secede from One China, 
the Peoples’ Republic of China (PRC) 
will act under its Anti-Secession Law 
to prevent it, likely preemptively. Any 
sitting U.S. President will be pressured, 

or politically incentivized by China-
averse members of Congress, to militar-
ily intervene on Taiwan’s behalf under 
the Taiwan Relations Act (TRA). Since 
China’s sovereignty over Taiwan is the 
PRC’s core national security priority, 
the confl ict will escalate without limit. 
In contrast, Taiwan’s fate does not pose 
an existential threat to U.S. sovereignty 
or democracy. Many Americans will 
likely be sacrifi ced before the United 

States recognizes the expedition is both 
misguided and unwinnable.2

 The origins of the crisis are clear. In 
1971, the United Nations (UN) seated 
the mainland PRC as China’s legitimate 
representative and ejected the Republic 
of China (ROC) ruling Taiwan. Despite 
U.S. ideological preference for the ROC, 
in 1979, the United States followed UN 
suit by abrogating its security treaty with 
the ROC and severing formal relations. 
We then established formal diplomatic 
relations with the PRC.3

 Three communiques jointly devel-
oped by the United States and PRC are 
the foundation of formal diplomatic re-
lations between the two countries. The 
Three Joint Communiques delineate an 
agreed path to political unifi cation of 
the mainland and Taiwan that leads to 
the end of the Chinese Civil War. None 
of the communiques entertain Taiwan’s 
secession, and all seek peaceful unifi ca-
tion. Still, the PRC maintains that the 
civil war is an internal Chinese affair 
and has not ruled out the use of force 
to unify.4

 Separately, a lingering fear of PRC 
invasion prompted Congress to enact 
the TRA in 1979. The TRA ignores 
One China sovereignty and mandates 
U.S. provision of military capabilities 
directly to Taiwan for its self-defense. 
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Figure 1. One China.1

https://mca-marines.org/gazette


20% Off New Apparel

Show Your Pride

w Your PrideShow e

w Your PrideShow de

Show Your PrideShow Your Pride

Show Your PrideShow Your Pride

Show Your PrideShow Your Pride

Show Your Pride

Show Your Pride

Show Your Pride

Show Your Pride

Show Your Pride

Show Your PrideShow Your Pride

Show Your PrideShow Your Pride

Show Your PrideShow Your Pride

Show Your PrideShow Your Pride

Show Your PrideShow Your Pride

Show Your PrideShow Your Pride

Show Your Pride

Show Your Pride

Shop our new apparel at www.marineshop.net

http://www.marineshop.net


12 www.mca-marines.org/gazette Marine Corps Gazette • January 2021

Ideas & Issues (strategy & PolIcy)

It also requires the United States to 
remain militarily ready to intervene if 
the PRC acts to unify One China non-
peacefully.5 
 The TRA is not a binding treaty, and 
ambiguous language affords the United 
States options including inaction in re-
sponse to PRC aggression. But fearing 
a loss of credibility with regional allies, 
U.S. decision makers feel pressured to 
treat the TRA suggestions of inter-
vention as legal obligations. The PRC 
warned that a U.S. security relationship 
with a Chinese province countermand-
ed the joint communiques and would 
lead to conflict—and has prepared for 
war with the United States ever since.6
 Initially, prospects for peace were 
hopeful as the PRC Chinese Commu-
nist Party (CCP) and ROC Kuomin-
tang worked cooperatively towards 
unification. But in 2000, the separatist 
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) 
won the presidency and reversed prog-
ress. Emboldened by TRA suggestions, 
the DPP pursued an independence plat-
form that alleged Taiwan’s non-Chinese 
identity. Since 2016, the DPP has held 
the presidency and dominates the leg-
islature.7 
 Today, the DPP’s independence 
ambitions are encouraged by China-
averse U.S. Cabinet-level officials and 
the 163-member, bicameral, bipar-
tisan Congressional Taiwan Caucus. 
Over time, Taiwan’s relationship with 
the United States has become indis-
tinguishable from a security alliance. 
PRC skepticism with the TRA in 1979 
proved prescient, as the United States 
has abandoned the spirit and intent of 
the communiques.8 
 Still, the PRC continues to look for 
reasons not to force unification consid-
ering the devastation that war would 
bring to Taiwan, the mainland, the 
United States, and the region. However, 
in recent years, PRC doubts regarding 
the sincerity of U.S. commitment to 
One China have grown.9 
 To emphasize its seriousness on Tai-
wan’s secession, the PRC imposed on 
itself a legal obligation to forcefully pre-
vent the renegade province’s split from 
China. All the while, the balance of 
military power shifted as China’s ca-
pabilities came to overmatch previously 

 Figure 2. Qing Dynasty in 1644–1912. 

Figure 3. One China in 1979.
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unchallenged U.S. military supremacy 
in many areas. The TRA no longer has 
the deterrence value that it did when 
enacted.10 
 Taiwan’s independence advocates de-
ride PRC claims to sovereignty over Tai-
wan as propaganda and talking points. 
Yet, since the 1600s, the territories of the 
Qing Dynasty have defined China, and 
they encompassed the mainland and 
Taiwan. Taiwan’s recent alienation is in-
stead an artificial byproduct of China’s 
humiliating century-long colonization 
by foreign powers, to include Taiwan’s 
occupation by Japan beginning in 
1895.11 
 In 1927, the Communist PRC chal-
lenged the Nationalist ROC for Chi-
nese leadership, igniting the Chinese 
Civil War. Following Japan’s defeat in 
1945, all Qing Dynasty territories were 
returned to the still-reigning wartime 
ROC. But, in 1949 a tactically defeated, 
though politically intact ROC with-
drew to Taiwan from the mainland. 
The civil war paused as the strategically 
undefeated ROC and PRC adversaries 
continued to claim legitimate rule of 
all China.12

 DPP assertions of a non-Chinese 
Taiwanese identity present a false his-
tory. Taiwan’s citizens are ethnic Han 

Chinese with deep cross-strait familial 
ties, economic interdependencies, and a 
shared Mandarin language, culture, and 
dynastic history. As for U.S. acknowl-
edgement, Figures 2–4 are official maps 
dating from the 19th century through 
1979 showing the United States’ con-
temporaneous knowledge of Taiwan’s 
provincial status within the sovereign 
nation of China.13

 As the last major unresolved civil war 
contention, Taiwan is the PRC’s core 
national security priority. Civil wars 
are particularly brutal because of the 

underlying passions prompting them, 
as demonstrated in China, Korea, and 
Vietnam: the three deadliest civil wars 
in modern history. We had our own 
emotionally charged experience with 
the attempted secession of renegade ter-
ritories resulting in the American Civil 
War: the deadliest war in U.S. history. 

The legitimacy of Taiwan’s secession is 
equivalent to that of the Confederacy.15

 Additionally, China’s history of 
whole of society commitment to regime 
survival is legendary. The Taiping, Mus-
lim, and other 19th century unrest cost 
60 million Chinese lives. Twentieth cen-
tury civil war losses ranged between five 
and eight million, and 400,000 Chinese 
perished in Korea. In each case, the 
regime(s) emerged stronger, and this 
resolute traditional self-narrative is a 
source of great pride for all Chinese. 
These civilizational precedents are use-
ful in anticipating PRC actions as they 
pertain to Taiwan.16

 If the Chinese Civil War is reignited, 
massive societal costs and casualties 
will not demoralize a motivated PRC 
citizenry but rather fuel its patriotism. 
Nationalist fervor is sure to tolerate 
battlefield setbacks and extend CCP 
legitimacy. Militarily, the PLA will also 
have distinctive advantages. These in-
clude fighting along internal lines and 
benefiting from an extant PRC com-
mand economy that enables recovery 
from losses faster than the United States 
and its allies.17

 In contrast, core U.S. national secu-
rity interests will not be at stake, and 
historical precedents are again relevant. 
A cold calculus deliberately delayed U.S. 
entry into the European theater even 
though U.S. leaders knew the Holo-
caust had begun. Also, costs, casualties, 
and debatable justifications for military 
expeditions compelled U.S. withdrawal 
from Vietnam, Lebanon, and Soma-
lia short of mission accomplishment. 
Likewise, pragmatism discouraged the 
United States from intervening when 
at different times the Soviet Union in-
vaded Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and 
Afghanistan. Finally, desperate humani-
tarian need was insufficient to motivate 
U.S. action to stop the Rwandan, Cam-
bodian, or Darfur genocides.18

 Neither the United States nor Great 
Britain intervened on Hong Kong’s 
(HK) behalf in response to the PRC 
crackdown because the cause did not 
justify the costs. With these interest-
based precedents, there is no U.S. ideo-
logical or national security justification 
to militarily intervene on Taiwan’s be-
half, especially as HK’s fate would mir-Figure 4. Republic of China in 1912–1949.14

Taiwan is the PRC’s 
core national security 
priority.
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ror Taiwan’s in a politically unified One 
China.19 
 The United States blames the PRC 
for the Taiwan dilemma. But it was 
the DPP that voluntarily and with full 
knowledge of the dangerous conse-
quences brought on the current crisis. 
The DPP chose to depart from the spirit 
of the communiques by rejecting both 
political unification in One China and 
the One Country, Two  Systems model 
under which both Taiwan and HK have 
and will continue to get rich and prosper 
in One China.20

 These and other incendiary DPP 
actions baited the PRC and likewise 
energized the Congressional Taiwan 
Caucus. The DPP can wag the Ameri-
can dog by holding the U.S. military 
hostage to its irresponsible rhetoric. It 
takes TRA assurances for granted, as 
a blank check to employ American pa-
triots as it suits Taiwan’s whims. Even 
though the United States has gener-
ously provided arms and training to 

Taiwan to defend itself and ensure 
peaceful unification, the DPP behaves 
as though U.S. military protection is a 
permanent entitlement.21 
 Independence fervor of older seces-
sionists and naivete of younger Taiwan-
ese who lack twentieth century Chinese 
Civil War memories ignore the suffering 
and renewed devastation that will come 
from conflict with the PRC. Similarly, 
Taiwan’s U.S. champions dismiss omens 
in Chinese history that U.S. support for 
Taiwan’s independence will contribute 
to that bad ending.22 
 The Congressional Taiwan Caucus 
continues to imply that Taiwan’s fate 
is core to U.S. national security. While 
the caucus includes an ideologically 
diverse membership, its most hawkish 
members hold sway on caucus policy. 
Neoconservative advisors, journalists, 
authors, and think tanks are incentiv-
ized to assist with messaging that cloaks 

special interests in dire warnings and 
noble arguments.23

 Congressional interests are deeply 
conflicted. Since 1979, the TRA has 
opened Taiwan as a major market for 
foreign military sales by the U.S. de-
fense industry. The total value of arms 
sales since its enactment now exceeds 
100 billion dollars. More importantly, 
Taiwan has an outsized impact on the 
overall U.S. defense budget and defense 
industry profits, as Taiwan is portrayed 
as crucial to U.S. strategic objectives in 
the western Pacific.24

 The reciprocal relationship between 
defense contractors, lobbyists, contribu-
tions, and a member of Congress’ re-
electability is well established. It renders 
obvious the Congressional support for 
increasing both arms sales to Taiwan 
and U.S. defense capabilities in the U.S. 
Indo-Pacific Command. Our fawning 
admiration for and default dismissal 
of PRC positions on Taiwan form a 
bipartisan U.S. echo chamber.25

 Many experts minimize the dan-
gers of a military confrontation with 
the PRC over Taiwan. They contend 
the status quo will hold, and if not, a 
conflict would be swift and limited. 
Also, a U.S. alliance that includes Tai-
wan, Japan, Australia, and others can be 
counted on, while the PRC will be iso-
lated as a pariah without axis friends.26

 But U.S. allies are conscious of Chi-
na’s grit on the topic of Taiwan, and 
alliance considerations are tempered by 
their countries’ PRC proximities and 
vulnerabilities. Also, the PRC shares a 
mutual defense treaty with the nuclear-
armed Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea (DPRK). A war with the PRC 
over Taiwan is primed to escalate with-
out limit, and short of PRC victory will 
not end swiftly.27

 Some insist we must stand up for 
Taiwan as a beacon of hope and last 
line of defense for liberal democracy 

and free enterprise in Southeast Asia. 
Their choice of words is ominously 
similar to statements of the American 
Friends of Vietnam (AFV), the pow-
erful lobby that pressured the United 
States to commit to the fateful Vietnam 
War.28 
 But the balance of power between the 
PRC and United States has shifted in 
ways we did not anticipate in 1979, and 
the opponent we face is in many respects 
a peer superpower. What we think of 
the PRC’s government, ideology, cul-
ture, internal behaviors, and sovereign 
claim to Taiwan is irrelevant from the 
perspective of realpolitik. Taiwan will 
always mean more to China than the 
United States; in terms of U.S. interests, 
we are no longer capable of dictating 
foreign outcomes in our favor.29

 Others optimistically assume the 
PRC’s citizenry longs for a western-style 
liberal democracy like Taiwan’s, and 
that war will trigger popular revolt on 
the mainland. But throughout Chinese 
history, it has been political elites that 
prompt change from within, not the 
masses, and the PRC political class is 
fiercely nationalistic.30

 Still, others believe that Taiwan’s 
status is undetermined, and the PRC 
should accept Taiwan’s democratically 
enabled self-determination. But for the 
PRC, Taiwan never ceased being sov-
ereign China. Also, centralized CCP 
messaging motivates 1.4 billion citizens 
to speak with one emotional voice that 
renegade Taiwan is sovereign China. 
The United States’ lack of such a uni-
fying message will be evident when a 
violently polarized public reacts to a 
major, costly, and above all optional 
foreign military expedition.31

 Strident PRC-averse politicians and 
lobbyists have suggested replacing the 
ambiguously worded TRA with the clar-
ity and certainty of U.S. intervention 
under a legally binding defense treaty 
that extends the U.S. nuclear umbrella 
to cover Taiwan. U.S. military profes-
sionals have joined the chorus proposing 
the United States station thousands of 
U.S. forces on the island as a casualty 
tripwire.32 
 But Chinese military potency is con-
firmed, and evidence from Chinese his-
tory, such as the PRC’s mass entrance 

Some insist we must stand up for Taiwan as a beacon 
of hope and last line of defense for liberal democracy 
and free enterprise in Southeast Asia.
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into the Korean War, guarantee such 
reckless actions would not deter but 
rather ignite war. In fact, they would 
probably trigger PRC preemption and 
an end to the PRC’s no-first-use nuclear 
weapons policy. In short, such actions 
would cause the very catastrophe that 
must be averted.33

 Finally, some will ask what the Tai-
wanese think, and do they even have a 
say?  Yes, they do.  But fate made them 
Chinese just as fate made us Ameri-
cans.  No peoples can wish away their 
historical identities.  We also know that 
inventing and carving away a country 
from an existing nation incurs a steep 
price, one the Confederacy paid not 
long ago.
 Still, there does exist a broad spec-
trum of righteous causes to confront 
the PRC. They include enforcement of 
UN-verified allied claims to resources 
in the South and East China Seas and 
neutralizing armed artificial islands if 
they come to threaten freedom of navi-
gation in international waters. Other 
causes are threats to allied sovereign 
nations with whom we have binding 
treaties. Figure 5 (on following page) 
shows how Chinese footholds in the 
Middle East, Africa, and South America 
could also come to threaten vital U.S. 
interests.34 
 Additionally, if the PRC threatens 
the United States directly, achieving a 
whole of American society commitment 
to defeat China is guaranteed—just as 
we mobilized to defeat Imperial Japan. 

For example, if premeditated PRC cau-
sation of a pandemic, socialism-inspired 
violence in the United States, or other 
existential threat to our nation were 
proven with certainty, total war might 
be justified. But supporting the DPP’s 
prideful ambitions falls well short of 
that high bar.36 
 The United States could advise DPP 
secessionists to peaceably accept One 

Country, Two Systems and cease Tai-
wan’s independence ambitions. If the 
DPP does not modify its rhetoric, we 
could rescind the TRA, as baiting the 
PRC to fight is of the DPP’s own choos-
ing. If the Taiwan Caucus obstructs 
TRA recension, the President could 
direct all national security agencies 
to stand down if the PRC takes DPP 
bait.37

 Otherwise, we will sleep-walk into 
a catastrophic war with China, lacking 
both a compelling cause and whole-of-
society buy-in. The FMF mission in the 

Western Pacific assures that Marines 
and Sailors will bear the initial brunt 
of a collision between strong existential 
PRC and weak elite U.S. interests in 
Taiwan. Rational Taiwanese will un-
derstand when the United States steers 
clear of the unresolved Chinese Civil 
War in the best interests of both the 
United States and Taiwan. Of course, in 
the end, the Taiwanese will do as they 
please, but as honorable people, they 
should not expect the price of their free 
will decisions to be paid in American 
blood.38
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