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Note on Language

This report will use pinyin to romanize Chinese terms, with the exception of those with
historically and academically established Wade-Giles usage. For example, %7} will use the
Wade-Giles romanization of “Tangwai,” while >J 1T}~ will use the pinyin romanization of “Xi
Jinping.” This approach preserves both linguistic and historical accuracy.

This report will also primarily use the term “ROC” when referring to the island’s
government prior to democratization starting in 1987. The term “Taiwan” will primarily be used

when referring to the island’s post-democratization government, identity and culture, and

geography.

iii
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Executive Summary

Taiwan operates as a self-governing political entity that rejects the People’s Republic of
China (PRC) claims to exercise political authority over it. As of early 2026, Taiwan governs
about 23 million people,' issues its own passports, has a professional military, and conducts an
independent foreign policy. Currently, the Taiwan Strait stands as one of the world’s most
volatile flashpoints. Therefore, the prospect of a war over the island represents a dangerous
potential great-power conflict of the 21st century, carrying the risk of regional devastation,
global economic collapse, and potential crisis escalation. This instability is driven not only by
unresolved sovereignty claims, but by the risk of miscalculation among three actors—Taiwan,
China, and the United States—whose strategic interests and deterrence postures increasingly
intersect in the Taiwan Strait. The United States, bound by security commitments to Taiwan
while seeking to manage its complex relationship with China, plays a central role in shaping the
balance of deterrence and risk in the Strait.

Meanwhile, the PRC has been adamant in asserting that Taiwan is an inalienable part of
its sovereign territory, framing “reunification” as both a historical inevitability and a core
national interest. With the increasing centrality of ideology within the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) and its emphasis on reaching self-reliance in strategic technologies, the CCP seems
increasingly prepared to handle the political and economic consequences of a conflict in the
Taiwan Strait.

The United States occupies a central yet deliberately ambiguous position in the Taiwan

Strait. While Washington does not formally recognize Taiwan as a sovereign state, it remains

! “Taiwan Population (2026),” Worldometer, accessed February 23, 2026, https://www.worldometers.info/world-
population/taiwan-population/. Population figures are real-time estimates extrapolated from United Nations and
other official data.



https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/taiwan-population/
https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/taiwan-population/
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legally and strategically committed to preserving peace and stability under the 1979 Taiwan
Relations Act (TRA). However, shifting priorities in US foreign policy and Taiwanese politics
have the potential to reshape US and Taiwanese strategic calculations toward deterrence and
escalation in the Taiwan Strait.

Averting a war in the Taiwan Strait will require careful balancing and coordination
between all parties. Understanding Taiwanese political identity is central to understanding
cross-Strait stability, as it shapes public support for the status quo and informs Taiwan’s
resistance to both political unification under the PRC and unilateral moves toward formal
independence. This report aims to provide greater context to sustain stability in the Taiwan Strait
by focusing on four specific topics: soft power, domestic policy, security, and diplomacy; while
arguing that the United States and Taiwan should work to maintain the status quo. The United
States specifically should maintain strategic ambiguity with clearer commitments and consistent
allied messaging that strengthens Washington’s credibility and cross-Strait diplomacy. As
China’s military capabilities expand and signaling becomes more contested, both US and
Taiwanese policymakers must reassess how ambiguity is communicated to ensure it continues to

deter rather than invite miscalculation.
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Identity and Reputation as Soft Power

This section will explore how historically informed narratives, cultural diplomacy, and
perception warfare shape contemporary Taiwan’s global reputation and political status. Analyses
of these elements reveal both current methods and future opportunities for Taiwan to leverage its
soft power to assert legitimacy, sustain societal cohesion, and enhance its international standing
amid ongoing geopolitical tension. Unlike hard power, rooted in military and economic force,
soft power refers to a country’s ability to influence others through attraction and persuasion
rather than coercion. It draws on intangible assets such as “culture, ideology, and institutions.”
For Taiwan, soft power is notably pertinent given its complex political status and contested
sovereignty on the international stage. When effectively employed, soft power serves as a vital
avenue for Taiwan to foster international support, defend sovereignty, and strengthen resilience

against external threats

History

For centuries, Taiwan has been shaped by multiple colonial regimes that have left lasting
impacts on its identity, memory, and politics, making it impossible to understand its modern
political identity solely through contemporary cross-Strait politics.> Each regime has contributed
to Taiwan’s contemporary political dynamics, shaping how Taiwanese society interprets relations
with the United States and the PRC. Taiwan’s preference for the current status quo should not be

taken as evidence of indecision or a state still in transition, but rather the outcome of successful

2 Joseph S. Nye, “Soft Power.” Foreign Policy, no. 80 (1990): 153-71, https://doi.org/10.2307/1148580.
3 Arif Dirlik, “Taiwan: The Land Colonialisms Made,” Boundary 2 45, no. 3 (August 2018): 1-25, doi.org/10.1215/
01903659-6915545.



https://doi.org/10.1215/01903659-6915545
https://doi.org/10.1215/01903659-6915545
https://doi.org/10.2307/1148580
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post-authoritarian consolidation rooted in historical experience.* Taiwan’s current historically
informed political stance should be acknowledged as an indicator of democratic and international
legitimacy, which Taiwan can strategically use as a form of soft power. By presenting itself as a
state that has successfully navigated colonialism, authoritarianism, and democratization, Taiwan
affirms its political status as the result of historical agency rather than an issue of unresolved
sovereignty.

Beginning in the 1980s, Taiwan’s transition to democracy reflected the loosening residual
grips of colonialism, allowing society to more openly rearticulate what it means to be
Taiwanese.’ For the United States, ignoring Taiwan’s historically formed identity risks
policymakers pushing inaccurate external narratives that undermine Taiwan’s self-made domestic
legitimacy while also potentially increasing threat perception from the PRC, leading to

escalations in cross-Strait conflict.

Colonial Incorporation

The modern significance of Taiwan’s layered colonial past lies in how citizens have come
to view adaptation and diversity as political strengths rather than signs of fragility. Successive
regimes imposed competing visions of political order through divergent systems of governance,
education, and social organization, requiring Taiwanese society to navigate change dynamically
without an uninterrupted national narrative. Historical awareness contextualizes various aspects
of Taiwan’s modern standing, such as its current infrastructure, export-oriented economy, and

notably, its cultural ties with the PRC, while still resisting political unification. Taiwan’s history

4 Russel Hsiao, “Taiwanese Preference for Status Quo Remains Constant Even as Views Harden,” Global Taiwan
Institute, July 28, 2021, globaltaiwan.org/2021/07/taiwanese-preference-for-status-quo-remains-constant-even-as-
views-harden/.

5 Gang Lin et al., “The Evolution of a Taiwanese National Identity,” Asia Program Special Report no. 114, 2003.

www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/publication/asia_rptl14.pdf.



https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/publication/asia_rpt114.pdf
https://globaltaiwan.org/2021/07/taiwanese-preference-for-status-quo-remains-constant-even-as-views-harden/
https://globaltaiwan.org/2021/07/taiwanese-preference-for-status-quo-remains-constant-even-as-views-harden/
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of adaptation and civic resilience enhances its credibility as a stable democracy in the
international system, capable of navigating geopolitical pressure without internal rupture.

The Dutch East India Company was the first foreign power to establish a lasting colonial
presence in Taiwan, beginning in 1624.° An influx of Han settlers migrated to Taiwan as the
Dutch advertised the island as a safer place to live and invest in, while simultaneously initiating
its export-oriented economy.’” This influx marked the beginning of Taiwan’s eventually
Han-dominated demographic.® One of the PRC’s primary goals behind the One China campaign
is reunification with their “fellow Chinese in Taiwan,” emphasizing shared lineage as
justification for consolidation.’ It is important to recognize that even Taiwan’s first formative
political model was neither Chinese, nationalist, nor ethnically homogenous, creating a
distinction between ethnic makeup and administrative authority. This historical trajectory creates
a political culture in which many Taiwanese citizens distinguish cultural heritage from political
identity. Modern examples include how Taiwan embraces a shared ethnic heritage with China
while simultaneously rejecting the PRC’s political system.'® For Taiwan, presenting this

distinction as an intentional choice strengthens its stance on sovereignty in tandem with its

% Tonio Andrade, How Taiwan Became Chinese : Dutch, Spanish, and Han Colonization in the Seventeenth Century,
Columbia University Press, 2008, www.gutenberg-e.org/andrade/intro.html

" Andrade, How Taiwan Became Chinese : Dutch, Spanish, and Han Colonization in the Seventeenth Century,
chapter 6; Cathy Teng, “What Happened in 1624?-—the Legacy of Dutch Rule in Taiwan,” Taiwan Panorama
Magazine, July 2024, www.taiwan-panorama.com/en-us/Articles/Details?Guid=fc99eb0d-6e9f-4dSb-be6f-6ce22
cdfcbce&Catld=10&postname=What%20Happened%20in%201624%3F-%E2%80%94The%20Legacy%200f%20D

utch%20Rule%20in%20Taiwan&srsltid=AfmBOognOHiLhwelwschplziRPVbNGPBauldzZBKEF3NI0OYpCZBaQagW
20.

¥ Andrade, How Taiwan Became Chinese : Dutch, Spanish, and Han Colonization in the Seventeenth Century,
chapter 6.

? James Pomfret and Yimou Lee, “China Will Work to Firmly Advance ‘Reunification’ with Taiwan, Premier Says,”
Reuters, March 4, 2025, www.reuters.com/world/china/china-will-work-firmly-advance-reunification-with-taiwan-
premier-2025-03-05/; The PRC’s One China campaign asserts that Taiwan as an inalienable part of its territory and
must eventually be reunified with the mainland.

" Hsin-I Sydney Yueh, “What Is Taiwanese Identity?”” SOAS China Institute, October 26, 2020, blogs.soas.ac.uk/
china-institute/2020/10/26/what-is-taiwanese-identity/.



https://blogs.soas.ac.uk/china-institute/2020/10/26/what-is-taiwanese-identity/
https://blogs.soas.ac.uk/china-institute/2020/10/26/what-is-taiwanese-identity/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/china-will-work-firmly-advance-reunification-with-taiwan-premier-2025-03-05/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/china-will-work-firmly-advance-reunification-with-taiwan-premier-2025-03-05/
https://www.taiwan-panorama.com/en-us/Articles/Details?Guid=fc99eb0d-6e9f-4d5b-be6f-6ce22cdfcbce&CatId=10&postname=What%20Happened%20in%201624%3F-%E2%80%94The%20Legacy%20of%20Dutch%20Rule%20in%20Taiwan&srsltid=AfmBOoqnOHiLhwelwschplzjRPVbNGPBau1dzBKF3NI0YpCZBaQagW2O
https://www.taiwan-panorama.com/en-us/Articles/Details?Guid=fc99eb0d-6e9f-4d5b-be6f-6ce22cdfcbce&CatId=10&postname=What%20Happened%20in%201624%3F-%E2%80%94The%20Legacy%20of%20Dutch%20Rule%20in%20Taiwan&srsltid=AfmBOoqnOHiLhwelwschplzjRPVbNGPBau1dzBKF3NI0YpCZBaQagW2O
https://www.taiwan-panorama.com/en-us/Articles/Details?Guid=fc99eb0d-6e9f-4d5b-be6f-6ce22cdfcbce&CatId=10&postname=What%20Happened%20in%201624%3F-%E2%80%94The%20Legacy%20of%20Dutch%20Rule%20in%20Taiwan&srsltid=AfmBOoqnOHiLhwelwschplzjRPVbNGPBau1dzBKF3NI0YpCZBaQagW2O
https://www.taiwan-panorama.com/en-us/Articles/Details?Guid=fc99eb0d-6e9f-4d5b-be6f-6ce22cdfcbce&CatId=10&postname=What%20Happened%20in%201624%3F-%E2%80%94The%20Legacy%20of%20Dutch%20Rule%20in%20Taiwan&srsltid=AfmBOoqnOHiLhwelwschplzjRPVbNGPBau1dzBKF3NI0YpCZBaQagW2O
http://www.gutenberg-e.org/andrade/intro.html
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demographic structure while also reducing international inclination to impose external and
potentially inaccurate narratives regarding its political trajectory.

Following the expulsion of the Dutch in 1662, Taiwan was governed by the Zheng family
before being annexed by the Qing.!" With low prioritization from the Qing, Taiwan was not
elevated to provincial status until 1885.'* This attention was short-lived, as the island was ceded
to Japan ten years later.'® Taiwan’s first historical connection to the mainland was one of
contingency rather than deep national integration, while large-scale Han migration due to ignored
regulations created enduring ethnic and linguistic ties under conditions of weak central control.
Polling data from the Election Study Center at National Chengchi University shows the majority
of participants identifying as “Taiwanese” rather than “Chinese” or “both.”'* This, combined
with the long-standing preference for maintaining the status quo indicate that current PRC claims
of reunification based on historical governance and shared ethnicity are failing to resonate.'®
These results suggest that Taiwan’s political preferences are more an extension of societal
experience than of ancestral lineage. Therefore, optimal policymaking should consider Taiwan’s
stance from a historically informed lens, utilizing long-term public opinion data regarding status
preference.

Another case of Taiwan absorbing external cultural influences while maintaining
opposition to an external political authority is seen during the Japanese colonial era, following

the Qing’s defeat in the first Sino-Japanese War in 1895. With the goal of making Taiwan a

' John C. Copper, “History of Taiwan,” Encyclopedia Britannica, April 5, 2025, www.britannica.com/topic/history-
of-Taiwan.

12 Copper, “History of Taiwan.”

'3 Copper, “History of Taiwan.”

14 “Election Study Center, NCCU-Taiwanese / Chinese Identity,” Election Study Center, National Chengchi
University, January 9, 2026, esc.nccu.edu.tw/PageDoc/Detail ?2fid=7800&i1d=6961.

15 “Election Study Center, NCCU-Taiwan Independence vs. Unification with the Mainland,” Election Study Center,
National Chengchi University, January 9, 2026, esc.nccu.edu.tw/PageDoc/Detail ?fid=7801&i1d=6963.



https://esc.nccu.edu.tw/PageDoc/Detail?fid=7801&id=6963
https://esc.nccu.edu.tw/PageDoc/Detail?fid=7800&id=6961
https://www.britannica.com/topic/history-of-Taiwan
https://www.britannica.com/topic/history-of-Taiwan
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“model colony,” Japan introduced industrialization, infrastructural development, and educational
reform, transitioning the island from a neglected Qing province to a full-fledged export-oriented
economy.'® These reforms created lasting impacts, many of which are still present today in
Taiwan’s urban structure, transportation systems, and architecture. However, as Taiwanese
individuals were forced to adopt Japanese customs while simultaneously being treated as lesser
than subjects, resistance arose from feelings of alienation or oppression.'” These feelings
reinforced the distinction between cultural adaptation and political loyalty, sometimes through
the establishment of new institutions, such as the short-lived Formosan Republic of 1895.'%
Throughout these transitions, Taiwanese society learned to adapt to shifting authority models
without internalizing political loyalty to them. Modern Taiwanese society maintains a similar
opposition towards the PRC while also absorbing its cultural influences, potentially complicating

international assumptions that cultural integration leads to political alignment.

Authoritarian Regimes and Identity Formation

Following Japan’s defeat in World War II, Taiwan was placed under the administration of
the ROC, led by the Kuomintang (KMT). This shift marked Taiwan’s first experience under a
Chinese nationalist regime that claimed sovereignty over both the island and the mainland. KMT
leader Chiang Kai-shek and his regime pursued a deliberate goal of re-Sinicization to legitimize
its authority and redefine Taiwan’s “shared destiny” to include the mainland. Rooted in Chinese
nationalism, the KMT era is remembered as repressive and fear-based.'” Almost immediately, the

national language switched from Japanese to Mandarin, resulting in job loss due to illiteracy and

'S Jonathan Sullivan and Lev Nachman, Taiwan : A Contested Democracy under Threat, Agenda Publishing, 2025,
public.ebookcentral.proquest.com/choice/PublicFullRecord.aspx?p=7237379.

17 Sullivan and Nachman, 4 Contested Democracy Under Threat, 19-20.

18 Lin et al., “The Evolution of a Taiwanese National Identity,” 4.

1 Sullivan and Nachman, 4 Contested Democracy Under Threat, 23-24.



https://public.ebookcentral.proquest.com/choice/PublicFullRecord.aspx?p=7237379
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overall social displacement.?® Policies such as linguistic conformity led to political loyalty being
contingent on cultural obedience, reframing identity into a state-enforced project rather than a
chosen social or civic process. This form of governance, based on coercion and surveillance
rather than civic consent, created a Taiwanese political identity informed by lived experience
under authoritarian rule. Now, collective memory in Taiwan links Chinese political authority not
only with shared ethnic heritage, but also with direct experiences of repression and imposition.
Shared ethnicity does not rectify perceived risks to Taiwan’s civil liberties or political
expression. Therefore, Beijing’s claims of ethnic or cultural unity carry weak persuasive power,
as Taiwan organizes its political identity around governance quality and legitimacy.

Under the KMT, the 1947 February 28th Incident and the subsequent White Terror period
from 1949 to 1987 solidified Taiwan’s imposed identity into a source of lasting collective
trauma. Characterized by martial law, the White Terror period produced a collective
consciousness defined by opposition to authoritarian rule from the mainland and its
state-imposed narrative.?! Rather than integrating Taiwan into a shared Chinese commonwealth,
the KMT’s Chinese-centric cultural and educational reforms reinforced perceptions of
authoritarianism and external imposition from the mainland.? Given this, Taiwan’s modern
support for democratic institutions should be seen as a historically derived rejection of coercive
administrations.

Today, the ongoing political and emotional resonance of comparing the Japanese colonial

period and KMT authoritarianism serves as a testament to how historical memory, particularly

2 Melissa J. Brown, Is Taiwan Chinese?: The Impact of Culture, Power, and Migration on Changing Identities, 1st
ed. Vol. 2. University of California Press, 2004, doi.org/10.1525/9780520927940.

2! David Calhoun,“The Legacy of 228: Historical Memory, Taiwanese Identity, and Cross-Strait Relations,” Global
Taiwan Institute, May 4, 2022, globaltaiwan.org/2022/05/the-legacy-of-228-historical-memory-taiwanese-identity-
and-cross-strait-relations/.

22 Sullivan and Nachman, 4 Contested Democracy Under Threat, 24.



https://globaltaiwan.org/2022/05/the-legacy-of-228-historical-memory-taiwanese-identity-and-cross-strait-relations/
https://globaltaiwan.org/2022/05/the-legacy-of-228-historical-memory-taiwanese-identity-and-cross-strait-relations/
https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520927940

A

AVERTING WAR: TAIWAN AND
US-CHINA RELATIONS IN 2026

shared trauma, remains an unavoidable factor in forming national and political identity.?
Additionally, the KMT model of governance bears an important resemblance to the CCP’s later
mass-mobilization politics on the mainland, which have continued into the present day.* Like the
CCP, the KMT relied on ideological conformity, centralized narratives of national unity, and the
suppression of local identities to secure political control. This form of governance required
massive amounts of resources to mold society, sometimes blurring the lines between guidance
and coercion. While ideologically opposed, the KMT and CCP have both employed an approach
that prioritizes grassroots mobilization over civic consent, a familiar authoritarian model that
Taiwan has experienced firsthand.

In addition to the rejection of the authoritarian model, Taiwan’s preference for
maintaining the status quo reflects strategic caution shaped by its historical experience with
political disarray. This experience directly impacts Taiwan’s contemporary political behavior of
widespread support for democratic institutions and reluctance toward unification under the PRC,
all while maintaining a preference for stability over large-scale declarations of formal secession.
From a soft power perspective, intentionally highlighting this trajectory strengthens Taiwan’s
democratic legitimacy, signaling to international actors that its contemporary standing is rooted

in lived civic experiences and enhancing its legitimacy as a self-governing society.

Identity and Policy Today
Scholars have argued that political identity is often mischaracterized as being grounded in

ancient ancestry, and that common social experiences serve as better indicators of the identities

2 Sullivan and Nachman, A Contested Democracy Under Threat, 24.

24 Alexander Davey, Katja Drinhausen, and Nis Griinberg, “Serving the People by Controlling Them: How the Party
Is Reinserting Itself into Daily Life,” Merics, August 20, 2025, merics.org/en/report/serving-people-controlling-
them-how-party-reinserting-itself-daily-life.



https://merics.org/en/report/serving-people-controlling-them-how-party-reinserting-itself-daily-life
https://merics.org/en/report/serving-people-controlling-them-how-party-reinserting-itself-daily-life
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of individuals and nations.” The historical repression of the KMT era fostered a sense of shared
grievance and resistance rooted in trauma from political violence and exclusion, producing
widespread fear and mistrust toward central authority that has carried into contemporary politics.
The internalized sense of political alienation led some to argue that Japanese colonial
governance, though repressive, was preferred over the KMT era because it was at least
administratively fair and predictable.?® However, this stance was less of an endorsement for
colonialism and more of a reflection of dissatisfaction with postwar authoritarianism.?’
Taiwanese society learned to navigate changing power dynamics through a combination of quiet
compliance and strategic nonconfrontation, making it easier to understand why public opinion
today often favors moderation, ambiguity, and institutional continuity over revolutionary
division.

Democratization after 1987 was a critical turning point in how Taiwanese identity was
articulated. Political liberation allowed previously suppressed groups—such as women,
environmentalists, indigenous peoples, and students—to emerge as legitimate actors in public
discourse and policy.?® Evidence of this shift is also visible in political leadership. Former ROC
President Lee Teng-hui’s definition of the “new Taiwanese” encompasses Indigenous peoples,
long-established families, and even recent arrivals, stating that “Anyone who lives in and loves
Taiwan is a ‘new Taiwanese.””?* This framing has moved Taiwanese identity toward a broader

sense of civic belonging, which continues to shape Taiwan’s political future. Sovereign

2 Brown, Is Taiwan Chinese?, 2.
26 Gerrit van der Wees, “Contrasting Conceptions of Colonial Rule,” Taipei Times, December 10, 2018,
L. N ; hi D018/12 003705889,
27 Steven Denney, “Taiwan’s Collective Memory of Japan: Around the Horn,” Sino-NK, August 31, 2015,
inonk.com/201 1/collective-memory-of-japan-in-taiwan/.
2 “Power from the People!” Taiwan Today, Febuary 1, 1999, www.taiwantoday.tw/print/Society/Taiwan-Review/

22077/Power-from-the-People%2521.

¥ Lin et al., “The Evolution of a Taiwanese National Identity,” 8.

10


https://www.taiwantoday.tw/print/Society/Taiwan-Review/22077/Power-from-the-People%2521
https://www.taiwantoday.tw/print/Society/Taiwan-Review/22077/Power-from-the-People%2521
https://sinonk.com/2015/08/31/collective-memory-of-japan-in-taiwan/
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legitimacy is now more rooted in democratic participation, rights, and institutions, making the
political system harder to delegitimize externally. For policymakers, the historical construction
of Taiwanese identity has direct connections to interpreting public opinion and political behavior.
Identifying as Taiwanese also does not necessarily equate to support for formal separation from
the mainland, demonstrating that historical and cultural categories are not mutually exclusive.*
As Taiwan democratizes and localizes its governance and culture, outright calls for formal
independence have softened or taken less of a prominent political position, with the current focus
on preserving the status quo under the ROC framework, reinforcing the long-standing preference
for stability and democratic self-rule.’!

While some societies have derived identity from a single ethnic or national origin,
Taiwan’s is the result of historical layering under multiple regimes. Each era of Taiwanese
history served a distinct purpose, from the shared trauma created during authoritarian repression
to the visions of a shared future brought about by democratization. The product is a collective
society that values autonomy but approaches political change with caution, prioritizing
continuity and legitimacy over assertive action. Ignoring this context risks imposing external
narratives that have historically produced resistance rather than compliance. For policymakers in
the United States, engaging with these lived experiences allows for decisions to form that align
with Taiwan’s democratic preferences informed by historic memory. At the same time, the ROC
can more explicitly leverage its democratic trajectory as a source of strength and stability. When
properly articulated and presented, Taiwan’s layered past reinforces its soft power through

intentional portrayal as a historically informed and legitimate political actor.

3% Lin et al., “The Evolution of a Taiwanese National Identity,” 18.
3! Sense Hofstede, “Taiwan’s Democratic Journey and Stabilizing National Identity,” 9DASHLINE, December 9,
2020, www.9dashline.com/article/taiwans-democratic-journey-and-stabilising-national-identity.
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Indigenous and Cultural Diplomacy
The Consequence of Identity

Taiwanese identity is a defining force in domestic politics, national security against
foreign influence, and societal cohesion abroad. In Taiwan, questions of identity and sovereignty
are two highly important determinants in domestic discourse, as outlined in the previous section,
and are also valuable in expansion abroad. These concepts are deeply intertwined, as political
debate often centers on what Taiwan is and what its relationship to the PRC should be.*? For
many, the determination of cross-Strait relations is synonymous with the determination of
Taiwan’s future identity, particularly in relation to the dominance of domestic political parties.

Discussions of Taiwanese national identity hold significant implications for cross-Strait
policymaking. Therefore, identity is a defining aspect of how Taiwan asserts itself as an active
member of the international community. Identity is strategically mobilized in political discourse
through propaganda and media coercion, particularly in relation to cross-Strait relations. As a
result, any cross-Strait policy that fails to engage with questions of identity risks misreading

public tolerance for compromise, coercion, or escalation.

Indigenous Diplomacy

A considerable effort has been made to include the heritage of Indigenous Taiwanese
culture as a means of establishing a unique Taiwanese identity. The government of Taiwan
formally recognizes 16 Indigenous groups of Taiwan, with Indigenous people constituting

around 2.5 percent of the Taiwanese population.*® Despite their small proportion, however,

32 Rebecca Lin, “Taiwan vs. Republic of China, the Brewing Generational Conflict,” CommonWealth Magazine,
January 13, 2020, english.cw.com.tw/article/article.action?id=2636.

33 “About Taiwan: People,” Government Portal of the Republic of China (Taiwan), January 20, 2026,
www.taiwan.gov.tw/ content_2.php.
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Indigenous culture has increasingly been used within certain political agendas since the end of
martial law.** Indigenous culture has thus become a means for establishing the existence of a
uniquely Taiwanese culture, particularly by political groups that wish to promote a less
China-centric civic national identity, such as the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). After the
election of DPP candidate Chen Shui-bian in 2000, for example, the state encouraged Indigenous
nationalism to emphasize non-Chinese aspects of Taiwan’s identity.** Pro-independence
advocates within the DPP have previously claimed that Indigenous people are the group most
qualified to declare independence.*® The following DPP president, Tsai Ing-wen, issued an
apology to Indigenous peoples on behalf of the government. The apology made promises to
establish institutions and protections for these groups, calling for “a country of true diversity and
equality.”” These actions by the DPP symbolically reinforce Taiwan’s existence as an
independent body under the premise of cultural unity. This creates an alternative method of
cementing Taiwanese-exclusive identity markers internationally without directly contesting
sovereignty. Therefore, Taiwanese Indigenous identity should be implemented as a pathway for
building international ties, since it highlights a cultural identity distinct from that of the PRC.
This integration of Indigenous culture into Taiwanese identity presents an opportunity for
cultural expansion and education abroad. Due to the pervasive and complex impact of the PRC’s

rise on geopolitics in Oceania, the developing diplomatic ties Taiwan forged with other countries

** Edmund Frettingham and Yih-Jye Hwang, “Religion and National Identity in Taiwan: State Formation and Moral
Sensibilities,” in Religion and Nationalism in Chinese Societies, edited by Cheng-tian Kuo, 339-72. Amsterdam
University Press, 2017, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1zkjzkd.16.

35 Scott Simon, “Negotiating Power: Elections and the Constitution of Indigenous Taiwan,” American Ethnologist
37, no. 4 (2010): 72640, www.jstor.org/stable/40890784.

3¢ Kun-hui Ku, “Rights to Recognition: Minority/Indigenous Politics in the Emerging Taiwanese Nationalism,”
Social Analysis: The International Journal of Social and Cultural Practice 49, no. 2 (2005): 104,
www.jstor.org/stable/23178874.

" Ing-wen Tsai, “President Tsai Ing-Wen Apologized on the Morning of August 1 to the Indigenous Peoples on
Behalf of the Government,” The Council of Indigenous Peoples, June 27, 2019, www.cip.gov.tw/en/news/data-list/
673CBF7B0C3D2700/2D9680BFECBES0B64D8CIB3A784E6F77-info.html.
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have come under strain, as seen when Nauru severed its diplomatic ties with the ROC.*
However, the commonalities between the Indigenous peoples of Taiwan and Pacific Islanders
offer a significant method of cultural and subsequently, ideological exchange.* Shared
Austronesian language and heritage have been used in the past to negotiate and strengthen ties
abroad with places such as the Marshall Islands, Guam, and Palau.*’

Formal diplomatic meetings in this region, in comparison, have incited friction with the
PRC. For instance, during past efforts to establish relations in Oceania, Taiwanese President Lai
Ching-te engaged in “transit diplomacy,” visiting US territories and states such as Hawaii and
Guam while traveling to other nations nearby. This was met with large-scale military drills near
Taiwan as a warning against outright political and diplomatic meetings or gestures, signalling
that these efforts would lead to aggression or militarization.*' Cultural soft power methods, such
as the institutionalization of the Austronesian Forum, have proven effective in facilitating
relationships with less intense backlash. Using shared culture to establish educational and
sociocultural ties with places with Austronesian linguistic backgrounds and Oceanic ethnic
groups, such as Australia and Indonesia, can increase global recognition, particularly in nations
with a strong commitment to Indigenous reconciliation.*” Therefore, Taiwan should promote the
development of institutions and systems dedicated to cultural exchange in areas with common

heritage. This use of soft power acts as a passable way under PRC scrutiny to increase

38 Kelly Ng, “Nauru Cuts Diplomatic Ties with Taiwan in Favour of China,” BBC, January 15, 2024, www.bbc.com/
news/world-asia-67978185.

¥ “Mitochondrial DNA Provides a Link between Polynesians and Indigenous Taiwanese,” PLoS Biology 3, no. 8
(2005): €281, https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.0030281.

40 Damian Shahfazli, “Indigenous Diplomacy — Taiwan’s Cultural Bridge to the Pacific,” Young Australians in

International Affairs, June 5, 2025, www.youngausint.org.au/post/indigenous-diplomacy-taiwan-s-cultural-bridge-

4 Yuchen Li, “Talwan How Is Chlna Reactmg to Lal’s ‘Tran51t Diplomacy?’” DW, December 3, 2024,

Institute, May 2, 2024
taiwan.
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ideological exchange and create space for a holistic, self-determined definition of Taiwanese

identity abroad.®

Online Platforms and Cultural Engagement

Social media is also playing a major role in shaping the outlook of younger generations in
Taiwan today. Digital platforms can leverage political discourse and mobilization, as well as
foster cross-cultural connections in contemporary global politics.** There continues to be a
growing sense of international community through social media in Taiwan—particularly TikTok,
a global Chinese-owned company that has already raised national security concerns in the United
States for its lack of algorithm transparency and extensive access to user data.* As of 2025, more
than 70 percent of respondents in Taiwan aged 16 to 25, and over 60 percent of those aged 26 to
35, reported that they had accessed content on TikTok.*® Because of the extensive use of this
platform among younger people, there are profound risks for user exploitation and political
influencing.

Younger adults in Taiwan generally favor deepening economic and political relations
with the United States over the PRC, but active users on TikTok exhibit noticeably different

political attitudes.*” One study from 2025 reports active users showing greater skepticism and

4 Marcin Jerzewski and Sana Hashmi, “Time to Take Taiwan Studies beyond America,” The Diplomat, April 16,
2021, thediplomat.com/2021/04/time-to-take-taiwan-studies- nd-america/.

* Alena Gribanova, “The Geopolitics of Digital Communication: Media, Identity, and Competing Visions of
Technological Futures (US-EU—China),” The SAIS Review of International Affairs, December 5, 2025,
saisreview.sais.jhu.edu/the-geopolitics-of-digital-communication-media-identity-and-competing-visions-of-technolo
gical-futures-us-eu-china/.

> Suranjana Tewari and Lily Jamali, “TikTok Closes Deal to Split US App from Global Business,” BBC, January
22,2026, www.bbe.com/news/articles/c3edd11328]o.

46 Shelley Shan, “TikTok Users in Taiwan up Significantly Last Year,” Taipei Times, January 4, 2026,

ipeitim m iwan/archives/2026/01 2 .

47 Christine Huang and Kelsey Jo Starr, “Most People in Taiwan See Themselves as Primarily Taiwanese; Few Say
They’re Primarily Chinese,” Pew Research Center, January 16, 2024, www. research.org/short-t 2024/01/1
most-people-in-taiwan-see-themselves-as-primarily-taiwanese-few-say-theyre-primarily-chinese/.
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blame towards the US government, more attitudes aligned with unification, and higher negativity
towards Taiwanese democracy than inactive users.* Active TikTok users also show stronger
cross-issue correlations, linking of personal dissatisfaction with domestic issues, and showing
higher acceptance of sacrificing democracy for peace as well as other PRC-aligned narratives.*

These views and opinions indicate partisan influence seeping into generational
perception. While ambiguity remains in what younger people may be open to, growing
negativity towards Taiwanese democracy among youth may reflect the PRC’s ability to influence
public perception through media.

This emerging cultural power that the PRC has built through media and social platforms
extends globally. Similar to Taiwanese youth, the attitudes of younger Americans towards the
PRC and cross-Strait relations have also become more complex. A rising phenomenon is
currently emerging where younger people are drifting away from the fear and distrust that has
historically been associated with the perception of the PRC. Favorable opinions toward China
among Americans aged 18 to 34 are nearly double those aged 50 or older, which arguably stems
largely from social media.”® The PRC has historically funded and supported the traction of
Chinese influencers.”’ The PRC has leveraged incentives to influence public opinion on

platforms such as YouTube and TikTok, including travel invitations and paid support from state

* Dee Wu, “Assessing China’s Cognitive Warfare against Taiwan on TikTok,” SPF China Observer, The Sasakawa
Peace Foundation, October 8, 2025, www.spf.org/spf-china-observer/en/document-detail064.html.

# Eric Hsu, “Where Is TikTok Scrolling Us To? — the Cognitive Reshaping of Taiwan’s Democratic Politics
through Active TikTok Use,” Doublethink Lab, Medium, June 4, 2025, medium.com/doublethinklab/where-is-
tiktok-scrolling-us-to-cal5e¢728e713.

5% Yan Zhuang, “The Internet Is Embracing Chinese Traditions, and Influencers Welcome Them All,” New York
Times, February 11, 2026, www.nytimes.com/2026/02/11/style/chinese-meme-social-media.html.

3! Laura Silver et al., “1. Views of China and Xi Jinping,” Pew Research Center, July 15, 2025,
www.pewresearch.org/2025/07/15/views-of-china-and-xi-jinping-2025/; Jian Xu and Lina Qu, “‘Telling China’s
Stories Well’ through Wanghong: Rethinking China’s Soft Power and Public Diplomacy in the Influencer Era,” In
Asian Celebrity Cultures the Digital Age, edited by Jian Xu, Glen Donnar, and Divya Garg, st ed., 54-69, Hong
Kong University Press, 2025, doi.org/10.2307/jj.34206972.8.
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news outlets. Beyond this, a notable faction of influencer accounts promoting China are
registered as personal accounts, but are actually owned by employees of state media groups.*
The promotion and support of influencers has led to resounding success in the
transformation of China’s global image. For example, influencer Darren Watkins Jr (known
online by the moniker IShowSpeed) livestreamed a tour of China from a foreigner’s perspective
and amassed around 37 million views.* Other foreign China-based influencers from abroad
influence from within. In a survey of travelers to China from August 2025, 53 percent reported
that Key Opinion Leader travel influencers inspire them or even influence their travel decision
making.>* International travel to China has ensuingly risen, with tourist visits even doubling in
some regions within the past decade.” China’s influencer-level efforts coincide with a larger
digital era of China-centric engagement, serving as a “global emotional expression that needs no
explanation.” This is not just China gaining popularity, but rather an intentional move to
advance narrative power for the PRC. In order for Taiwan to expand its global reputation, similar
efforts must be made to keep up with China’s growing support internationally. Taiwan already
has the New Southbound Policy (NSP), which aims to promote economic cooperation and ease
visa requirements for inbound tourism from ten countries of Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN), six South Asian states, Australia, and New Zealand.’” While the policy’s

intentions clearly demonstrates Taiwan’s interest in encouraging tourism as a means for

52 Paul Mozur et al., “How Beijing Influences the Influencers,” New York Times, December 14, 2021,
www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/12/13/technology/china-propaganda-youtube-influencers.html.

53 Evan Freidin, “An American Abroad: How One Influencer’s Visit to China Turned the Tables,” The Interpreter,
The Lowy Institute, May 6, 2025, www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/american-abroad-how-one-influencer-s-
visit-china-turned-tables.

5% Sienna Parulis- Cook “How Travel Influencers Impact Chinese Tourlsts Dragon Trail Intematlonal October 15,

5 Kelly Ng, “Tourlsm to ijlang Booms as China Gives the Reglon a Makeover ” BBC November 1 2025,

m/n rticl x1rnn
% Jie Shan and Yiwei Hu, “From Hard Tariffs to Hot Tea: How Uncertainties in US Inadvertently Fueled China’s
Rise in Global Appeal?” Global Times, January 22, 2026, www.globaltimes.cn 202601/1 html.

37 “Taiwan’s New Southbound Policy,” CSIS, January 2019, southbound.csis.org/.
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increasing international support, influencer-level efforts could enhance tourism exchange

particularly in the NSP-targeted regions.

Perception Warfare and Deterrence
Legitimacy, Reputation, and Early Crisis Alignment

In today’s geopolitical climate, perceptions of legitimacy and reputation shape crisis
outcomes as decisively as military or economic power. Deterrence in the Taiwan Strait hinges on
these perceptions no less than on hard capabilities. While the PRC claims Taiwan as its sovereign
territory, the ROC government operates as a self-governing democracy but maintains formal
diplomatic ties with only 12 states.*® In the absence of broad diplomatic recognition, Taiwan
must actively leverage and cultivate its international reputation to sustain deterrence and support,
as third-party interpretations of its status will influence cross-Strait crisis responses well before
any use of force.

In many Western democracies, Taiwan is viewed as a legitimate and responsible political
actor. In the 2025 Reputation Lab RepCore Nations index—based on online surveys of citizens
in G7 countries assessing admiration, respect, and trust—Taiwan ranked 22nd among 60 major
economies, on par with or near major democracies such as France and Germany.”® However,
perceptions diverge sharply elsewhere. In parts of the Global South, the PRC’s framing of
Taiwan as an internal Chinese matter is often favored.®® Through its continuously strong

economic influence, diplomatic outreach, and information efforts across Latin America,

58 Nathan Attr111 “Talwan Has 12 Dlplomatlc Partners Left Who’ll Drop It Next?” T he Strategzst ASPI, June 12,

59 “CANADA and SWITZERLAND LEAD INTERNATIONAL REPUTATION RANKING ACCORDING
TOREPCORE® NATIONS 2025,” Reputation Lab, June 6, 2025, ionl -and-

switzerland—lead—intemational—reputation—ranking—according—torepc0re—nations—2025/ .
% Henrietta Levin and Hugh Grant-Chapman, “Understanding Global South Perspectives on Taiwan,” CSIS, January

16, 2026, www.csis.org/analysis/understanding-global-south- perspectives-taiwan.
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Sub-Saharan Africa, and Southeast Asia, Beijing has successfully narrowed Taiwan’s diplomatic

space and limited its regional engagement.®!

Such perception gaps can delay coordinated
responses and produce inconsistent government positions on attribution, condemnation, and
support for Taiwan. In the opening phase of a cross-Strait confrontation, governments must
quickly assess responsibility and legitimacy before coordinating statements, imposing costs, or
signaling support for involving actors. If states disagree on who is responsible for escalation or
whether Taiwan’s autonomy is legitimate, collective action becomes slower and less predictable.

This uncertainty, in turn, can weaken the credibility of US extended deterrence by signaling

hesitation at the very moment when early alignment is most consequential.®?

The Unification Narrative

Perceptions of legitimacy do not emerge spontaneously but are instead shaped over time
through deliberate messaging and influence efforts. From a realist perspective, the Taiwan issue
reflects a struggle over power and security, with the United States seeking to contain China’s
influence and China aiming to assert regional dominance.® Beyond this material focus on
capabilities and strategic competition, the conflict also contains normative and institutional
dimensions. From the liberal perspective, Taiwan’s democratic governance and integration into
global trade networks highlight how international trade rules and shared standards shape

cross-Strait relations.** As a democracy embedded in the liberal international order, Taiwan

%! Levin and Grant-Chapman, “Understanding Global South Perspectives on Taiwan.”

62 Jude Blanchette, Ryan Hass, and Lily McElwee, “Building International Support for Taiwan,” CSIS, February 13,
2024, www.csis.org/analysis/building- international-support-taiwan.

8 Lyle Goldstein, “Target Taiwan: One China and Cross-Strait Stability,” Defense Priorities, October 16, 2025,
www.defensepriorities.org/explainers/target-taiwan-one-china-and-cross-strait-stability/.

% David J. Lorenzo, “Why Do Many Taiwanese Resist Unification with the People’s Republic of China?: An
Overv1ew ” Journal of Indo—Paczf ic Aﬁ"azrs Air University, May 8§, 2024
f. 1 icl hy-
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derives legitimacy not only from strategic importance but also from normative alignment.
Constructivist insights further emphasize that legitimacy is socially constructed through identity
and narrative, shaping how sovereignty and responsibility are interpreted domestically and
globally.® Together, these lenses help explain the PRC’s long-term efforts to mold perceptions in
favor of unification.

In the Taiwan Strait, China has pursued a consistent narrative strategy that frames
unification as the only acceptable future while marginalizing claims of Taiwanese autonomy.
Issued in 1979 as Beijing formalized relations with Washington and adopted a “peaceful
reunification” approach, the “Message to the Compatriots in Taiwan” appealed to shared history,
culture, and national identity to frame cross-Strait unity as a historical and emotional
imperative.® More recently, the PRC’s 2022 White Paper presents reunification as a “historic
mission” central to “national rejuvenation,” while asserting that Taiwan “has never been a state”
and is part of China.*” President Xi Jinping has repeatedly reinforced this inevitability narrative,
albeit leaving timelines and methods deliberately ambiguous.®® Across audiences and crises, PRC
messaging has remained remarkably consistent: concessions such as recognizing Taiwanese
sovereignty would be framed domestically and internationally as political weakness rather than

pragmatic compromise. The PRC has also used academic institutions to produce state-aligned

% Alabbas F. Alsudani, “Selective Sovereignty and the Politics of Uneven Intervention,” St. Antony s International
Review, Accessed February 24, 2026,
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66 “Message to Compatriots in Taiwan,” CSIS Interpret: China, original work published in Xinhua News Agency,
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120220810 10740168.htm.
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world/asia-pacific/china-calls-taiwan-president-frontrunner-destroyer-peace-2023-12-31/; Richard C. Bush, “8 Key
Things to Notice from Xi Jinping’s New Year Speech on Taiwan,” Brookings Institution, January 7, 2019,
www.brookings.edu/articles/8-key-things-to-notice-from-xi-jinpings-new- year-speech-on-taiwan/; David Sacks,
“What Xi Jinping’s Major Speech Means for Taiwan,” Council on Foreign Relations, July 6, 2021, www.cftr.org/

articles/what-xi-jinpings-major-speech-means-taiwan,

20


https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/china-calls-taiwan-president-frontrunner-destroyer-peace-2023-12-31/
https://www.reuters
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/china-calls-taiwan-president-frontrunner-destroyer-peace-2023-12-31/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/china-calls-taiwan-president-frontrunner-destroyer-peace-2023-12-31/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/8-key-things-to-notice-from-xi-jinpings-new-year-speech-on-taiwan/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/8-key-things-to-notice-from-xi-jinpings-new-
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/8-key-things-to-notice-from-xi-jinpings-new-year-speech-on-taiwan/
https://www.cfr.org/articles/what-xi-jinpings-major-speech-means-taiwan
http://www.cfr.org/
https://www.cfr.org/articles/what-xi-jinpings-major-speech-means-taiwan
https://www.cfr.org/articles/what-xi-jinpings-major-speech-means-taiwan
https://us.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/zgyw/202208/t20220810_10740168.htm
https://us.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/zgyw/
https://us.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/zgyw/202208/t20220810_10740168.htm
https://us.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/zgyw/202208/t20220810_10740168.htm
https://interpret.csis.org/translations/message-to-compatriots-in-taiwan/
http://interpret.csis.org/
https://interpret.csis.org/translations/message-to-compatriots-in-taiwan/
https://www.stairjournal.com/oped/2026/2/24/selective-sovereignty-and-the-politics-of-uneven-intervention
https://www.stairjournal.com/oped/2026/2/24/selective-sovereignty-and-the-politics-
https://www.stairjournal.com/oped/2026/2/24/selective-sovereignty-and-the-politics-of-uneven-intervention
https://www.stairjournal.com/oped/2026/2/24/selective-sovereignty-and-the-politics-of-uneven-intervention

A

AVERTING WAR: TAIWAN AND
US-CHINA RELATIONS IN 2026

knowledge about Taiwan, framing research within the One China perspective.®” However, these
efforts have had limited international impact. Taiwan Studies outside the PRC—in Taiwan, the
United States, and Europe—has developed multiple independent interpretations of Taiwan’s
history, identity, economy, and democratization.”” These dynamics indicate that narrative shaping
and information strategy are central to deterrence and must be treated as sustained security

functions.

Cognitive Warfare

Taiwan’s domestic messaging environment shifted most dramatically with democratic
reforms. After 1987, political liberalization enabled the population to more openly articulate a
Taiwanese identity distinct from China.”" Although “Taiwanization” was a separate process from
democratization, the two became closely intertwined.”

This identity-centered and pluralistic approach, however, collided with a far more
systematic and technologically sophisticated Chinese effort to shape perceptions. Under
President Xi Jinping, the CCP has integrated advanced digital tools into “cognitive warfare,”
operations designed to manipulate the mental states and behavior of both adversaries and target
audiences.” Rather than responding directly to Taiwan’s narratives, Beijing directs its efforts at

Taiwan’s population, its own domestic population, and international observers. The strategy
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emphasizes the risks of Taiwanese autonomy, conditions emotional responses, and constrains
interpretation to make resistance appear costly or destabilizing.”

Unlike earlier forms of information warfare that emphasized message dominance or
media control, contemporary Chinese influence operations target perception itself, extending
“from focusing on media control to brain control.”” The objective is not to convince audiences
of specific claims, but to influence how risk and legitimacy are interpreted before policy choices
are even considered. Repetition of narrative rhetoric is central, as assumptions about
inevitability, instability, or the dangers of autonomy become normalized by the PRC over time.”
In Taiwan’s case, this allows portrayals of self-determination as reckless or destabilizing to
persist even when they are factually disputed. Regardless, the goal of the CCP is not belief but
constraint by making alternatives appear unrealistic or prohibitively costly.

Furthermore, emotional pressure has made China’s cognitive warfare strategy effective.
Rather than cultivating positive sentiment for itself, the PRC prioritizes political distrust and
fatigue toward Taiwan’s government through negative messaging and fear-inducing narratives,
influencing both public perception and political behavior. Tactics include fabricated news—such
as false reports about a diplomat’s death that contributed to the DPP’s defeat in the 2018 local
elections—and disinformation disguised as independent or foreign media.”’ In democratic
systems like Taiwan, which depend on public confidence and electoral legitimacy, inciting
negative emotions toward ruling authorities is often more impactful than building support for
China.”™ Messaging that stresses economic vulnerability, diplomatic isolation, or the inevitability

of conflict gradually raises the psychological costs of defiance, making resistance against the

™ Hung and Hung, “How China’s Cognitive Warfare Works,” 9.
” Hung and Hung, “How China’s Cognitive Warfare Works,” 2.
" Hung and Hung, “How China’s Cognitive Warfare Works,” 8.
" Hung and Hung, “How China’s Cognitive Warfare Works,” 11.
7 Hung and Hung, “How China’s Cognitive Warfare Works,” 11.

22



AVERTING WAR: TAIWAN AND
A US-CHINA RELATIONS IN 2026

PRC appear risky even in the absence of direct coercion. Over time, this framing encourages
hesitation, self-censorship, and disengagement while allowing the PRC to shape behavior and

maintain plausible deniability.

Building Democratic Resilience

Faced with sustained PRC cognitive warfare, Taiwan has responded with a coordinated,
multi-layered counterstrategy under DPP leadership that combines government action with
strong civil society participation. At the institutional level, President Lai Ching-te established the
Whole-of-Society Defense Resilience Committee on June 19, 2024, bringing together
government agencies, the private sector, and civil society to bolster Taiwan’s resilience against
gray-zone threats such as psychological operations and disinformation campaigns.”

Beyond the state, civil society has been crucial in countering PRC influence. Taiwan’s
fact-checking ecosystem has expanded significantly in recent years, helping normalize
countermeasures and safeguard public trust. MyGoPen, a Taiwan-based digital fact-checking
platform that crowdsources and verifies suspicious or false online content, amassed 50,000
subscribers within two years since its launch in 2015.%° By 2023, the portal received 1.3 million
fact-check requests, and a year later it reported over 400,000 subscribers—an eightfold increase
from its initial subscriber count.®! Meanwhile, other major organizations, such as the
Doublethink Lab, have formed a broad civic network actively identifying and correcting

misleading or false information. During COVID-19, the Doublethink Lab documented several

" “Whole-of-Society Defense Resilience Committee-Policy Vision” Office of the President Republic of China

(Taiwan), accessed January 15, 2026, english.president.gov.tw/Page/670.
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recurring PRC-linked narratives that claimed, for example, that the virus came from the United
States or that China was leading global relief efforts.®? These inaccurate narratives operate as
tools of disruption, weakening confidence in the ROC’s governance in crisis onset.

At present, disinformation remains large-scale and technologically sophisticated in
Taiwan. In 2025, the National Security Bureau identified over 45,000 fake social media accounts
and more than 2.3 million pieces of disinformation targeting Taiwan, often Al-amplified and
using tactics like “spamouflage” to mask coordinated inauthentic behavior.®* Current
countermeasures are mainly reactive or ministry-specific, such as the Cognitive Warfare
Research Center under the Ministry of Justice Investigation Bureau (launched in 2024), and lack
a permanent agency for long-term coordination and civil society embedding.®

Taiwan can draw lessons from international models of resilience against disinformation.
In Finland, media literacy is integrated into subjects across the national education curriculum
from primary school onward, fostering ethical media behavior, source evaluation, and bias
recognition at age-appropriate levels.® This approach builds long-term resilience against
disinformation while strengthening informed public participation.®® Similarly, Sweden
reestablished the Swedish Psychological Defence Agency (MPF) in January 2022 as a dedicated
government body to provide permanent institutional counters to foreign influence operations in

peacetime, not only during war. Created in response to election interference concerns and
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ongoing influence efforts from actors such as Russia and China, MPF is tasked with identifying,
analyzing, and responding to information operations intended to undermine public trust or distort
policy decision-making through coordination across the Swedish government and civil society.®’
Another example is the US Global Engagement Center, an interagency body housed within the
Department of State tasked to lead and coordinate US counter-disinformation efforts across the
government.®® These democratic models demonstrate that democratic resilience against foreign
influence is most effective when institutionalized before crises emerge. Taiwan should therefore
treat information defense as an enduring element of national security rather than reactive crisis
measures, adopting sustained, peacetime approaches to information resilience and societal
preparedness.

Although geographically distant, the United States occupies a pivotal role in mediating
the perceptual dynamics around Taiwan. Washington’s security commitments and public
messaging have affected how third parties interpret cross-Strait stability. Under the TRA, the
United States has committed to maintaining peace and supporting Taiwan’s capacity to resist
coercion.”” More recent legislation, including the Taiwan Enhanced Resilience Act (2022),
explicitly directs US agencies to counter PRC influence operations targeting Taiwan, including
assistance in exposing propaganda and disinformation.”® Assessments from the US government
document how the PRC suppresses and distorts information on Taiwan to raise perceived costs of

resistance and narrow acceptable political outcomes. For instance, the State Department has
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noted that Beijing disseminates “false or biased information” while suppressing “critical
information that contradicts its desired narratives on issues such as Taiwan” through control of
Chinese-language media, censoring information, and exploiting global partnerships.”’ This helps
it to limit resistance to its preferred outcomes.’” At the same time, analyses of Taiwan’s resilience
show that coordinated government action and civil society fact-checking have reduced the
domestic impact of disinformation, even as PRC narratives continue to circulate internationally.
American policy research organization RAND Corporation’s 2025 assessment finds that groups
such as the Taiwan FactCheck Center debunk disinformation and help “develop skills within the
population that could improve psychological resilience” by publicly identifying false narratives,
issuing accessible corrections, and modeling critical evaluation of online information.”® US
policy statements and congressional findings likewise frame Taiwan as a democratic partner
whose security is tied to regional stability. Congress has stated that “the security of Taiwan and
the ability for the people of Taiwan to determine their own future are fundamental to United
States interests and values,” reinforcing Taiwan’s de facto legitimacy and strengthening the
credibility of US extended deterrence commitments.”

The struggle over perceptions in the Taiwan Strait carries direct strategic consequences.
How Taiwan’s status is interpreted, how escalation is attributed, and how risk is assessed will
influence domestic and global crisis behavior long before force is employed. The PRC’s

sustained use of propaganda and cognitive warfare seeks to reshape these judgments over time

1 “GEC Special Report: How the People’s Republic of China Seeks to Reshape the Global Information
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by increasing the perceived costs of resistance and narrowing the range of political options that
appear viable to Taiwan, its partners, and third parties. These effects, nonetheless, are not
self-sustaining. Cognitive warfare is cumulative and adaptive, and its effects intensify over time
if left unaddressed, making the perceptual domain an enduring arena of cross-Strait strategic

competition.

Policy Recommendations
Institutionalization of Identity and Reputation Messaging

Identity and reputation often shape early-stage crisis perception. Taiwanese presidents
have historically used diplomatic visits as a means of simultaneously making transit stops in US
territories to solidify relations, which has been met by the PRC with various degrees of
escalation—including large-scale military exercises near Taiwan.” Episodes like this illustrate
how diplomatic gestures can be reframed as escalatory, influencing how identity claims are
interpreted during periods of tension. To reduce PRC narrative dominance without direct
diplomatic visitation that could lead to escalation risks, the ROC should support identity-centric
messaging as a means of affirming Taiwan’s legitimacy as a stabilizing force.

Academic discourse on Taiwan’s political status has often been constrained by diplomatic
sensitivities, marginalizing any scholarship that treats the ROC as legitimate. This creates an
imbalance in international knowledge production of Taiwan, affecting larger global perception.
Therefore, Taiwan should focus on fostering international connections through cultural
diplomacy such as tourism programs and support of scholarship. This combats PRC-centered

narratives on a more personal and cultural level.

%5 “Taiwan Presidents’ U.S. Transit Visits,” Congressional Research Service, April 26, 2023, www.congress.gov/
crs_external products/IF/PDF/IF12371/IF12371.6.pdf.
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To address this gap, Taiwan should prioritize funding and support for internationally
oriented Taiwan Studies programs in regions where PRC narratives dominate. Efforts should be
framed around Taiwan’s strengths, including its consolidated democracy, civil society,
commitment to freedom of press, technological innovation, and unique multicultural identity. In
2021, the Taiwanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs funded a grant to expand the University of
Texas at Austin’s “Taiwan Studies program into the Center for Taiwan Studies.””® The ROC
should do the same, but in regions where Taiwan’s global recognition and narrative presence are
weaker than those of the PRC. This can be achieved by expanding on certain efforts already
enacted in the NSP in two ways. Firstly, increasing scholarships and short-term exchanges,
tech-focused vocational training, and including cultural programs on development and
cross-Strait crisis resilience in Southeast Asia, where the NSP Elite Study Program is already
extending outreach. Second, the ROC should strategically expand this scholarship outreach to the
greater Global South, targeting Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa, where Taiwan has
provided effective and tangible development assistance through the International Cooperation
and Development Fund (ICDF).”’

The ROC should also expand its cultural and educational exchanges with
Austronesian-speaking societies across Southeast Asia and the Pacific, including Indonesia and
Pacific Island states that share common cultural and linguistic backgrounds. This serves as a
method to increase international recognition and external validation, normalizing Taiwanese

relations abroad and preserving a self-made narrative of Taiwanese identity in a way that does
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not require sovereignty recognition or explicit diplomatic relations that could incite
confrontation. To do so, Taiwan should expand upon efforts such as the Austronesian Forum,
which has created opportunities for collaboration with over 13 countries.”® The ROC should
work towards institutionalizing a more permanent Austronesian cooperation framework,
including funding joint initiatives related to language protection and conservation, as well as
small-scale economic partnerships in tourism or cultural industries. This links cultural exchange
to increased global developmental cooperation, which expands cultural recognition of a distinctly
Taiwanese identity abroad.

However, Taiwan should caution against overgeneralizing “Austronesian” as
synonymous with Indigenous identity. These terms are frequently conflated, which leads to
confusion on behalf of governmental officials that lessens the validity of ROC efforts towards
Austronesian and Indigenous diplomacy.”” Therefore, Taiwan must create an alternative
framework when referring to Pacific-Indigenous cooperation on a governmental level. Taiwan
and Indo-Pacific nations share considerable non-traditional security concerns, such as climate
change-related natural disasters.'® This is strongly related to Indigenous concerns, as climate
change notably impacts Pacific Islanders directly in ways that lead to cultural loss.'”' Pursuing

cooperation internationally along these lines implements the extra-territorial role of heritage as

% “Austronesian Forum in the Marshall Islands Draws Indigenous Attendees” Taiwan Today, August 17, 2023.
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an avenue for non-traditional diplomacy.'” The ROC should therefore further involve itself in
climate-related and cultural initiatives affecting Indigenous groups with shared heritage in the
Indo-Pacific region. This is especially possible via “people-centered” initiatives and partnerships
that align with current President Lai’s foreign policy approach of values-based diplomacy, such
as integrating the idea of promoting indigenous interests, including climate change and cultural
tourism, into the NSP.

Tourism and influencer outreach can further broadcast Taiwan’s democratic and cultural
identities. The ROC should increase current state-level support for destination marketing that
emphasizes the freedom and cultural distinctiveness found within Taiwan’s democratic society.
This can help Taiwan enhance its global reputation, promote Taiwanese cultural identities, and
create a counter-narrative to the PRC’s global online visibility. Just as China has successfully
marketed itself to international audiences through viral tourism content, influencer campaigns,
and curated travel experiences, the ROC can use similar tools to highlight Taiwan’s democratic
governance and indigenous and multicultural heritage. One form of this is influencer outreach,
implemented through state-level financial support for Key Opinion Leader travel influencers and
increased extension of invitations to influencers with significant public followings in targeted
regions from the Taiwan Tourism Administration. As well as this, pairing foreign influencers
with local citizens, emphasizing the ability for open civil engagement, and highlighting cultural
experiences unique to Taiwan all can serve as soft power initiatives that broadcast Taiwan to the

world as a strong democratic body with a defined cultural identity.

12 Shu-Mei Huang, “Indigenous Heritage in Diplomacy: Repositioning Taiwan in the Austronesian Network and Its
Cultural Implications,” Journal of Cultural Heritage Management and Sustainable Development 12, no. 1 (2021),
doi.org/10.1108/jchmsd-05-2021-0082.
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Information Resilience

The Taiwanese government should establish a comprehensive information defense
system that treats public trust and information integrity as critical security assets, encompassing
credibility, verification capacity, and social cohesion. Achieving this requires sustained funding,
formal authorities, intelligence-sharing arrangements, and embedding civil society capacities.
These measures must avoid criminalizing speech or securitizing dissent, as doing so would risk
eroding democratic legitimacy and inadvertently advance PRC objectives. International
examples, particularly Finland and Sweden, show that democratic resilience can be
institutionalized through education and dedicated agencies without compromising civil liberties.

The ROC should adopt similar models to mitigate the impact of false narratives from
foreign actors. It should create its own permanent information resilience agency within the
Executive Yuan. This agency would centralize coordination efforts against PRC disinformation
campaigns. Placing it under the Executive Yuan allows it to leverage governmental authority
while remaining accountable to democratic oversight, creating a permanent institutional structure
that ensures sustained, transparent, and coordinated responses to foreign information threats
while preserving civil liberties and incorporating civil society expertise. Comparative models,
including Sweden’s Psychological Defence Agency and the US Global Engagement Center, have
demonstrated that placing information-resilience functions within the executive branch can
effectively centralize policy authority while ensuring legislative oversight and transparency. This
will enable accountable responses to foreign influence efforts.

Additionally, this resilience agency would formalize partnerships with existing civil
society organizations like the Taiwan FactCheck Center and the Doublethink Lab. These

organizations would provide monitoring of disinformation trends, verification services, and
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public outreach materials. In turn, the agency would supply stable funding, technical support,
and formal reporting channels to government stakeholders. This structure ensures that civil
society expertise is fully anchored in government planning and policymaking while also
maintaining independence, enabling rapid, coordinated responses to emerging information
threats in the Taiwan Strait.

A key responsibility of this agency would be collaboration with the Ministry of
Education to implement media literacy curricula across primary, secondary, and tertiary levels.
Drawing on the aforementioned Nordic models, these curricula would strengthen long-term
societal resilience by teaching students to evaluate sources, recognize bias, and respond critically
to foreign influence campaigns. To implement this, Taiwan should adopt a phased approach: first
integrating civil society verification networks into a central reporting hub, then piloting media
literacy curricula across all levels in select school districts, and gradually scaling to national
coverage. The agency would also oversee public outreach campaigns, producing guidance and
resources to educate citizens of all ages on verifying information, thereby reducing the overall

societal impact of disinformation.

Taiwan s Historically-Formed Identity as a Strategic Asset

Taiwan’s layered historical development has produced a political identity rooted in
recognizing institutional legitimacy rather than ethnic nationalism. This identity should not be
seen as a vulnerability but as a soft power asset. When presented and received appropriately,
Taiwan’s historically informed political legitimacy provides the United States and ROC the

opportunity to strengthen deterrence and reduce the risk of cross-Strait escalations.
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For the United States, relations with Taiwan must be paired with historical literacy and
acknowledgment of Taiwanese developed awareness toward imposed authority and external
pressures. The narrative of Taiwan’s historical pluralism should be worked into the language
used in Department of State documents through the Policy Planning Staff (S/P) and Bureau of
East Asian and Pacific Affairs (EAP). S/P, which regularly engages with functional and regional
bureaus across the Department of State and exists specifically to take a longer-term, strategic
view of international trends, should work jointly with the EAP to update the discourse of the
US-Taiwan Bilateral Relations Fact Sheet.'” The current fact sheet, written by the EAP, outlines
democratic values, economic ties, and the legal foundations of US policy under the Taiwan
Relations Act and the One China policy.'” The update would include a brief section under the
“U.S.-Taiwan Relations” heading, emphasizing Taiwan’s current political stance as a result of
historically informed risk management and political distinction.

Strategically, this adjustment would not alter formal policy, but rather allow the United
States to frame recognition of Taiwan’s legitimacy as an extension of its general longstanding
support for democratic institutions. Updating the fact sheet would not be done in isolation, and
the changes would be made with the goal of perceptual influence and creating interagency
consistency across the Department of State regarding cross-Strait issues. With interagency
consistency, the updated discourse would then have the opportunity to carry into secretary-level
speeches and strategy documents. Proper framing of these changes would be critical in ensuring
that the revisions would not be misinterpreted as the United States “choosing sides,” which could

lead to cross-Strait escalation. PRC perception of these adjustments is notably critical, especially

1% “Office of Policy Planning,” U.S. Department of State, November 4, 2025, www.state.gov/bureaus-
offices/secretary-of-state/office-of-policy-planning; “About Us — Policy Planning Staff,” United States Department
of State, December 2020, 2017-2021.state.gov/about-us-policy-planning-staff/.

104 «J.S. Relations with Taiwan,” United States Department of State, May 28, 2022, 2021-2025 state.gov/u-s-
relations-with-taiwan/.
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given that Beijing has repeatedly stated that non-peaceful means remain an option “to protect
China's sovereignty and territorial integrity.”'®

For Taiwan, ROC policymakers should ensure that Taiwan’s historical trajectory is
actively utilized as a long-term diplomatic asset by presenting itself as a society that has
successfully navigated colonialism, authoritarianism, and democratization. This description
should not be rhetorical, but rather consistently embedded across Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign
Affairs’ (MOFA) external communications, including official statements, embassy materials, and
bilateral engagements. MOFA’s Department of Policy Planning should standardize language that
emphasizes institutional continuity and stability of democratic governance as an extension of
historical development. This standardization would issue messaging guidance outlining key
talking points regarding historical framing and preferred terminology. These guidelines would
then be incorporated into speech templates, briefing materials, and diplomacy publications. The
Department of Policy Planning’s most recent diplomacy review emphasizes democratic
governance, safeguarding of sovereignty, and peoples’ rights.'” This constitutes implicit soft
power framing; however, Taiwan’s diplomatic messaging does not consistently situate
democratic governance within its historically anchored narrative.

By clearly and intentionally positioning its current political stance as a byproduct of
historical agency, the ROC can more effectively counter narratives that portray Taiwan’s
historically derived pluralist identity and desire for democratic stability as a separatist sentiment.

With this in mind, the ROC should still ensure that its pluralism is framed as an internal civic

development and not geopolitical defiance. This distinction is critical in ensuring that a more

105 «“Fyll Text of Anti-Secession Law Anti-Secession Law,” European Parliament, March 14, 2005,
www.europarl.europa.euw/meetdocs/ 2004 2009/documents/fd/d-cn2005042601/d-cn2005042601en.pdf.

106 <2024 Diplomacy Review: Building a New Taiwan of Democracy, Peace, and Prosperity through Integrated
Diplomacy,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs Republic of China (Taiwan), January 6, 2025, en.mofa.gov.tw/
News_Content.aspx?n=1329&s=118902.
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assertive presentation of Taiwanese democratic legitimacy is not interpreted as a threat to China’s
territorial integrity. Internationally, Taiwan can more easily be viewed as a mature democracy
rather than a state defined solely by cross-Strait tension. A strong presentation of Taiwan as a
pluralist society offers the opportunity to affirm political legitimacy without relying on

potentially inflammatory declarations.
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Domestic Politics

The domestic politics of Taiwan, the United States, and China, respectively, hold
significant importance in understanding the future of conflict in Taiwan. As domestic political
circumstances have wide-ranging impacts on the possibility of war, an understanding of each
country’s policies, ideologies, and leaders is critical to provide accurate recommendations to
avert war. To contextualize the range of possibilities for cross-Strait relations in the future, the
following section will provide an analysis of each government’s domestic political landscape as
it pertains to averting war in Taiwan. At the conclusion of the section, domestic policy

recommendations to the United States and Taiwanese governments will be provided.

Taiwan

Taiwan’s unofficial international status makes it difficult for the country to maintain
formal diplomatic relations on a state-to-state basis. However, domestic political parties are able
to maintain open lines of communication. Within Taiwan, each party holds a distinct perspective
on the nation's future direction. This section aims to create a Taiwan government-specific
recommendation designed to benefit Taiwan and its political parties, with a focus on unifying the
differing opinions of Taiwan’s political parties without compromising their democratic
differences.

Taiwan is not a strictly two-party system, with many smaller parties gaining ground in
recent years. Historically, however, two major parties have alternated as the ruling powers: the

KMT, characteristically blue in their color scheme, and the DPP, who are characteristically green.
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This has created what many call the “Blue and Green divide.”"”” Unlike the classic right-left
divide, the Taiwanese party spectrum is more complex, with key political differences being the
cross-strait issue and Taiwan’s relationship with the United States. Following the January 2024
legislative elections, the KMT holds 52 of the 113 seats in the Legislative Yuan, while the DPP
holds 51. The remaining seats are held by the TPP with eight seats, alongside two
independents.'® While the current sitting president is a member of the DPP and the party has
held executive power for almost ten years, current polling trends show a decrease in support and

make reelection unlikely.

DPP

The DPP emerged from the Tangwai movement, a Taiwan democracy movement started
during martial law, and served as the main opposition party to the KMT for much of its
existence. Now, as the ruling party in its third presidential term, its party politics have shifted,
moving away from its social movement roots.

In recent years, the stance of DPP officials on cross-Strait relations has been to maintain
the status quo rather than pursue formal independence.'” This differs from the DPP’s first
presidential victory in 2000, when the party leveraged the Taiwan independence movement to
defeat the KMT."° As an opposition movement, advocating for independence was beneficial in
mobilizing the Taiwanese population.'"! However, after becoming the ruling party, maintaining

the status quo became the preferred approach to handling the cross-Strait issue.

18 “Fact Focus: Political System,” Government Portal of Republic of China (Taiwan), accessed January 21, 2026,
www.taiwan.gov.tw/content 4.php.

1% Taiwan Center for Security Studies, “A Deep Dive into Taiwan’s Political Parties.”

1% Dongtao Qi, “Divergent Popular Support for the DPP and the Taiwan Independence Movement, 2000-2012,”
Journal of Contemporary China 21, no. 78 (2012): 973-91, https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2012.701035, 977.
"' Dongtao Qi, “Divergent Popular Support for the DPP and the Taiwan Independence Movement,” 978.
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Maintaining the status quo was adopted by President Tsai Ing-wen during her presidency
from 2016 to 2024. In her 2021 National Day speech, she said, “We call for maintaining the
status quo, and we will do our utmost to prevent the status quo from being unilaterally
altered.”"'? This position remains the official stance of current DPP President Lai Ching-te, as he
mentioned four years later in his National Day speech on October 10, 2025."* Though the pro-de
jure independence factions of the DPP still exist, their voices and power within the party have
waned in exchange for the more moderate position implemented by President Tsai. This
preference for maintaining the status quo is also reflected in the views of the Taiwanese
population. According to annual surveys conducted by the Election Study Center at National
Chengchi University, as of 2025, 81.7 percent of respondents favored no attempt at unification
with China. Within this group, opinions on the timeline toward independence varied, with a
majority of 59.8 percent supporting either deciding later or maintaining the status quo
indefinitely."

PRC propaganda has tried to portray the DPP as the aggressor in the independence
movement. Beijing has limited communication with the DPP government on the grounds that the
DPP is unwilling to negotiate with them and are focused on declaring de jure independence.'"

On the contrary, the DPP has been voicing their support for economic and trade negotiations with

"2 Xue Ye, “What Does ‘the Status Quo’ Mean in Tsai Ing -Wen’s Double Tenth Day Speech?,” Australian Institute
of International Affairs, October 29, 2021, www.interna au/australianou ]
quo-mean-in-tsai-ing-wens-double-tenth- day-sgeech/.

113 “President Lai Delivers 2025 National Day Address,” Mainland Affairs Council Republic of China (Taiwan),
October 10, 2025, www.mac.gov.tw/en/News_Content.aspx?n=B7C204243029BC59&sms=29BD1E466E967AF7&
s=537DEC3243B79B6C.

14 Christina Lai, “Unpacking Taiwan’s Identities: Substance, Contexts, and Party Stances toward China,” 4sia
Policy 19, no. 2 (2024): 90-100, doi.org/10.2307/27308017, 91.

115 Lev Nachman and Brian Hioe, “No, Taiwan’s President Isn’t ‘Pro-Independence,’” The Diplomat, April 23, 2020,
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Beijing, under the condition that any sort of negotiations will not change Taiwan’s current

status.!!®

KMT

The KMT has been the opposition party for the better part of the last decade, and as such,
its policies have become more reactionary in nature. As an opposition party, the KMT has
focused on delaying the passage of laws brought forward by DPP governments. Most recently
the recent push to increase military spending by the Lai administration.

The KMT'’s stance toward the United States is similar to the DPP’s, though it is less
enthusiastic about deepening ties. The party believes cross-Strait peace can be maintained by
improving ties with Beijing, rather than improving relations with Washington.""” The current
KMT platform is pro—status quo, but it is based on the 1992 Consensus, in which the KMT and
the CCP agreed on a “One China” framework while maintaining different interpretations of what
“One China” actually means.'®

The open-ended nature of the 1992 Consensus allows the KMT to modify its
interpretation according to the views of the current chairperson or shifts in public opinion. Under
current chairperson Cheng Li-wun, the KMT is moving further into a more conservative,
pro-China stance.'” This goes against the trend of public opinion in Taiwan, as unification or

overly close ties with China remain unpopular.'* Cheng’s emphasis that Taiwanese people

116 “Major Events across the Taiwan Strait,” Mainland Affairs Council, Republic of China (Taiwan), 2025,
www.mac.gov.tw/en/N ews_Content.aspx?n=1C6028CA080A27B3&sms=6F070A24435311

2 =62 118FE Fo.

7 Joshua Freedman “The Present and Future of the KMT in Taiwan,” Forelgn Pollcy Research Institute, December
18,2025, i
118 T ai, “Unpacking Taiwan’s Identities: Substance, Contexts, and Party Stances toward China,” 97.
19 “Taiwan’s New Opposition Leader Wants to Talk to Xi Jinping,” The Economist, January 29, 2026,
www.economist.com/asia/2026/01/29/taiwans-new-opposition-leader-wants-to-talk-to-xi-jinping.

120 Freedman, “The Present and Future of the KMT in Taiwan.”
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should embrace themselves as proud Chinese could be unpopular among moderate or undecided
voters.'?! In addition, her comments in which she referred to the United States as Taiwan’s
benefactor and the PRC as Taiwan’s friend could further complicate perceptions of the KMT’s
foreign policy stance.'” This move toward the PRC by the current KMT leadership could be
seen by the US government as a departure from the status quo, potentially straining KMT-US
relations and weakening the KMT’s negotiating power if it returns to power.

In addition, the KMT has been leveraging high US tariffs and the unpredictable
international political climate to gain supporters by criticizing the Lai government for not

123 The proposal put forth by the Lai government to increase military

engaging with the PRC.
spending, as recommended by Washington, has become a point of contention between the KMT
and the DPP. Although the KMT’s party platform argues for increased support and the

strengthening of the armed forces, the KMT has been blocking efforts to raise military spending
under the Lai government.'?* This is an attempt to decrease US government support for the DPP

by freezing bills moving through the Legislative Yuan. It also benefits the KMT by allowing it to

argue that closer relations with China would make an increase in military spending obsolete.

Taiwan People's Party (TPP) and Other Third Choice Parties

Although Taiwanese politics have long been dominated by the two major parties, and no
non-KMT or non-DPP candidate has ever won the presidency, third-party options are
experiencing a resurgence. Because of the electoral system in Taiwan, where the 34 seats of the

Legislative Yuan are not directly elected but instead allocated through proportional

121 Freedman, “The Present and Future of the KMT in Taiwan.”

122 “No Need to ‘Pick a Side’ between US and China: KMT Chair,” Taipei Times, January 29, 2026,
www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2026/01/29/2003851424.

123 Freedman, “The Present and Future of the KMT in Taiwan.”

124 “Kuomintang Policy Platform,” Kuomintang Official Website, October 30, 2021, www.kmt.org.tw/p/blog-page
3.html.
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representation, smaller parties have a chance to enter the government without receiving a
majority of the votes. The voting population is free to vote for a smaller party in the hope that it
will enter the legislature by gaining more than five percent of the total party votes during the
election.'” This relatively small number of seats can, therefore, be very influential in close
election years like 2024, when smaller parties like the TPP become kingmakers because they
have the swing votes. In this role, they can decide which major party to support in forming a
legislative majority or in advancing key policies.

The TPP is the largest of the smaller parties and was founded by former Taipei mayor Ko
Wen-je. He was initially considered a Pan-Green candidate when he ran for mayor, but after
assuming office, he adopted a more centrist stance on many issues. One of his most notable
positions concerns cross-Strait relations, in which he is a supporter of the “Two sides of the
Strait, one family” rhetoric.'?® This rhetoric echoes that of Xi Jinping, who argues, with this
phrase, that there is a bloodline connection between the two sides of the Strait that coincides with
a common destiny.'?’ In 2019, Ko founded the TPP and recruited many Pan-Blue and KMT
politicians.'?® He argues that the formation of the TPP aims to disrupt the two-party system and
that it is not part of either the Blue or Green factions.'” However, with a high number of young
former KMT members in the party and its close cooperation with the KMT, the TPP has become
more of a KMT partner than a true third party seeking to break the two-party system. On the

cross-Strait issue, the TPP advocates maintaining the status quo, but similar to the KMT, it also

125 Lev Nachman, “Small but Mighty: Third Parties in Taiwan’s 2024 Election,” Asia Policy 19, no. 2 (2024): 101-8,
doi.org/10.1353/asp.2024.2927093.

126 Nachman, “Small but Mighty: Third Parties in Taiwan’s 2024 Election.”

127 Embassy of the People's Republic of China in the United States of America, “White Paper.”

128 Nachman, “Small but Mighty: Third Parties in Taiwan’s 2024 Election.”

12 Thompson Chau, “Ko Wen-Je, the Maverick Seeking to Break Taiwan’s Two-Party Dominance,” Nikkei Asia,
January 6, 2024, asia-nikkei-com.offcampus.lib.washington.edu/Politics/Taiwan-elections/Ko-Wen-je-the-maverick-
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supports strengthening relations with China."* However, because of the party’s relatively young
age, its platform is not yet fully established or widely known, especially to outside observers.

The TPP’s populist policies will attract support, but which of the two larger parties it
aligns with will be crucial for its future. Looking at the overarching pattern during the TPP’s
existence, the party has generally sided with the KMT and blamed the DPP for orchestrating
corruption investigations.'!

The 2024 election results make it clear that the Taiwanese population is tired of the
two-party system and is willing to bring a third party into the political mix. Given the structure of
Taiwan’s electoral system and government, there is a relatively high chance for a small party to
gain significant support and influence. In future elections, party politics may need to account for

the presence of a third party, rather than focusing solely on the KMT and DPP.

United States

Much of current US domestic policy aimed at reducing conflict in the Taiwan Strait is
informed by critical infrastructure created by the TRA in 1979. As such, the historical context of
this legislation and its specific statutes are critically important for understanding how and why
the United States has been successful in deterring war in the Taiwan Strait.

In 1972, largely due to concerns about an increasingly tense relationship with the Soviet
Union, the United States began rapprochement with the PRC."*? Under President Richard Nixon,
the administration prioritized establishing regular diplomatic relations with the PRC over

maintaining ties with the ROC. Consequently, in 1979, under President Jimmy Carter, the United

130 Nachman, “Small but Mighty: Third Parties in Taiwan’s 2024 Election.”

B! David Sacks, “What the Failed Recall in Taiwan Means for U.S.-Taiwan and Cross-Strait Relations,” Council on
Foreign Relations, July 28, 2025, i -failed- -taj - -us-taj -and- -strait-
relations.

132 Ryan Hass et al., U.S.-Taiwan Relations, (Brookings Institution Press, 2023) 17-19.
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States officially broke diplomatic ties with the ROC and recognized the PRC as the sole official
government of China.'** Despite its practical rationality, the Carter administration’s decision to
split with the ROC was controversial. Congressional support for the ROC was extensive and
well-rounded. Much of the support was tied to fears that abandoning support for the ROC would
encourage the PRC to make hostile moves towards the island and jeopardize US security
commitments in the rest of the Pacific.”** In response, Congress passed the TRA to establish
comprehensive, unofficial avenues of dialogue with Taiwan.'®

The TRA serves as the foundational legal framework for US policy toward Taiwan and
reflects a congressional compromise that balances the Executive Branch’s normalization efforts
with the PRC and legislative support for Taiwan."*® The TRA constructs Taiwan as an entity
operating on the periphery of official US relations, allowing Washington to maintain avenues of
diplomacy without inflaming official ties with Beijing. Key provisions include the commitment
to supply Taiwan with defensive arms and to view any attempt to change Taiwan’s status by
force as a threat to peace in the Western Pacific.'”’

The TRA is embedded in US domestic law rather than foreign policy, requiring ongoing
engagement between the legislative and executive branches to monitor and adjust defense
spending."*® It also makes support for Taiwan more durable and politically costly to abandon,

signaling to both Beijing and Taipei that broad domestic consensus and legal obligations sustain

133 Denny Roy, “Postwar Taiwan and the USA,” History Now, no. 42 (2015), www.gilderlehrman.org/history-

resources/essays/postwar-taiwan-and-usa.
13 C. Fred Bergsten et al., “Why Does the United States Care about Taiwan?,” in China 5 Rise: Challenges and

Opportunities, PIIE, 2008, 174. www.piie.com/publications/chapters_preview/4174/08iie4174.pdf.

135 Kerry Dumbaugh, “Taiwan’s Political Status: Historical Background and Its Implications for U.S. Policy,”
Congressional Research Service, November 3, 2009, 3-4 sgp.fas.org/crs/row/RS22388.pdf .

136 Sam Brownback, “The Taiwan Relations Act at 25,” The Heritage Foundation, April 5, 2004,
www.heritage.org/asia/ report/the-taiwan-relations-act-25.

137 “H R.2479 - 96th Congress (1979-1980): Taiwan Relations Act,” Congress.gov, April 10, 1979,
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US commitments.'*’ Additionally, the TRA underpins the US policy of strategic ambiguity,
deliberately leaving unclear whether the United States will militarily defend Taiwan while
maintaining the capacity to do so. This ambiguity is intended to deter the PRC by making the
cost of aggression uncertain, while also discouraging the ROC from making moves toward
independence—a balance that has helped prevent direct conflict across the Taiwan Strait for the
past 50 years.

In this way, the TRA is critically important to the current functioning of US-Taiwan
relations, and it should be a priority for Congress to reaffirm the language and intent of the TRA

to preserve strategic ambiguity and acts of deterrence against the PRC.'*

Shifting Priorities in 2000

As US-China economic tensions intensified in the early 2000s, Taiwan policy
increasingly became entangled with broader trade and industrial competition, shifting
congressional motivation away from the purely security-based commitments. While there was
little desire in Congress to change the basic provisions set by the TRA, there was movement
among congressional leaders to be more actively pro-Taiwan. In 2000, the United States granted
the PRC Permanent Normal Trade Relations status, followed by China’s accession to the World

Trade Organization in 2001."*' These developments spurred a significant rise in Chinese

13 Brownback, “The Taiwan Relations Act at 25”; Richard C. Bush, “The Taiwan Relations Act at 35,” Brookings,

April 16, 2014, www.brookings.edu/articles/the-taiwan-relations-act-at-35/.
140 Michael Clarke and Mathew Sussex, “Why ‘Strategic Ambiguity’ Trumps ‘Strategic Clarity’ on Taiwan,” Royal

United Services Institute, November 24, 2021, rusi.org/explore-our-r rch lication mmen
why-strategic-ambiguity-trumps-strategic-clarity-taiwan; Peter Mansoor, “Strategic Ambiguity and the Defense of
Taiwan,” Hoover Institution, June 30, 2021, h r.org/research/strategic-ambiguity-and-defense-tai

141 “All Info - H.R.4444 - 106th Congress (1999-2000): To Authorize Extension of Nondiscriminatory Treatment
(Normal Trade Relations Treatment) to the People’s Republic of China, and to Establish a Framework for Relations
between the United States and the People’s Republic of China,” Congress.gov, October 10, 2000,
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manufacturing and exports.'** At the same time, the United States experienced a sharp drop in
manufacturing employment, which many in Congress attributed to Chinese advancement. The
economic anxiety created by China’s success hardened attitudes towards Beijing and reframed
Taiwan as a strategic partner within the broader US-China competition.'*

Lawmakers began to view China’s expanding dominance in global manufacturing as a
threat to US interests, prompting a shift in support for Taiwan to a more economically
competitive stance.'* For some lawmakers, stronger support for Taiwan aligned with broader
skepticism toward PRC economic influence. In the more moderate branches of government,
lawmakers raised concerns that the CCP’s increasing presence on the global economic stage
would bolster their confidence in launching an assault on the ROC.'* In response, efforts were
made to strengthen US-Taiwan relations, including the formation of the House Congressional
Taiwan Caucus in 2002—the largest bipartisan caucus dedicated to enhancing economic and
diplomatic ties with Taiwan—and the Senate Taiwan Caucus.'*

It is important to recognize that while congressional motivations to support Taiwan
shifted, policy continued to operate within the framework of the TRA. This continuity
underscores why reaffirming the TRA today is essential: it has proven adaptable to changing

political and economic contexts while preserving deterrence and strategic ambiguity.

142 SCCEI, “The China Shock and Its Enduring Effects,” Stanford University, October 1, 2022,

143 Scott Lincicome and Arjun Anand, “The ‘China Shock” Demystified,” CATO Institute, December 12, 2023,
www.cato.org/publications/china-shock#what-china-shock.

1% Hass et al., U.S.-Taiwan Relations.
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146 «“Congressional Taiwan Caucus,” Congressman Brad Sherman, August 16, 2022, sherman.house.gov/
taiwancaucus; John Tkacik, “The First Year: Congress and US-Taiwan Relations in the Trump Administration,”
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President Trump's First Term

Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential win marked a pivotal shift in US-Taiwan relations,
with important implications for war prevention and domestic policy. While the TRA had long
structured US policy through strategic ambiguity and defensive deterrence, President Trump’s
first term featured more visible support for Taiwan alongside inconsistent signaling. Because
stability in the Taiwan Strait depends on clear communication, shifts in alignment between
Congress and the Executive Branch can directly affect escalation risks.

During President Trump’s first term, bipartisan support in Congress for closer ties with
Taiwan remained strong, exemplified by the 2017 Taiwan Travel Act, which allowed high level
US -Taiwan meetings, and the proposed 2017 Taiwan Security Act, aimed at facilitating direct
military exchanges.'” These legislative efforts reflected a broader trend of growing US support
for Taiwan’s defense, driven partly by competition with the PRC. By increasing defense
expenditure and deepening ties with the ROC, the United States created its means of deterring
China.'*®

In contrast, President Trump was more cautious in supporting the ROC, often prioritizing
other issues, such as the US-China Phase One trade agreement, over Taiwan.'* He tended to

view Taiwan in a strategic and transactional context, emphasizing its role in a broader

147 Marco Rubio, “S.1051 - 115th Congress (2017-2018): Taiwan Travel Act,” Congress.gov, May 4, 2017,
www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/1051; Tom Cotton, “All Info - S.1620 - 115th Congress
(2017-2018): Taiwan Security Act of 2017.” Congress.gov, 2017.

ngr ill/115th-congr nate-bill/1620/all-info.
148 Brett Jarvis, “Taiwan and the Trump Administration: Meaningful Engagement or Partisan Opportunism?”
Australian Institute of International Affairs, August 18, 2021, www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/
taiwan-and-the-trump-administration-meaningful-engagement-or-partisan-opportunism/.
14 Richard C Bush and Ryan Hass, “How Would the Trump or Harris Administration Approach Taiwan?”
Brookings, October 3, 2024, www.brookings.edu/articles/how-would-the-trump-or-harris-administration-approach-
taiwan/.
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competition with China.'* In the context of his budding trade war, Taiwan was strategically

important to securing trade concessions from China.'*!

US Domestic Policy Under Biden

Understanding Biden-era Taiwan policy is essential for evaluating how deviations from
the TRA in US domestic politics can heighten the risk of PRC aggression. When executive or
congressional actions move beyond the TRA’s framework of strategic ambiguity, they raise the
chance for misperception in Beijing, underscoring the need for consistent TRA-aligned
messaging.

At the start of the Biden administration, US-China relations were highly strained, with
the administration inheriting much of President Trump’s first term combativeness towards the
PRC. During Biden’s term, domestic policy featured an inconsistent escalation of security
commitments, with some public statements contradicting one another. In 2021, US Indo-Pacific
Command Chief Phil Davidson warned that a PRC invasion could occur within the next six
years, echoed by Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Mike Gilday.'>? Later in 2022, however,
Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin and President Biden downplayed the immediacy of the
threat.'>® Furthermore, in a 2022 interview, President Biden stated he would defend Taiwan if an
unprecedented attack occurred, contradicting policy under the TRA, which commits to arms

transfers but does not explicitly guarantee military intervention.'** The statement was quickly

150 Tkacik, “The First Year: Congress and US-Taiwan Relations in the Trump Administration.”

51 Hass et al., U.S.-Taiwan Relations.

152 Jude Blanchette and Ryan Hass, “To Deter Beijing, What the United States Says Matters,” CSIS, February 2,
2023, www.csis.org/analysis/deter-beijing-what-united-states-says-matters.

153 Blanchette et al., “To Deter Beijing, What the United States Says Matters.”
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reversed by the State Department after severe backlash from Beijing, but similar comments had
been consistently made throughout President Biden’s term.

Other deviations from the TRA during the Biden Presidency put US-China relations
under serious strain. For example, former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan in 2022
sparked concerns of a Fourth Taiwan Strait Crisis as Beijing launched several large-scale military
exercises following the visit."® Such deviations put into context the consequences of straying
from TRA centered policy and stresses the importance of reaffirming the TRA as a focal point of
US-Taiwan relations. Doing so reduces the likelihood of escalation, and reassures an increasingly

tense Beijing of Washington’s commitment to the status quo.

Current Domestic Politics Under Trump 2.0

In the current era of domestic politics, President Donald Trump’s return to the White
House signals a new and uncertain future for Taiwan. In his first year back in office, Republicans
have signaled a strong backing for Trump’s transactional diplomacy, which has become a
defining characteristic of the current administration.'*® During President Trump’s first term, he
was more reluctant to make radical changes to the status quo. In his second term, he seems intent
on making “America First” a reality. On the campaign trail, President Trump’s criticism of
Taiwan’s semiconductor industry has raised alarm about whether he would sustain US
commitments to Taiwan without concessions on Taiwan’s technological dominance ."*” He also

suggested that Taiwan should pay for its own “protection” at this time, signalling a reemergence
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of the transactional diplomacy present in his first term.'>® Anti-China sentiment, particularly with
congressional Republicans, has led people to believe that Taiwan is gradually being viewed as a
bargaining chip against China. In January 2026, a landmark trade deal was struck with Taiwan,
committing Taiwan to invest significantly in chip manufacturing in the United States in return for
reduced tariffs (from 20 percent to 15 percent). The trade deal echoes a new strategy by the
administration to leverage tariffs against US allies and adversaries alike to draw favorable
US-centric concessions.'” President Trump’s more critical tone toward Taiwan than in his first
term, emphasizing that Taiwan should contribute more substantially to its own defense. If this
rhetoric continues, it may contribute to uncertainty about US commitments to maintain the status

quo set by the TRA, straining US relations on both sides of the Taiwan Strait.

China
The CCP

The CCP, which has held a monopoly of power since 1949 and boasts over 100 million
members, is enormously powerful in shaping the PRC’s policy position toward Taiwan.'®
Analysis of the CCP and its leader, Xi Jinping, provides important context for how policy
recommendations will be understood by Beijing and the impact of the CCP’s political ideology
on the possibility of conflict. As General Secretary, Xi Jinping sits at the helm of the CCP and
holds supreme power in China’s domestic and international policymaking. Throughout his three

terms as General Secretary, Xi has carried out numerous policy changes to concentrate power.

'8 Simon Menet, “US-Taiwan Relations amidst Trump’s Coercive Diplomacy,” FRS, February 24, 2025,
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e-diplomacy-2025.
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Notably, in 2018, Xi Jinping removed term limits for the presidency and vice presidency,
allowing him to assume a precedent-breaking third term.'®" Along with eliminating term limits,
Xi has launched massive anti-corruption campaigns which target prominent CCP officials and
are a central tenant of the CCP’s system of governance.'®

Xi’s consolidation of power contrasts with the governing styles of former leaders. In
Mao’s China, the regime was described as an authoritarian oligarchy, in which a small group of
powerful leaders made high level policy decisions. However, Xi has instituted one-man rule,
consolidated power and crushed any form of policy debate among the party’s top officials.'®
While party and state institutions are nominally different in China, ultimate authority derives
solely from the CCP and Xi Jinping.'® As the General Secretary of the CCP, Chairman of the
Central Military Commission, and President of the PRC, Xi Jinping emerges as the most

important political figure in understanding the possibility of conflict with Taiwan.

Xi Jinping Thought
Xi Jinping legitimizes his national goals, such as achieving ‘“National Rejuvenation by
2049,” through Xi Jinping Thought. As defined by scholars Steve Tsang and Olivia Cheung in

their book The Political Thought of Xi Jinping, Xi Jinping Thought is a “strategic thought that

181 Cheng Li, “China’s Communist Party-State: The Structure and Dynamics of Power,” in Politics in China: An
Introduction, edited by William A. Joseph, 4th ed., Oxford Academic, July 18, 2024, 209, doi.org/10.1093/0s0/
9780197683200.003.0007.
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Never-Ending Hunt for Corruption in the Communist Party,” BBC, February 12, 2024, www.bbc.com/news/
world-asia-china-68213161; Notably in January 2026, Xi Jinping placed the PLA’s top military general Zhang
Youxia under investigation, for more context read: Chris Buckley, “Xi’s Purge of China’s Military Brings Its Top
General Down,” New York Times, January 24, 2026. www.nytimes.com/2026/01/24/world/asia/china-top-general-
xi-military-purge.html.
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Box of Chinese Politics,” Asia Society, 2023, Accessed February 15, 2026. asiasociety.org/policy-institute/
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presents Xi’s definition of the problems undermining the Party and China, why they emerge, and
how to fix them.”'® The following section will analyze the ideological basis of Xi Jinping’s
governance to contextualize the impact that Taiwan and the United States policy decisions could
have on cross-Strait relations and regional stability.

History, and Xi’s use of it, is important to understand the decisions he will make in the
future. The goal of “national rejuvenation” is not only about the future, but also about the past.'®
The “century of humiliation” was a period of time in which China was forced to open trade
markets, sign imbalanced treaties, and cede territory.'®” Western powers set up shops in trade
ports and enjoyed extraterritoriality while on Chinese soil, allowing them to evade Chinese
authority.'®® This narrative is carefully constructed to legitimize the CCP’s claim to Taiwan by
framing “reunification” as a critical step towards the restoration of a China before imperialism.'®’

Furthermore, historical narratives are used to justify the CCP’s claim to Taiwan as both
historically accurate and unchangeable. The slogan “The Common Destiny for Humankind,”
originates from Hu Jintao’s slogan “an entity of common destiny linked by blood,” which was
used to emphasize the “blood ties, cultural ties, social ties, and economic ties” between Taiwan
and the Chinese mainland.”'" In public statements, Xi has further insinuated that rejuvenation
will restore the China that existed before “imperialism invaded China and turned it into a

semi-colonial and semi-feudal society.”'”' The CCP states that “Taiwan has belonged to China

165 Steve Tsang and Olivia Cheung, The Political Thought of Xi Jinping, (Oxford University Press, 2024), 14.
1% Kunwoo Kim, “Xi Jinping's Dream of Restoring the Tianxia,” Columbia Political Review, May 25, 2025,
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2021, www.bbe.com/news/world-asia-58969969.
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since ancient times” and “Taiwan’s status as part of China’s territory has never changed and will
never be allowed to change.”'”? Xi’s ambition of “reunification” with Taiwan is framed as both a
“rejuvenation” and a historical inevitability.'” Its centrality to the legitimacy of the CCP makes
clear the need for Taiwan and the United States’ to consider this narrative in their
counter-messaging campaigns.

Building upon Xi’s historical lens, nationalism takes center place in Chinese ideological
thought. The use of nationalism as a means to achieve foreign policy goals has been more
pronounced under Xi than under any other post-Mao leader.'™ In 2014, he stated, “Among the
core values of socialism with Chinese characteristics, the deepest, most basic, and most enduring
is patriotism.”'”> Central to nationalist sentiment is the unwavering belief that the Communist
Party stands as the sole pathway to achieving “reunification” with Taiwan.'” By mobilizing this
sentiment, the CCP has reasserted its dominance and exploited nationalist policy to legitimize an
increasingly aggressive foreign policy posture.'”” For example, Chinese nationalists run accounts
on social media platforms that gain millions of followers.!” They publish nationalistic content,
even in one case musing about the potential assasination of former Taiwanese president Tsai
Ing-Wen.'” This represents an informal tolerance for these positions by the CCP, as they allow

this content to be shared on government monitored social media platforms. However, as
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expanded on later in this section, public opinion remains diverse and extreme nationalism does
not represent the beliefs of all Chinese citizens.'®® Regardless, the tolerance of such extreme
nationalism signals the increasing threat of this rhetoric permeating into the Chinese domestic
information environment and CCP ideological thought.

Integrated into historical narratives and nationalistic sentiments, Xi Jinping Thought has a
distinctly anti-Western standpoint. “National Rejuvenation” is as much a vision for China’s
future as it is a critique of the West.'®! In policy documents, CCP officials have been directed to
eradicate “subversive currents coursing through Chinese society,” which refer to “Western
ideas,” such as constitutional democracy and universal human rights.'® This stance is challenged
by Taiwan, which is often cited internationally as a successful example of democratization and
economic growth, standing in stark contrast to the CCP’s anti-Western narrative.'®

Central to its anti-Western posture is the insistence on the rise of a multipolar world order
displacing the United States as the global hegemon.'®* Since 2018, Chinese state media has
become increasingly critical of the United States. An analysis done by University of
Pennsylvania’s Center for the Study of Contemporary China of 1,776 People’s Daily editorials

found the CCP’s messaging to be that America is a dangerous, socially backward hegemonic

18 Jennifer Pan and Yiqing Xu, “China’s Ideological Spectrum,” The Journal of Politics 80, no. 1 (January 2018):
268, doi.org/10.1086/694255.

81 Rudd, On XI Jinping, 290.

182 Buckley, “China Takes Aim at Western Ideas”; Xi Jinping, “Communiqué on the Current State of the Ideological
Sphere (Document No. 9),” trans. Rogier Creemers (DigiChina), April 22, 2013,

183 Benjamin Sando “Taiwan as an Exporter of Democracy in Southeast A51a Global Talwan Institute, February

184 “China’s Approach to Global Governance Councﬂ on Foreign Relatlons 2025 Accessed February 15, 2026.

53


https://www.cfr.org/china-global-governance/
https://globaltaiwan.org/2026/02/taiwan-as-an-exporter-of-democracy-in-southeast-asia/
https://doi.org/10.1086/694255

A

AVERTING WAR: TAIWAN AND
US-CHINA RELATIONS IN 2026

power in a historic decline.'® This propaganda increases anti-American sentiment within
individuals and the CCP.'®

As the global order shifts under the guise of the Trump administration’s foreign and
domestic policy, Xi Jinping’s vision to insert this world order could become increasingly
feasible.'®” As the United States is the major international guarantor of Taiwan’s defense,
changes in “comprehensive national power” in both the United States and China could make it
possible for China to advance their national policy goal of “reunification.”'®® Critically, a
successful offensive attack against Taiwan would signal the declining power of the United States
and, subsequently, the superiority of China.'® As a Sino-centric world order becomes
increasingly central to the CCP’s ideology, China may be willing to take more risks and weather
the reaction from a weakening United States.'®® The United States must recognize these
increasing risks and strengthen messaging campaigns to deter the CCP from mobilizing this

calculation into action.

Public Opinion
Public opinion in China, while difficult to ascertain, is important to understand as it
relates to conflict with Taiwan. As maintaining legitimacy is central to Xi Jinping’s goals,

maintaining a level of public support is crucial. While the significance of public opinion is

185 Christopher Carothers, “Understanding the Chinese Government’s Growing Use of Anti-American Propaganda,”
accessed February 15, 2026,
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/2024-WCF_Carothers.pdf., 30. Another
important finding shows that US high-level rhetoric and ideology still matters to the beliefs of Chinese citizens
despite propaganda, for more: Carothers, “Understanding the Chinese Government’s Growing Use of
Anti-American Propaganda,” 31.

136 Long Piao and Hsin-Che Wu, “The Effect of the Chinese Government’s Political Propaganda and Individual
Characteristics on Anti-US Sentiment,” Asian Survey, 2023, 381, doi.org/10.152

187 Council on Foreign Relations, “China’s Approach to Global Governance.”

188 Rudd, On XI Jinping, 303.

18 Tsang and Cheung, The Political Thought of Xi Jinping, 193.

1% Rudd, On XI Jinping, 304.
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lessened in an authoritarian government, it still influences policy and decision-making,
especially in moments of crisis.'”! A study published in the Journal of Politics found that public
opinion in China is more liberal than expected and is correlated with social class.'”> While belief
systems are not correlated along pro- or anti-regime lines, individuals with higher income and
education level living in urban areas are more likely to be pro-market and non-nationalistic.'*?
Despite these findings, the study concluded that current preferences are not conducive to
building consolidated opposition to the CCP."*

The Chinese Citizens’ Perception Survey, conducted by The China Institute at the
University of Alberta, examined Chinese public opinion regarding the use of force in a potential
conflict with Taiwan. Overall, the study found that a majority of respondents preferred
diplomatic resolution between Beijing and Taipei instead of military action.'” However, when
asked about how long China should wait before using force, the most common response was five
years."”® Despite a preference for a diplomatic resolution, many Chinese citizens believe force
will be necessary in the case that a “peaceful” resolution is not found. Chinese public opinion
shows that belief systems are not a monolithic entity always consistent with CCP ideological
rhetoric. Instead, these differences found between CCP ideological rhetoric and public opinion
can be used to tailor more effective and resonant counter-messaging campaigns by the United

States and Taiwan.

! Pan and Xu, “China’s Ideological Spectrum,” 256.
192 laria Mazzocco and Scott Kennedy, “Publlc Opmlon in Chma A leeral Silent Majority?,” CSIS, February 9,
2022, hi .

195 Pan and Xu, “Chlna s Ideologlcal Spectrum,” 268.

19 Pan and Xu, “China’s Ideological Spectrum,” 255.

195 “In-Depth AnalysiS' Global Conﬂicts ” CCGPS, updated May 1, 2025, www.howchinaseestheworld.com/global-

196 Nle Zeller et al., “Chlnese Public Oplmon ” (The Carter Center and Emory University, April 2025), uscnpm.org/
Mn&nmmmmw&nmgmym.f 7.
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Propaganda

Regardless of public opinion, the CCP continues to use propaganda to influence the
minds of their citizens and maintain legitimacy. China views Taiwan’s democracy as an
ideological threat, as it undermines the CCP’s nationalistic messaging that Western-style
democracy does not suit the global order."”” To maintain its legitimacy, China’s primary goal is to
gain control over the domestic information market. Utilizing its propaganda infrastructure, China
has promoted a moral narrative to justify delegitimizing Taiwan as a sovereign state.'”® Its
propaganda machine has a multitude of tools to broadcast its message, including Al deepfakes
and fake opinion polls.'” Propaganda has even been integrated into school curriculums, with the
introduction of Xi Jinping Thought into curricula beginning at primary school level.** The use of
propaganda as a legitimation tactic should not be understated, as its effectiveness will be critical
in maintaining CCP legitimacy in the case of an offensive attack against Taiwan. The
technological capabilities and scope of China’s propaganda operations signal the need for both
Taiwan and the United States to continue taking offensive measures to reduce its impact and
reach.

Censorship is another critical aspect of the Chinese’s attempt to control domestic opinion

on Taiwan. In 2024, Chinese authorities officially imposed criminal punishments on “Taiwan

7 Anne-Marie Brady, “Unifying the Ancestral Land: The CCP’s ‘Taiwan’ Frames,” The China Quarterly 223 (July
14, 2015): doi.org/10.1017/s030574101500082x, 787.

1% Scott W. Harold, “How Would China Weaponize Disinformation against Taiwan in a Cross-Strait Conflict?”
RAND, April 15, 2024, www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/04/how-would-china-weaponize-disinformation-
against-taiwan.html; For example, China has aired a historical drama that frames CCP agents assasination as
"martyrdom" in service of China’s essential "reunification" with with Taiwan, read more context here: Lingling Wei,
“China Is Priming Its People and the World for a New Pressure Campaign on Taiwan,” Wall Street Journal,
November 20, 2025.

19 Joyu Wang and Peter Saidel, “China’s Propaganda Playbook for Targeting Rivals,” Wall Street Journal, January
14, 2026, www.wsj.com/world/china/china-japan-taiwan-strategy-tactics-ab881734?mod=Searchresults&pos=1&

page=1.
200 «“China Schools: ‘Xi Jinping Thought’ Introduced into Curriculum,” BBC News, August 25, 2021,
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independence separatists.”?' Along with this declaration, China established a “hotline,” allowing
residents to report “Taiwanese independence separatists” directly to the government.?*”*> These
efforts to censor the population and prohibit discussion of Taiwan are aimed at the broader goal
of legitimizing future military action and coercing Taiwan into “reunification.””* China also
prevents international acknowledgements of Taiwanese sovereignty from entering their
information environment, further proving its reliance on censorship and propaganda to maintain
its message’s legitimacy.’** By guiding what can and cannot be said in the public sphere, China
effectively suppresses any form of public support for Taiwanese sovereignty. Beyond silencing
dissent, the state works offensively to prevent its citizens from consuming any messaging that

legitimizes Taiwan’s sovereign status.

Domestic Structural Challenges

China’s domestic structural challenges may indirectly influence cross-Strait policy by
narrowing the CCP’s politically viable options toward Taiwan.?* These challenges include its
property sector crisis, weak domestic consumption, and need to deliver much-needed reform

without significant short-term economic pains.?*® Domestic economic uncertainty has the

201 “China Issues Judicial Guidelines on Imposing Criminal Punishment on Diehard ‘Taiwan Independence’
Separatists,” SPP, June 21, 2024, v.cn/2024- 95.htm.
202 “Mainland Launches Onhne Platform to Report ‘Talwan Independence’ Activities,” SCIO, March 26, 2025,

203 Yu-Jie Chen, “China’s Anti-Secession Law: Legal Warfare and Illegality,” SSRN Electronic Journal, October 15,
2025, doi.org/10.2139/ssrm.5394125, 1.

204 «“Censorship Practices of the People’s Republic of China,” U.S.-China Economic and Security Review
Commission, February 20, 2024, www.uscc.gov/research/censorship-practices-peoples-republic-china, 3.

205 Scholars remain divided on the likelihood of Beijing pursuing a diversionary war. See Duan Xiaolin, “More than
Diversion: Economic Turmoil, Foreign-Policy Assertiveness, and China’s Balance of Risk,” Contemporary Security
Policy, January 10, 2026, 1-29, doi.org/10.1080/13523260.2025.2609738.

296 China’s property sector downturn has significantly weakened household wealth, suppressed domestic
consumption, and exposed structural imbalances in its investment- and export-dependent growth model. For further
context, see Brad W Setser, “Can China Continue to Export Its Way out of Its Property Slump?,” Council on Foreign
Relations, December 14, 2025, www.cfr.org/blog/can-china-continue-export-its-way-out-its-property-slump;
“China’s Property Woes Could Last until 2030,” The Economist, December 30, 2025, www.cconomist.com/
finance-and-economics/2025/12/30/chinas-property-woes-could-last-until-2030; Keith Bradsher, “Real Estate Crash
Weighs on China’s Economic Growth,” New York Times, January 18, 2026, www.nytimes.com/2026/01/18/business/
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potential to threaten the CCP’s legitimacy, which is largely supported by its rapid economic
growth since Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms in the 1970s. However, Beijing seems reluctant
to fully address these challenges. In October 2025 at the Fourth Plenum, where plans for the
upcoming 15th Five-Year Plan (2026-2030) were discussed, the party identified expanding
domestic demand as the fifth priority, the same rank it held in the prior Five-Year Plan.>”” This
diverged from statements made during the 2024 Central Economic Work Conference which
placed expanding domestic demand as the party’s top economic priority.?*® This focus on
continuity reflects the party-state’s growing power over the financial sector, where policy is more
likely guided by political goals rather than market trends. While this does not imply a shift in the
CCP’s Taiwan approach, it demonstrates the increasingly central role that political stability plays
in the CCP’s decision-making and suggests a willingness to tolerate economic losses in the name

of political stability.

The Push for Technological Self-Reliance

The PRC’s push for technological self-reliance has potential implications for cross-Strait
security. Under Xi Jinping’s third term, technological and scientific self-reliance has emerged as
a key party focus.?” This focus indicates Xi’s preparation for the growing possibility of conflict

in the Taiwan Strait, under which its technological chokepoints would threaten not only its

china-gdp-economy.html; Michael Pettis, “Why Is It so Hard for China to Boost Domestic Demand?,” Carnegie
Endowment for Internatlonal Peace, July 31, 2024, carnegieendowment.org/posts/2024/07/why-is-it-so-hard-for-

-t0- - ?lang=en; “Structural Upgrading, Policy Support in China’s Consumption Sector
Set to Fuel Long -Term Growth,” State Councﬂ PRC, December 19, 2025, english.www.gov.cn/policies/

27 Allie Matthias and Jonathan A. Czin, “Assessmg Chlna s Fourth Plenum Policy Continuity, Personnel Turm01l ”
Brookings, November 26, 2025,
personnel-turmoil/.

208 Matthias and Czin, “Assessing China’s Fourth Plenum.”

299 In Xi’s authoritative report to the 20th Party Congress in October 2022, he identified achieving “greater
self-reliance and strength in science and technology” as a main goal for the 2022 to 2027 period. See Xi Jinping,
“Full Text of the Report to the 20th National Congress of the Communist Party of China,” IDCPC, August 2, 2023,
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defense and security capabilities, but also the nation’s ability to survive a sustained conflict. Xi
has framed the need to address these technological chokepoints not only from a national security
perspective, but also from an ideological one by identifying it as a target for “basically realizing
socialist modernization from 2020-2035.”%'

Among the PRC’s greatest technological chokepoints is its external dependence on
semiconductors.?'" Semiconductors play a uniquely central role in cross-Strait relations, for
Taiwan’s dominance in the manufacturing of high-level chips represents both a critical
vulnerability for the CCP as well as a powerful form of leverage for the United States. The CCP
is aware that, in the event of a military escalation in Taiwan, it would be significantly impacted
by global semiconductor supply chain disruptions that would follow. Not only would China’s
reliance on Taiwan’s semiconductor industry be directly impacted, but the disruption to the
global supply chain would also likely trigger a stronger international response.*!?

To address these chokepoints, the CCP has increased spending on research and

experimental development, indicating willingness to absorb high costs in order to gain an edge in

strategic technologies.?"* These efforts, reinforced by strategic initiatives like Made in China

210 X, “Report to the 20th National Congress.”

21! The PRC, which has been prohibited by the Dutch government—under U.S. pressure—from acquiring the
lithography equipment from ASML needed to manufacture advanced chips on a large scale, has largely depended on
Taiwan and South Korea for most advanced chips. This has forced the CCP to pursue domestic technological
workarounds in an effort to build capabilities at home. See Ben Murphy, “Chokepoints: China’s Self-Identified
Strategic Technology Import Dependencies,” CSET, May 2022, cset.georgetown.edu/publication/chokepoints, 6;
Jack Simpson, “ASML Halts Hi-Tech Ch1p Making Exports to China Reportedly after (0N Request ” The Guam’zan
January 2, 2024, www.theguardian

reportedly-after-us-request; “Taiwan and the Global Semlconductor Supply Chain,” Taipei Representatlve Office in
Singapore, May 2025, www.roc-taiwan.org/uploads/sites/86/2025/04/250401 April May Issue final.pdf, 6; Taipei
Representative Office in Singapore, “Taiwan and the Global Semiconductor Supply Chain,” 23; “Chinese SMIC
Achieves 5 Nm Production on N+3 Node without EUV Tools,” TechPowerUp, December 11, 2025,
www.techpowerup.com/344000/chinese-smic-achieves-5-nm- roduction-on—n-3-node-without-euv-tools.
2121n 2023, the PRC remained Taiwan’s largest export destination for microchips at 54.3 percent. See Taipei
Representative Office in Singapore, “Taiwan and the Global Semiconductor Supply Chain,” 66.
213 The National Bureau of Statistics of China reported that domestic research and experimental development
expenditures exceeded 3.6 trillion yuan (approx. $516 billion) in 2024, representing an 8.3 percent increase from the
previous year and accounting for 2.68 percent of China’s GDP. See “China’s Expenditure on Research and
Experimental Development (R&D) Exceeded 3.6 Trillion Yuan in 2024,” National Bureau of Statistics of China,

January 24, 2025, www.stats.gov.cn/english/PressRelease/202502/t20250207_1958579.html.
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2025 and China Standards 2035, reflect the party-state’s increasingly centralized control over
Chinese firms and innovation as it seeks to overcome technological chokepoints and
independently control production chains.*

However, at the October 2025 Fourth Plenum, “building modern industrial systems”
overtook “technological self-reliance” as the top priority of the next Five-Year Plan, suggesting
that Beijing believes that it has made sufficient progress in insulating supply chains and
addressing technological chokepoints.?'® This has significant implications for Taiwan and the
United States, as it may reduce the party-state’s sensitivity to technology sanctions and, in turn,

alter US and Taiwanese strategies towards deterrence and escalation.

Policy Recommendations
Taiwan

Taiwanese political parties are known to be split along the blue-green spectrum, with the
key dividing issues centered on their respective stances toward China and the United States.
Even though the main parties still firmly advocate for their traditional bases, their platforms have
increasingly converged toward a moderate middle ground on cross-strait issues in recent years.
Both the KMT and the DPP now generally agree that maintaining the status quo should be the
ultimate goal, even if their strategies to achieve it differ—such as the DPP favoring closer
relations with the United States and the KMT pursuing increased dialogue with the PRC. With

extreme viewpoints pushed into the minority, the vast majority of the Taiwanese public across

214 Made in China 2025 is aimed at driving innovation, building technological self-reliance, and increasing China’s
global market share in several high-tech industries. China Standards 2035 is aimed at increasing Chinese
standardization in key industries, shaping global technical standards, and driving innovation in emerging tech
sectors. See Matt Sheehan, Marjory Blumenthal, and Michael Nelson, “Three Takeaways from China’s New
Standards Strategy,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, October 28, 2021, carnegicendowment.org/

- - -chinas-new- - ?lang=en; Scott Kennedy, “Made in China
2025,” CSIS, June 1, 2015, www.csis.org/analysis/made-china-2025.
215 Matthias and Czin, “Assessing China’s Fourth Plenum.”
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the political divide also favors the status quo. Consequently, political parties are incentivized to
maintain this stability rather than pursue radical ideological shifts. This convergence creates a
rare opportunity in which despite disagreements on specific foreign policy tactics, Taiwan’s
major parties share a singular ultimate goal. This shared vision provides the perfect foundation
for political parties to work together on a dedicated committee aimed at securing Taiwan’s future.
Political parties in Taiwan should form a unified, multiparty government committee
focused strictly on cross-Strait relations to guarantee a consistent, single channel of
communication between Taiwan and the rest of the world. The primary purpose of this
committee is to shelve partisan differences in exchange for a unified stance on common
international issues. Its role would parallel the current Mainland Affairs Council (MAC), but
instead of being a political position where the ruling party appoints the chairman, it would be
composed of moderate, non-elected policy representatives appointed by the various parties. After
each political party provides a list of candidates, the determination of who is eligible for the
committee should be delegated to civil advocacy groups and cross-Strait experts. To maintain
transparency, these experts and advocacy groups must not have any party affiliations or ties to
the committee members. Their goal is to identify moderate individuals from each party to form a
group that is genuinely willing to communicate with one another. This committee would provide
formal policy recommendations to the Legislative Yuan and the Executive on critical issues like
trade deals and communication with both Beijing and Washington. By selecting moderate party
experts rather than elected officials seeking reelection, the committee will have a much higher
chance of drafting compromises that both sides of the blue-green divide are willing to adopt.
Furthermore, presenting a unified diplomatic front prevents external actors from exploiting

Taiwan’s domestic political divisions to apply pressure.
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This structure is highly beneficial because it detaches cross-strait policy from the
exclusive control of the ruling party, giving smaller and opposition parties a vital voice in foreign
affairs. Meanwhile, the ruling party retains its constitutional power as the ultimate executive
decision-maker on whether to implement the committee's recommendations. The current
Legislative Yuan split, in which no major party holds an absolute majority, presents an ideal
window to initiate this cross-party communication. Especially since partisan gridlock has
occasionally frustrated the voting public and hindered streamlined relations with the United
States.

Tasking a dedicated committee with Taiwan’s long-term PRC relationship also creates a
much smoother transition of power between administrations. Historically, a change in
government has led to spikes in cross-Strait tensions; a permanent committee would ensure
foreign policy rhetoric remains steady regardless of election outcomes. Because committee
members are not elected officials, they can focus solely on crafting policies aligned with
Taiwan's best interests rather than campaigning for votes. To mitigate stalemates, the committee
should operate on a strict timeline for issuing policy recommendations. This is especially
necessary due to the ever-changing nature of the cross-Strait issue. There must be actionable
policy recommendations every time a response is needed from the Taiwanese government—for
example, regarding ADIZ infractions or responses to statements made by Beijing. However, for
emergency situations that require immediate action, the current government chain of command
should still respond; the overall goal of the committee is to plan long-term policies that promote
cross-Strait peace while prioritizing the well-being of the people of Taiwan. By removing either
of the extremes and coming up with a moderate approach towards the cross-Strait issue, it will

not aggravate either Beijing or Washington. It might not satisfy them, but by implementing
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recommendations from the committee, it should create policies that align with what the
Taiwanese population wants and aim to avert war above their own party politics. Ultimately, this
acts as a consensus-building mechanism for the Legislative Yuan, uniting Taiwan’s global

message while still respecting the diverse voices of its political landscape.

United States

The TRA remains one of the United States’ most significant policy tools in addressing
the Taiwan issue. For over 50 years, this law has governed US-Taiwan relations, providing a
statutory basis for defensive arms sales and deterrence without formal military guarantees.
Despite its continued success, there has been recent pressure from members of Congress and the
Executive Branch to abandon TRA policies in favor of a clearer stance on Taiwanese
independence and democracy.?'® While these calls are not without merit, this section has shown
that unilateral attempts to change the status quo have historically heightened tensions with China
and increased the risk of cross-Strait conflict.

To address this, Congress should pass a resolution reaffirming the language and intent of
the TRA to preserve strategic ambiguity and deter unilateral changes to the status quo. This
resolution would reaffirm the United States’ commitments to defensive contracts with Taiwan, its
dedication to peace and prosperity in the Taiwan Strait, and a rejection of unilateral efforts to
alter current political realities. Importantly, it would clarify that these commitments do not
include automatic military involvement.

This process will involve introducing a “sense of” resolution, which expresses the

opinion of Congress. It will begin with an introduction in the House of Representatives, where

216 Representative Tom Tiffany,“Tiffany Reintroduces Resolution to Scrap ‘One China’ Policy, Normalize
U.S.-Taiwan Ties,” press release, February 6, 2025, tiffany.house.gov/media/press-releases/tiffany-reintroduces-
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influential members of the House Congressional Taiwan Caucus—who have a history of
supporting TRA-centered policy—can support or sponsor the resolution, after which it will be
forwarded to the House Foreign Affairs Committee for approval.?'” The resolution will then be
forwarded to the Senate, which will follow a similar legislative procedure through the Senate
Committee on Foreign Relations. Once approved by both the House and Senate committees, it
will be established as a formal stance of Congress.

There is a precedent for Congress reaffirming foreign policy commitments through a
“sense of” resolution.?'® Although the President holds primary authority over foreign policy,
Congress plays a crucial role in overseeing and shaping the legal and political framework within
which the Executive operates. Therefore, the resolution will serve as a joint expression of
Congress's sentiment and its commitment to the TRA as a guiding policy directive.*

A “sense of” resolution is not legally binding and does not require presidential approval;
it only requires bipartisan congressional endorsement. This lack of vulnerability to presidential
veto makes it more likely to survive review and be passed. Although the resolution does not
carry the force of law, foreign governments closely monitor Congress's views for any shifts in
US foreign policy, thereby increasing the likelihood of conveying a clear message to both China

and Taiwan.?*

217 Congressman Mario Diaz-Balart, “Taiwan Caucus Co-Chairs Introduce Resolution in Support of Democracy in
Taiwan,” press release, January 10, 2024, mariodiazbalart.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/taiwan-caucus-co-

218 Mark Kirk, “Text - S.Con.Res.54 - 114th Congress (2015-2016): A Concurrent Resolution Expressing the Sense
of Congress and Reaffirming Longstanding United States Policy in Support of a Direct Bilaterally Negotiated
Settlement of the Isracli-Palestinian Conflict and Opposition to United Nations Security Council Resolutions
Imposing a Solution to the Conflict,” Congress.gov, September 28, 2016, www.congr ill/114th-
senate-concurrent-resolution/54/text.

219 “Enactment of a Law,” Congress.gov, accessed Februrary 26, 2026, www.congress.gov/help/learn-about-the-

legislative-process/enactment-of-a-law.
220 Congress.gov, “Enactment of a Law.”
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Reaffirming the TRA in this manner would reinforce its status as the foundation of
US-Taiwan relations and reassure China that the United States intends to uphold the status quo
established by the TRA five decades ago. Moreover, this resolution would ensure that public
messaging remains grounded in TRA principles. A strong, unified commitment to the TRA
framework reduces the likelihood that China will misinterpret US intentions or test US resolve,
while also discouraging Taiwan from taking unilateral steps toward formal independence.

In sum, reaffirming the TRA through a bipartisan “sense of” resolution strengthens policy
consistency, preserves strategic ambiguity, and reduces the risk of miscalculation—thereby
supporting the broader objective of averting conflict in the Taiwan Strait.

The United States should also establish an interagency task force to formulate cohesive
and consistent public messaging that reduces the risk of misperception. The task force will
coordinate messaging across agencies to be in line with the One China Policy and the TRA while
strengthening lines of communication in the case of escalation.??! There is precedent for the
creation of interagency task forces by Executive Order to tackle complex, multi-dimensional, and
time-sensitive issues.””> Modeled upon previous interagency task force structures, the Executive
Order will establish the duties, functional leaders, and goals of the interagency task force. The
chair of the task force should be the Secretary of State and vice-chairs should include the
Secretary of Defense, Secretary of Commerce, Secretary of the Treasury, and the Director of the
American Institute of Taiwan. Relevant staff and officers of each department will be assigned to

participate in order to support the functions of the task force. The task force should produce

22! For further context refer to One China Principle & One China Policy Section on page 97.
222 “Exec Order no. 14011,” 86 Fed. Reg 8273, (February 2, 2021) WWW. federalreglster gov/documents/2021/02/05/
; “Exec Order no. 13534,” 75

Fed. Reg. 12433, (December6 2012),
federalregister. ments/201 16/2010- national-export-initiati
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regular reports to the President, with an initial progress report no later than 120 days after the
creation of the Task Force.

The Task Force will create formal guidance on messaging to be implemented throughout
Executive departments and in official Presidential statements. The initial progress report should
include an assessment of any areas of misalignment in current departmental messaging and
provide recommendations on how to improve cohesion. While CCP propaganda will remain a
challenge, US rhetoric still reaches top officials and, to some extent, individuals in China.?*® US
messaging also reaches Taiwanese high level officials through established diplomatic
pathways.?** Due to this, cohesive statements are a top priority to prevent misinterpretations that
could lead to escalation in the Taiwan Strait. The Task Force must also consider the impact of
public statements in the context of CCP ideological rhetoric, focusing on crafting messaging that
does not reaffirm CCP propaganda legitimizing their claim to Taiwan. Messaging should
prioritize narratives that counter CCP attempts to shift the narrative away from its threats to
Taiwan, encouraging Beijing to be a responsible global power instead of framing US-China
relations as an attempt to maintain US hegemony and control.?”> While this cannot change
Beijing’s rhetoric, it reduces their ability to incorporate US messages into propaganda campaigns
that assist in legitimizing their claim to Taiwan.

The task force will also provide clear guidance on language usage in public statements to
reaffirm and stay in accordance with the language as stated in the One China Policy and the
TRA. This will prevent the task force from being escalatory or moving away from the United

States’ established commitments.**® As the CCP’s nationalist sentiment has been used to justify

22 Carothers, “Understanding the Chinese Government’s Growing Use of Anti-American Propaganda.”

224 “Tajwan,” United States Department of State, June 2, 2025, www.state.gov/countries-areas/taiwan.

225 Carothers, “Understanding the Chinese Government’s Growing Use of Anti-American Propaganda,” 31.
226 For more context: refer to Strategic Ambiguity section on page 117.
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an increasingly aggressive foreign policy posture, coordinating clear commitments in US rhetoric
is important. The task force will provide biannual reports on CCP ideological trends, policy
development, and public statements about Taiwan in order to best inform the development of
strategic messaging campaigns. The interagency task force will also provide infrastructure for
rapid response communication in the case of an escalation. By being integrated into a rapid crisis
management system, the task force provides a pre-established inter-agency environment that can
be activated to coordinate US response to actions by Beijing or Taipei that escalate cross-Strait

tensions.
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Security

The prospect of a war over Taiwan represents a dangerous potential great-power conflict
of the twenty-first century, carrying the risk of regional devastation, global economic collapse,
and potential nuclear escalation.

All actors involved are strengthening their defense postures in the region. The United
States maintains formidable conventional and asymmetric capabilities in the Indo-Pacific, yet it
hesitates to clearly define the conditions under which it would employ them in defense of
Taiwan. Meanwhile, China seeks to increase control and influence in the Indo-Pacific region by
expanding conventional warfare capabilities and the broader use of asymmetric tactics to secure
Taiwan for its national sovereignty. Taiwan has enlarged its defense budget and pursued a
whole-of-society defense strategy equipped with a range of asymmetric capabilities.

The following sections analyze each party's defense posture and offer a set of policy
recommendations for the United States and Taiwan based on the very balance driven by China’s
rapid military modernization, which has altered the regional distribution of power, in this
dynamic, Taiwan faces direct coercive pressure, while the United States acts as an offshore

balancer and security guarantor.

Budget and Economy

Any credible defense or offense requires the sustained resources to execute it. In the
Taiwan-US-China strategic triangle, national defense budgets directly shape the balance of forces
and the credibility of deterrence. The scale and allocation of these budgets determine not only

force readiness and sustainment but also the ability to procure advanced systems, expand
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industrial capacity, and adapt operational strategies over time. Effective management of human
capital, energy security, and technological development is therefore central to each party’s
military capability and to the broader effort to deter war by convincing adversaries that the costs

of aggression would outweigh any potential gains.

Taiwan

Taiwan’s defense budget for 2026 is set to be 31.27 billion USD, which represents 3.3
percent of the nation’s GDP and a 23 percent increase from the previous year.?” The budget is
expected to increase further under President Lai Ching-te’s administration, as he committed the
government to reach a five percent of GDP budget by 2030. The administration is also pursuing
a 40 billion USD supplementary defense budget, an initiative that has stalled in the
KMT-controlled legislature.??® These increases follow a trend of an expanding defense spending
since the Ma Ying-jeou administration, as Taiwan becomes more steadfast in strengthening
defenses in the face of the PRC’s military modernization.??* Half of all Taiwanese citizens in a
poll conducted by the Taiwan Public Opinion Foundation supported an increased defense budget
while 40 percent opposed the increase.”*® Another poll by the TVBS media company found 57
percent of Taiwanese in favor of an increased budget.”*' Despite considerable public support,

partisanship in the legislature will present obstacles to large-scale increases in budget increases

227 Yimou Lee, Ben Blanchard, and Jeanny Kao, “Taiwan to Massively Hike 2026 Defence Budget as US Presses
Spending Increase,” Reuters, August 21, 2025, www.reuters.com/world/china/taiwan-massively-hike-2026-defence-
budget-us-presses-spending-increase-2025-08-21/.

28 Yimou Lee and Ben Blanchard, “Taiwan Plans Extra $40 Billion in Defence Spending to Counter China,”
Reuters, November 26, 2025, www.reuters.com/world/china/taiwan-president-says-he-will-propose-extra-40-billion-

defence-spending-2025-11-25/.
229 John Dotson, “Taiwan’s Defense Policies in Evolution, " Journal of Indo-Pacific Affairs 8, no. 1 (Spring 2025),

www.airuniversity.af.edu/JIPA/Display/Article/416482 1/taiwans-defense-policies-in-evolution/.

20 K eoni Everington, “49.4% of Taiwanese Support Higher Defense Budget,” Taiwan News, November 18, 2025,
www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/6246637.

3! Chen Cheng-yu, Liu Wan-lin, and Jake Chung, “Poll Shows Most People Back Defense Spending,” Taipei Times,
November 15, 2025, www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2025/11/15/2003847253.
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in the short-term, particularly given the KMT’s hostilities to an expanded budget. The TPP,
which could determine close partisan votes, appears somewhat open to a more limited expansion
of the budget, presenting opportunities for the DPP to push through its budget reforms if proper
concessions are made in other policy areas.***

With an enlarged budget, there is ongoing institutional debate regarding how these
resources should be allocated. President Lai’s administration has emphasized procuring
asymmetric capabilities with US backing but faces pushback from the military leadership that
continues to favor conventional systems.?** This institutional dynamic is indicative of a larger
divide between reformers and traditionalists within Taiwan’s defense institutions. Taiwan's
military is resistant to change due to its international isolation and its domestic retrenchment
since the KMT era, with society still maintaining a negative perception of the military rooted in
its authoritarian past. Reformers like the current Minister of National Defense Wellington Koo,
the first civilian to hold this post, seek to change this dynamic. He began by reforming Taiwan’s
annual military exercises to remove scripted outcomes and antiquated training methods such as
bayonet drills.>** However, these small reforms run into push back when it comes to
procurement, with the flag-level officers still pushing for large conventional platforms such as
Taiwan’s Hai Kun submarine, which costs 1.7 billion USD.?*

Taiwan is an island nation reliant on imports for a great deal of critical resources, such as

energy and food. Taiwan imports 95 percent of its energy needs and 70 percent of its foodstuffs,

2 Chen Chih-cheng and William Hetherington, “TPP Presents Own Cherry-Picked Defense Budget,” Taipei Times,
January 27, 2026, www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2026/01/27/2003851288.

23 Yuster Yu and Michael A. Hunzeker, “Taiwan’s Biggest Problem in Steeling Itself for War with China Is
Cultural,” War on the Rocks, April 16, 2025, warontherocks.com/2025/04/taiwans-biggest-problem-in-steeling-

24 Jonathan Chin, “Han Kuang to Be Unscripted: Mei,” Taipei Times, June 27, 2024, www.taipeitimes.com/News/

iwan/archives/2024/06/27/2 19964/.
235 Ben Blanchard, “Taiwan Completes First Sea Trial for Domestically Made Submarine in Defence Milestone,”
Reuters, June 17, 2025, www.reuters.com iness/aer -defense/taiwan-completes-first-sea-trial-domestically-

made-submarine-defence-milestone-2025-06-17/.
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as well as the majority of its fertilizer, creating a significant vulnerability. **® Taiwan only has a
stockpile of 11 days of liquefied gas and 39 days of coal.”*” Should Taiwan be blockaded, it
would quickly run out of these critical resources leading to a severe economic and social crisis
that threatens governance. Taiwan manufactures 92 percent of the most advanced semiconductor
chips in the world, which both the PRC and the United States are reliant on. Known as the silicon
shield, it is asserted by some US officials, such as Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick, that
Taiwan’s dominance in this key sector serves as a large incentive for the United States to defend
Taiwan from Chinese aggression to protect supply chains.?*® Efforts to shift semiconductor

production to the United States have threatened this potential deterrent.

United States

While deterring Chinese aggression against Taiwan is not an explicit objective of US
trade policy, trade measures are often justified in national security terms and indirectly signal US
willingness to impose economic costs on China. As Kelly Shaw, President Trump’s former
assistant for international economic affairs, explained, the Trump administration has framed
certain tariffs, specifically those aimed at protecting strategic supply chains and strengthening

domestic industrial capacity, as national security actions.”*’ In doing so, it reveals the constraints

26 Oscar Lin, Taiwan Food Security Situation Overview, GAIN Report TW2024-0030, U.S. Department of
Agrlculture Foreign Agrlcultural Serv1ce June 19, 2024, apps. fas. usda gov/newgamapl/ ap1/Report/Down10ad

0030.pdf; Internatlonal Trade Administration, “Energy Generation and Storage,” Country  Commercial Guide, (US.

Department of Commerce, December 10, 2025), www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/taiwan-energy-
generation-and-storage.

37 Jeff Kucharski, “Taiwan’s Greatest Vulnerability Is Its Energy Supply,” The Diplomat, September 13, 2022,
thediplomat.com/2022/09/taiwans-greatest-vulnerability-is-its-energy-supply.

2% Pamela Kennedy, “Why Taiwan Fears ‘America First’ Risks Eroding Its ‘Silicon Shield,”” Stimson Center,
October 10, 2025, www.stimson.org/2025/why-taiwan-fears-america-first-risks-eroding-its-silicon-shield/.

239 Kari Heerman, “Is Us Trade Policy on a New Path?” Brookings, February 19, 2026, www.brookings.edu/articles/
is-us-trade-policy-on-a-new-path.
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of economic statecraft in shaping security outcomes.**® Relations between the United States and
China have deteriorated sharply, marked by tariffs exceeding 100 percent, through a race to
dominate advanced technologies such as artificial intelligence and parallel military buildups that
echo Cold War-era rivalry. In this environment, Taiwan has emerged as the most likely flashpoint
for testing American resolve. The Trump administration has framed tariffs as a deterrent, with
President Trump warning that a Chinese invasion of Taiwan would be met with tariffs of “150
percent to 200 percent.” Yet tariffs ultimately reached 145 percent, at which point Washington
retreated, signaling that the United States had exhausted its economic leverage short of actions
that would impose severe costs on itself.**! The trade war has become a contest over “who can
take the most pain,” a dynamic that undermines deterrence if Beijing believes Washington lacks
the political will to escalate further.?*> However, tariff policies that strain relations with allies
may no longer be strong enough to influence Beijing’s calculations.

US economic security is deeply tied to Taiwan’s role in global semiconductor production,
creating both incentives to defend Taiwan and pressures to reduce reliance on it.*** Analysts
estimate that a conflict or blockade could cause up to ten trillion USD in economic damage,
roughly ten percent of global GDP.>** Losing access to Taiwanese chips would seriously disrupt

China’s manufacturing sector and cause a global economic crisis, giving China and other

20 “What Is Economic Statecraft"” Councﬂ on Forelgn Relatlons Updated F ebruary 25,2025, ducatlon cfr.org/

Othelr%ZOforelgn%2090hcy%20_t_)r10r1tle
241 «A Superpower Crunch over Taiwan Is Coming,” The Economist, May 1, 2025, www.economist.com/leaders/

2025/05/01/a-superpower-crunch-over-taiwan-is-coming.
242 “Chinese military exercises foreshadow a blockade of Taiwan,” The Economist, May 1, 2025,
www.economist.com/briefing/2025/ 05/01/chinese-military-exercises-foreshadow-a-blockade-of-taiwan.

28 “Tajwan’s Chip Leadership,” Economy Insights, January 10, 2026, nomyinsights.com/p/taiwans-chip-
leadership.

24 Jonathan Masters and Will Merrow, “U.S. Military Support for Taiwan in Five Charts,” Council on Foreign
Relations, September 25, 2024, www.cfr.org/articles/us-military-support-taiwan-five-charts.
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countries strong incentives to avoid conflict.*> At the same time, heavy reliance on Taiwan poses
risks for the United States because critical supply chains remain outside US control and
vulnerable to disruption by conflict or coercion. From this view, US efforts to “de-risk,” such as
pushing Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company to build factories in the United States,
are steps to reduce vulnerability rather than signs of declining support for Taiwan.**®

This tension is evident in how the United States invests in domestic industries while
using security assistance to signal commitment abroad. The CHIPS and Science Act allocates 52
billion USD to rebuild US semiconductor manufacturing capacity, reflecting Washington’s view
that economic resilience and control over critical technologies are core national security
priorities.”*” This domestic investment operates alongside massive defense spending—2.1 trillion
USD allocated to the Department of Defense (DoD) in fiscal year 2025—which signals
continued US willingness to devote large resources to maintain military deterrence and alliance
credibility.’*® At the same time, Washington sold nearly 50 billion USD in defense equipment
and services to Taiwan since 1950, using arms sales not only as a military tool but also as an
economic and political signal of support.?*® As of December 17, 2025, there is a total of 32
billion USD in backlog from the Trump administration to Taiwan, though only 4.4 billion of this

has been partially delivered to Taiwan.” Taken together, these figures show that the United

5 David Sacks, “Trump’s Trade Policy Feeds Taiwan’s Growing U.S. Skepticism,” Council on Foreign Relations,
October 29, 2025, www.cfr.org/expert-brief/trump-trade-policy-feeds-taiwan-growing-us-skepticism.

#6 The Economist, “Chinese military exercises foreshadow a blockade of Taiwan.”

27 “Semiconductors: A National Defense Priority,” Microchip USA, August 6, 2025, www.microchipusa.com/
industry-news/semiconductors-a-national-defense-priority?srsltid=AfmBOoqvSXKROQ0gpWHKFT8NValy7202YY]

28 “Department of Defense (DoD),” USAspending, September 9, 2025, www.usaspending.gov/agency/department-
of-defense?fy=2025.

24 Masters and Merrow, “U.S. Military Support for Taiwan in Five Charts.”
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States is pursuing a dual strategy: reducing economic risk through domestic investment while

attempting to deter conflict through military spending and security assistance.

China

The PRC’s defense budget is closely aligned with its military modernization goals and
strategic priorities. For 2025, Beijing has set spending at approximately 245 to 250 billion USD,
a 7.2 percent increase over the previous year, to support force expansion, advanced weapons
development, and readiness improvements.”’ This figure positions China as the world’s
second-largest military spender after the United States and underscores Beijing’s focus on
modernizing the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) with advanced aircraft, missiles, naval
platforms, and other high-tech systems aimed at expanding its power projection capabilities in
the Indo-Pacific.?* China’s advanced military capabilities matter for a Taiwan contingency
because they enhance Beijing’s ability to delay or deny US intervention through
anti-access/area-denial systems while providing tools for coercion short of full-scale war, such as
blockades, missile strikes, and sustained air and naval pressure. The continued budget growth
occurs amid a regional security environment shaped by intensifying tensions over Taiwan,
maritime disputes in the South China Sea, and strategic competition with the United States.
President Xi Jinping frames this buildup as necessary to defend national sovereignty and

territorial integrity, particularly Beijing’s claim that Taiwan as part of China.>>?

31 “China to Increase Defense Budget by 7.2 Percent in 2025, Marking Single-Digit Growth for 10th Year, ” State
Council PRC, March 5, 2025, english.www.gov.cn/news/202503/05/content WS67¢7ba5dc6d0868f4e8f05ct.html

Jutm.
2 Laurie Chen and Greg Torode, “China Maintains Defence Spending Increase at 7.2% amid Roiling Geopolitical
Tensions,” US News, March 4, 2025, n m/n rl icles/2025-03-04/china-maintains-
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253 Alexandra Sharp, “China Orders Major Boost to Defense Spending,” Foreign Policy, March 5, 2025,
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The size, growth, and allocation of the PRC’s defense budget directly shape US-PRC
relations and the security environment surrounding Taiwan because they determine the PLA’s
ability to plan, initiate, and sustain military operations across the Strait. Increased Chinese
defense spending funds naval expansion, long-range missile forces, airpower, cyber capabilities,
and joint command structures that are specifically relevant to coercive or kinetic scenarios
involving the ROC. As these capabilities mature, they reduce warning time, complicate US force
access to the region, and raise the potential costs of intervention, thereby weakening traditional
deterrence assumptions.”* At the same time, Taiwan’s efforts to increase its defense spending
and asymmetric capabilities are a reaction to Beijing’s military pressure, illustrating how the
PRC’s defense budget is a central factor shaping regional security dynamics and the potential for

confrontation over Taiwan.?>’

Conventional Capabilities & Strategies

Conventional warfare refers to large-scale, overt military conflict involving legacy
weapons systems and platforms such as ground forces, naval vessels, armored units, and combat
aircraft employed by organized state militaries. In the context of the PRC, the United States, and
the ROC, conventional deterrence remains a central consideration in defense policy because it
shapes force posture, readiness, and crisis stability in scenarios involving direct military
confrontation. Assessments of conventional capabilities influence decisions about risk

management and de-escalation.

% Yuchen Li, “Taiwan Eyes Bigger Military Budget to Counter China Threat,” DW, December 1, 2025,
amp.dw.com/en/taiwan-china-threat-military-defense-spending/a-74965676.
255 Alexandra Sharp, “U.S. Announces $11.1 Billion Arms Package for Taiwan,” Foreign Policy, December 18,
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The ROC

The ROC’s defense doctrine is focused on deterring and, if necessary, repelling a PRC
invasion. A strategy that has gained traction under the Lai administration is the Overall Defense
Concept proposed by former Chief of General Staff Admiral Lee Hsi-min. There are three tenets
to his concept: force preservation, conventional capabilities, and asymmetric capabilities.?*

Under this concept, a core set of conventional systems forms the foundation for the
ROC’s defense. The ROC has a range of advanced conventional weapon systems. The ROC
fields 650 main battlefield tanks, including 200 M60 tanks from the United States.?” Its navy
consists of 26 principal surface combatants, including modern destroyers and frigates—far
smaller than the PRC’s armada of more than 200 warships, which constitutes the largest navy in
the world which would quickly overwhelm the ROC’s fleet.”® The ROC has also recently
deployed its first indigenous submarine, the Hai Kun, modeled after US and UK designs.”® The
ROC’s air force consists of 386 combat-capable aircraft, including three squadrons of the French
designed fourth-generation Mirage fighter jets and six squadrons of US-designed F-16 fighter
jets.”®® Fighter jets and surface combatants are critical for responding to PRC’s gray-zone
operations, which regularly violate ROC airspace and seaspace. Additionally, the ROC fields a
growing array of indigenous missile systems, some of which are capable of striking Beijing, such

as the Yun Feng missile.?®' This constitutes a sizable conventional force relative to the size of the

256 ee Hsi-min and Eric Lee, “Taiwan’s Overall Defense Concept, Explained,” The Diplomat, November 3, 2020,
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7 The International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2025 (Taylor & Francis Ltd., February 12,
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2% Alexander Palmer, Henry H. Carroll, and Nicholas Velazquez, “Unpacking China’s Naval Buildup,” CSIS, June
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20 The International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2025.
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ROC. However, this force remains far smaller than that arrayed by the PRC, creating an
asymmetry that would greatly constrain ROC performance and success in large scale battles.

Under the TRA, the United States is a primary supplier of military equipment to the
ROC, selling advanced weapon systems through a number of arms sales for decades.”®* Since
2017, the ROC has purchased nearly 40 billion USD in US arms, including F-16 fighter jets,
HIMARS missile launchers, and National Advanced Surface-to-Air Missile Systems, many of
which are set to be integrated into the ROC’s military over the coming years. Under the US
Taiwan Enhanced Resilience Act, the ROC is eligible to receive weapons and supplies directly
from US military stocks. Since 2021, the ROC has received 1.5 billion USD worth of assets
under this drawdown authority.?® These weapons are critical for deterrence in not only providing
crucial defensive measures that increase the risk calculus for the PRC but also in signalling US
support for the defense of the ROC against PRC aggression.

The ROC has a relatively small standing army. With about 169,000 active-duty
personnel, its force is 12 times smaller than that of the PRC.?** A portion of this force consists of
conscripts under the ROC’s one-year mandatory service for all adult men, which was increased
from a shortened four-month obligated service in 2022. Despite this, conscription is still limited,
as the one year mandatory service only applies to those born after 2005. In total, approximately
75,000 conscripts were processed in 2025, but only around 10,000 of whom were under a one
year service contract.’®> Former conscripts largely make up the ROC’s force of 1.7 million

reservists, who can be called into active duty in times of crisis. Despite having such a large

262 «1J.S. Arms Sales to Taiwan,” Forum on the Arms Trade, accessed January 15, 2026, www.forumarmstrade.org/
ustaiwan.html].

263 Caitlin Campbell, “Taiwan: Defense and Military Issues,” Congress.gov, February 9, 2024, www.congress.gov/
crs-product/IF12481.

264 The International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2025.

265 “Number of conscripts in new military service program up 41% in 2025, ” Overseas Community Affairs Council
(Taiwan), March 28, 2025, www.ocac.gov.tw/OCAC/Eng/Pages/Detail.aspx?nodeid=329&pid=73964316.
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reserve force, the time required to mobilize these reserves is estimated at 60 to 90 days, while the
ROC possesses only a fraction of the rifles needed to fully arm this force, limiting the
effectiveness of these reserve units.?*® Reservists train 14 days annually which is far lower than
the US’s reserve training period of 38 days.?’” Furthermore, the ROC’s population is aging
rapidly and has the lowest fertility rate globally, meaning its standing military is set to shrink
unless greater conscription efforts are made.**® For these reasons, the ROC’s frontline military

units are typically understrength and therefore largely unprepared to fight a prolonged war. 2%

United States

US conventional security policy toward Taiwan is designed to prevent a rapid Chinese
takeover while stopping short of a firm commitment that could trigger war. A leaked Pentagon
strategy document—whose reliability was questioned due to the manner in which it was
leaked—identified preventing “a Chinese fait accompli seizure of Taiwan” as a top US military
priority, which highlights how central Taiwan has become to US defense planning.’” At the same
time, Washington continues to limit its formal obligations. The United States does not maintain
diplomatic relations with Taiwan, deliberately avoiding legal commitments that would require
intervention. According to a retired US Navy Admiral, as of 2025 approximately 500 US defense
trainers were operating in Taiwan, which is more than 10 times the number previously disclosed

to the public.””! This means that the United States plans seriously for a Taiwan conflict at the

266 Kelly A. Grieco and Hunter Slingbaum, “Taiwan’s Squandered Defensive Potential,” Stimson Center, September
11, 2025, www.stimson.org/2025/taiwans-squandered-defensive-potential/.

267 Liu Yu-chie and Lery Hiciano, “Reservists Undergo Urban Combat Training in Taipei,” Taipei Times, June 10,
2025, www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2025/06/10/2003838381.

268 Kao Chia-ho and Lee Wen-hsin, “Fertility rate falls to lowest globally,” Taipei Times, January 10, 2026,
www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2026/01/10/2003850357.

269 Aaron Tu and Jonathan Chin, “Armed Forces at 80% Strength, Report Says,” Taipei Times, May 29, 2024,
www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2024/05/29/2003818561.
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21! Microchip USA, “Semiconductors: A National Defense Priority.”
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military level while deliberately avoiding public and legal commitments that would force it to
intervene. This approach is meant to deter China by signaling preparedness, while preserving US
freedom of action over whether and how to respond in a crisis.

Joint exercises and amphibious-denial capabilities are key ways through which the
United States demonstrates its ability to intervene in a Taiwan conflict. US deployments to the
Philippines include the Navy Expeditionary Ship Interdiction System (NMESIS), an anti-ship
missile platform designed to disrupt amphibious operations and control key maritime routes.?’?
During the annual Balikatan exercise, US and Filipino forces train together using NMESIS and
unmanned sea vessels to practice island defense and regional response scenarios. These exercises
involve thousands of troops and simulate naval combat, missile strikes, and the defense of island
territory—conditions that closely resemble those of a potential Taiwan contingency.*”
Conducted in highly visible areas and key maritime routes, they function as deterrent signaling
rather than routine training.?”* Other joint exercises that support interoperability and readiness in
the Indo-Pacific include RIMPAC, an extensive training event involving anti-submarine,
anti-surface, and amphibious warfare, as well as the world’s largest humanitarian assistance and
disaster relief exercise, demonstrating support from 34 nations.””> Another key exercise is

Northern Strike, the DoD’s largest annual joint reserve component readiness exercise.*’
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Unmanned systems are becoming an increasingly important part to US conventional
deterrence because they strengthen capability while limiting escalation risks. US forces training
with Philippine partners have incorporated unmanned aerial systems, unmanned surface vessels,
high-altitude balloons, and electronic warfare tools to improve surveillance, targeting, and
coordination across domains.?”’ Recent exercises have also included simulated counter-attacks
against island occupation, sinking mock enemy vessels, joint patrols in contested waters, and
aerial reconnaissance missions.?”® These capabilities allow the United States to complicate
Chinese military planning while reducing risks to US personnel. In doing so, unmanned systems
support Washington’s broader goal of deterring aggression against Taiwan without being forced

into early, large-scale escalation.

China

The structure of the PRC’s military is highly centralized, reflecting the country’s
authoritarian political system in which the military is politically loyal to the CCP and is shaped
to enforce national and regime objectives rather than operate independently. At the top of this
system is the Central Military Commission, which exercises absolute authority over the armed
forces and makes all major military decisions under the direct leadership of the CCP.*” Unlike in
many states, China’s military is not a national institution independent of politics, but a

party-controlled force designed to ensure both national defense and the preservation of CCP rule.
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This centralized control of the PLA under the CMC and the CCP’s tightening of military
leadership can accelerate top-level decisions but reduce internal dissent, inhibit candid
operational feedback, and elevate miscalculation risks in a Taiwan crisis. US and ROC defense
planners must prepare for potentially abrupt PLA escalation with limited warning and fewer
professional check points on risky actions.

Beneath the CMC, the PLA and its various branches are organized to execute the party’s
strategic objectives, with political loyalty emphasized alongside military effectiveness. This tight
integration of party and military authority ensures unified command, strict discipline, and
alignment between political goals and military action. The PRC has developed a wide range of
military forces capable of supporting amphibious and joint operations. The PLA Navy operates
numerous amphibious assault ships and transport docks, while its Marine Corps provides
specialized naval infantry for such missions.?®’ The PLA Army and Air Force would also
contribute with ground units trained for amphibious landings and airborne forces that can be
deployed by transport aircraft. In addition, the CCP relies on supporting forces such as the Coast
Guard, maritime militia, special forces, and joint logistics units, which together enhance
coordination, transport, and sustainment.?®' Taken as a whole, the PRC’s military modernization
gives it operationally credible tools for coercive isolation and blockade of Taiwan and improves
its ability to conduct complex joint maritime operations. A full-scale invasion, however, would
remain far more difficult, lengthening timelines, increasing risk, and heightening decisive US

and allied intervention.

% Jan Sullivan, “How China Fights in Large-Scale Combat Operations,” Scribd, April 30, 2025,
api.army.mil/e2/c/downloads/2025/05/08/1888a601/tradoc-g2-how-china-fights-in-lsco-apr-25-public.pdf.

B1U.S. Department of Defense, Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the
People s Republic of China, (December 23, 2025), media.defense.gov/2025/Dec/

23/2 4 -1/-1/1/ANNUAL-REPORT-TO-CONGRESS-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-I
NVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA-2025.PDF.

81


https://media.defense.gov/2025/Dec/23/2003849070/-1/-1/1/ANNUAL-REPORT-TO-CONGRESS-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA-2025.PDF?utm_source=chatgpt.com
http://media.defense.gov/2025/Dec/
https://media.defense.gov/2025/Dec/23/2003849070/-1/-1/1/ANNUAL-REPORT-TO-CONGRESS-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA-2025.PDF?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://media.defense.gov/2025/Dec/23/2003849070/-1/-1/1/ANNUAL-REPORT-TO-CONGRESS-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA-2025.PDF?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://media.defense.gov/2025/Dec/23/2003849070/-1/-1/1/ANNUAL-REPORT-TO-CONGRESS-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA-2025.PDF?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://api.army.mil/e2/c/downloads/2025/05/08/1888a601/tradoc-g2-how-china-fights-in-lsco-apr-25-public.pdf

AVERTING WAR: TAIWAN AND
A US-CHINA RELATIONS IN 2026

The PRC’s military strategy emphasizes preventing outside powers from interfering in its
operations, especially in conflicts close to its borders.?®* This approach aims to delay or deter an
adversary’s ability to deploy quickly or in full strength, with US forces widely seen as the main
concern. To do this, the CCP plans to target an adversary’s forces and supporting systems across
multiple domains, making it harder for them to move, coordinate, and reinforce.”® According to
the United States Army Training and Doctrine Command G2, China’s military strategy focuses
on blocking or weakening intervention, limiting the enemy’s ability to build up combat power,
and ensuring the PRC’s own operations proceed smoothly.?®* These efforts are structured in
stages, beginning with broader political and non-kinetic actions, followed by attacks on opposing
forces farther from China, and finally in direct military engagements near the immediate area of
conflict. The CCP’s military planning for a potential conflict over Taiwan assumes that the
United States and its allies, particularly Japan and the Philippines, are likely to intervene.?®
Given the prospect of external intervention in a Taiwan contingency, the PLA has developed
doctrine and capabilities intended to delay, disrupt, or prevent foreign forces, primarily US
forces, from arriving quickly or operating effectively in a ROC crisis.?®® Because the PRC’s
anti-access/area-denial (A2/AD) architecture actively reshapes the operational environment in
ways that matter for US and ROC planning by pairing long-range ballistic and cruise missiles
(like the DF-21D and DF-26) with layered sensors, submarines, and integrated air defenses, the
PRC can threaten forward bases (e.g., Guam, Okinawa, Kadena) and compel US forces to stay

farther offshore or outside missile ranges, compressing reaction windows and increasing risk to
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logistics hubs and command nodes such as long-range missiles and integrated air defense, as
well as rehearsing joint operations around Taiwan to make outside intervention more costly and
risky.

In terms of conventional security, the PRC also employs an array of theatrical measures
to showcase its perceived power through gray-zone tactics intended to provoke reactions from
the KMT. While the CCP’s specific tactics may change over time, President Xi Jinping’s desire
for dominant influence, at least in the Indo-Pacific region, is likely to persist.”®’ In practice, the
PRC regularly conducts large-scale military exercises near Taiwan that simulate blockades,
no-fly and no-sail zones, and joint operations involving the Navy, Air Force, Rocket Forces, and
Coast Guard, all of which are designed to signal deterrence to both the ROC and potential
interveners.”® Chinese military planning has increasingly emphasized deterring or defeating
external intervention. Janes, a respected UK based defense analysis firm, reports that the PLA’s
force posture and exercises near Taiwan are structured in part to blockade the island and prevent
reinforcement or resupply by external actors, effectively shaping military contingencies to deter
outside intervention.?® This focus is reflected in the development of capabilities and operational
approaches intended to shape cross-Strait contingencies and constrain the response options of

Washington and its partners.

7 Yu Jie, “China’s Foreign Policy: Who Makes It, and How Is It Made?” discussed in "China ‘under siege’,”
Chatham House, July 24, 2024,

88 Jiang Chenlong and Zhao Lei, “PLA Conducts Drllls around Talwan ” China Dazly, Apr11 1, 2025
hinadaily.com.cn/a/202504/01 104d9£d381d183 html.
289 “China likely to continue to prioritise intimidation against Taiwan in the next six to 12 months despite PLA’s

aggressive rhetoric,” Janes OSINT Insights, July 31, 2025, www.janes.com/osint-insights/defence-and-national-

security-analysis/china-likely-to-continue-to-prioritise-intimidation-against-taiwan-in-the-next-six-to-12-months.
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Asymmetric Capabilities & Strategies

Asymmetric warfare is the utilization of unconventional weapons and operations to target
vulnerabilities of an adversary. With the imbalances of conventional capabilities between the
PRC and the ROC, asymmetric warfare will play a critical role for the latter in defending against
invasion by the former. Additionally, in gray-zone operations below the threshold of kinetic
conflict, the PLA employs asymmetric strategies to drain adversary resources and keep them off

balance without provoking open warfare.

The ROC

In the ROC’s 2025 National Defense Report, asymmetric capabilities play a prominent
role in the military’s emphasis on building a resilient defense. The integration of these
capabilities is often described as a “porcupine strategy,” where the ROC incorporates layers of
asymmetric defenses to deter or stall a PRC invasion.?”® This strategy calls for the ROC to pursue
a large number of small, inexpensive weapon systems instead of large conventional systems. The
ROC cannot realistically achieve conventional parity with the PRC, making attempts to field
comparable quantities of these legacy platforms futile. Additionally, conventional systems are
not only costly but are vulnerable to initial strikes by the PRC in the opening phase of a conflict;
for instance, tanks and destroyers are relatively large, static targets. In contrast, asymmetric
weapons are versatile weapons that strike at the weak points of a conventionally superior
adversary. Under this strategic guidance, the ROC has actively procured weapons such as

anti-tank Javelin missiles, drone-jamming guns, naval mines, Harpoon coastal defense missiles,

20 James Timbie and James O. Ellis Jr., “A Large Number of Small Things: A Porcupine Strategy for Taiwan,”
Texas National Security Review 5, no. 1 (Winter 2021/2022): 83-93, tnsr.org/2021/12/a-large-number-of-small-

things-a-porcupine-strategy-for-taiwan/.
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and unmanned aerial and surface vehicles.?””' Relatively cheap, these systems can be procured in
large quantities to counter the PRC’s conventional forces.

Asymmetric weapons provide a layered defense that blunts the conventional superiority
of an adversary by striking and disabling critical assets of its force. In 2025, the ROC acquired
1,050 Javelin missiles, a handheld anti-tank weapon, from the United States.”? It has also begun
integrating 635 portable anti-drone jamming weapons, among its recent asymmetric acquisitions,
which would be critical to countering the PRC drone swarming tactics.?”* They also purchased
400 Harpoon anti-ship missiles from the United States, set to be fully delivered by 2028, to
defend its coast from amphibious assaults.”** Regarding unmanned systems, the ROC has been
seeking to expand and improve its indigenous industrial base following the central role that
drones have played in Ukraine.?** Through a government-led initiative called the National Drone
Team in 2022, they seek to strengthen production capabilities of the private sector through
subsidies for R&D.?*® Expanding on that initiative, in 2025, the Executive Yuan approved plans
to invest 1.44 billion USD in subsidizing R&D for the nation’s 250 drone producers.*’’

Additionally, the Ministry of National Defense has committed to purchasing nearly 50,000

! Christine Casimiro, “Taiwan Unveils Weapons List in Proposed $40B Special Defense Budget,” The Defense
Post, January 21, 2026, thedefensepost.com/2026/01/21/taiwan-unveils-weapons-list/.

22 Forum on the Arms Trade, “U.S. Arms Sales to Taiwan.”

23 Kelvin Chen, “Taiwan Seeks to Develop Portable Anti-Drone System,” Taiwan News, November 5, 2025,
taiwannews.com.tw/news/6236322.

2% Christine Casimiro, “Taiwan Receives First Batch of Harpoon Anti-Ship Missile Systems From the US,” The

Defense Post, October 2, 2024, thedefensepost.com/2024/10/02/taiwan-receives-harpoon-missile/.
%5 Kevin Pollpeter, Tsun-Kai Tsai, and April Herlevi, Taiwan Lessons Learned from the Russia-Ukraine War (CNA

Corporation, December 2024), www.cna.org/reports/2024/12/Taiwan-Lessons-I.earned-from-the-Russia-Ukraine-
War.pdf.

2% Aadil Brar, “Drones Over the Strait: How Taiwan’s UAV Programme Is Redrawing Cross-Strait Red Lines,” RSIS
Commentarjy, (S. Rajaratnam School of International Studles Nanyang Technological Unlver51ty) August 7, 2025

ed-lines/.
7 Chung Li-hua and Hollie Younger, “Ministry Pushes NT$44.2 Billion Drone Development,” Taipei Times,
October 17, 2025, www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2025/10/17/2003845611.
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indigenous drones to encourage domestic manufacturers.”® Through these initiatives, the Lai
Administration aims to increase indigenous drone production to 180,000 a year by 2028. The
ROC has also begun developing and procuring unmanned surface vessels (USV), completing
their first indigenous USV, the Endeavor Manta, which is modeled after Ukrainian USVs.?”
These systems will help to counter the overwhelming conventional superiority of the PRC by
striking at their weak points with an array of versatile and cost-effective capabilities.

Alongside procuring asymmetric weapon systems, the ROC has committed to developing
a whole-of-society defense strategy.’® This approach emphasizes civil defense preparedness by
mobilizing 400,000 civilians to augment government services, such as emergency response and
support victim services in times of natural disasters or military attacks.**! It also calls for the
stockpiling of strategic reserve resources to ensure the nation is adequately provisioned in times
of crisis, and for strengthening infrastructure resilience through the hardening of the electric grid
and the securing of water supplies. This initiative seeks to prepare the entirety of Taiwanese
society for the hardships of a protracted conflict ensuring that critical aspects of civil society
remain functional and responsive to the needs of the populace. By strengthening the capacity to
respond to war time threats, they will make it more difficult for an adversary to cause a collapse

in government.

2% Jonathan Harman, “Taiwan’s Emerging Indigenous Drone Industry—An Overview,” Global Taiwan Brief 11

no.3. Global Taiwan Institute, February 11, 2026, ;WMMW

%9 Tin Pak, “Taiwan’ s USV Development and Strateglc Learnmg from Ukraine,” Center for Marltlme Strategy, June
6, 2025, cente e ] e :
39 Office of the Pre51dent of the Republlc of Chlna (Talwan) “Whole of- Somety Defense Resﬂlence Commlttee ”
391 Drew Thompson, “Whole-of-Society Resilience: A New Deterrence Concept in Taipei,” Brookings Institution,
December 6, 2024, www.brookings.edu/articles/whole-of-society-resilience-a-new-deterrence-concept-in-taipei/.
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United States

Beyond conventional military threats, the United States faces a growing asymmetric
challenge in the Taiwan Strait driven by China’s extensive use of gray-zone warfare. These
activities are designed to fall below the threshold of open conflict while steadily eroding
Taiwan’s security and testing US resolve. China’s approach emphasizes “advancing without
attacking,” using indirect pressure to shape conditions for long-term coercion rather than
immediate military conquest.*” For the United States, this creates a strategic dilemma:
responding too forcefully risks escalation, while doing too little allows China to normalize
coercive behavior. US policy has often erred on the side of restraint, but the Center for Strategic
and International Studies warns that deferring responses in the gray zone may actually increase
long-term risk by signaling hesitation and weakening deterrence.’”

Cyber operations and information pressure further complicate US efforts to deter
aggression without triggering full-scale war. Because all major US defense systems depend on
advanced semiconductors, cyber sabotage and supply-chain disruption pose direct threats to US
homeland security and military readiness, not just to Taiwan’s economy. These vulnerabilities
strengthen deterrence and US incentive to defend Taiwan, while also raising the cost of conflict.
At the same time, China’s gray-zone strategy seeks to weaken confidence in US commitments
through psychological and political pressure, blurring the line between foreign coercion and
threats to US security at home. If Washington appears uncertain or inconsistent, Taiwan’s own

willingness to resist may erode, creating a dangerous feedback loop in which US hesitation

392 Jose M. Macias III and Benjamin Jensen, “Signals in the Swarm: The Data behind China’s Maritime Gray Zone
Campaign near Taiwan,” CSIS, October 8, 2025, www.csis.org/analysis/signals-swarm-data-behind-
chinas-maritime-gray-zone-campaign-near-taiwan.

39 Benjamin Jensen, Bonny Lin, and Carolina G. Ramos, “Shadow Risk: What Crisis Simulations Reveal about the
Dangers of Deferring U.S. Responses to China’s Gray Zone Campaign against Taiwan,” CSIS, February 16, 2022,
www.csis.org/analysis/shadow-risk-what-crisis-simulations-reveal-about-dangers-deferring-us-responses-chinas.
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makes intervention less likely over time.** From a US perspective, this highlights how
asymmetric pressure can succeed without direct conflict, achieving strategic objectives through
doubt rather than force.

US analysts, like Jose Macias and Benjamin Jensen, increasingly argue that countering
China’s gray-zone warfare tactics requires engagement rather than passive avoidance. They
recommend that the United States improve detection, attribution, and public exposure of
gray-zone activities in order to deny China the benefits of ambiguity. For example, they
recommend the publication and punishment of repeat offenders abusing gray zone tactics in
order to broadcast the CCP’s intentions. Additionally they recommend focusing US Intelligence,
Surveillance, and Reconnaissance on suspicious vessels and their activity in order to monitor,
identify, and deny these vessels specific ports and market restrictions, strengthening deterrence
for Taiwan.>* Similarly, China’s routine air and maritime incursions around Taiwan are not
isolated incidents but part of a sustained campaign intended to normalize pressure and wear
down resistance.**® For the United States, asymmetric security in the Taiwan Strait is therefore
not only about avoiding escalation, but about maintaining credibility, protecting technological
and cyber advantages, and preventing a gradual shift in the regional balance of power that favors

China without open conflict.

China
Because the PLA views asymmetric warfare as essential to countering technologically

superior adversaries such as the United States it has adapted its doctrine by studying past

39 The Economist, “A Superpower Crunch over Taiwan Is Coming.”

395 Macias III and Jensen, “Signals in the Swarm.”

3% Jacob Stokes, “Resisting China’s Gray Zone Military Pressure on Taiwan,” CNAS, December 7, 2023,
www.cnas.org/publications/reports/resisting-chinas-gray-zone-military-pressure-on-taiwan
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conflicts to identify and exploit vulnerabilities in areas like logistics, space, cyber, and
information operations rather than seeking conventional parity. For example, US operational
successes in the Gulf War and Kosovo War strongly influenced PLA thinking, convincing
Chinese planners that the ability to strike strategic targets and act first is essential when facing a
technologically superior adversary.*”’ This realization has driven the PRC’s emphasis on
asymmetric and information warfare as a means of offsetting US advantages while supporting its
broader ambition to become a true great power with credible military force projection. As the
PLA modernizes, the PRC may increasingly view the military option against the ROC as viable,
especially if it can be swift, decisive, and limit civilian harm.>*® At the same time, asymmetric
capabilities are intended to deter US intervention and pressure Taiwan against formal
independence, making the use of force a credible last resort by demonstrating that the PRC now
has the concrete capabilities to act quickly and impose high costs on the ROC and potential US
interveners, rather than relying on bluff or political rhetoric. As PLA modernization and
asymmetric tools reduce uncertainty about China’s ability to succeed, the use of force becomes a
believable last resort rather than an empty threat.’®

The CCP’s approach to asymmetric warfare emphasizes exploiting an adversary’s
vulnerabilities rather than pursuing symmetric parity in force structure or capabilities.*'” PLA

writings and force development emphasize long-range precision strikes, cyber and space

397 Russell D. Howard, “THE CHINESE PEOPLE'S LIBERATION ARMY: ‘SHORT ARMS AND SLOW LEGS’,”
INSS Occasional Paper 28, USAF INSS, September 1999. www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/report/1999/
ocp28.htm.

3% China Power Project, “Surveying the Experts: U.S. and Taiwan Views on China’s Approach to Taiwan in 2024
and Beyond, ” CSIS, January 22, 2024,
chinapower.csis.org/surveying-experts-us-and-taiwan-views-china-approach-taiwan- 2024.

39 Andrew N.D. Yang, “Mainland China’s Military Development and Taiwan’s Countermeasures,” Brookings
Institution, August 17, 2011, www.brookings.edu/articles/mainland-chinas-military-development-and-taiwans-
countermeasures/.

31 Timothy R. Heath, Sale Lilly, and Eugeniu Han, “Can Taiwan Resist a Large-Scale Military Attack by China?
Assessing Strengths and Vulnerabilities in a Potential Conflict,” RAND, June 27, 2023, www.rand.org/pubs/
research_reports/RRA1658-1.html.
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operations, and other capabilities aimed at disrupting an opponent’s command, control,
communications, and logistics. These capabilities are complemented by lower-intensity activities
such as deception, operational concealment, and sustained pressure below the threshold of armed
conflict. Together, these measures are assessed by think tanks such as CSIS as relevant to
scenarios involving US military intervention and cross-Strait contingencies, with vessel tracking
data used to analyze harassment and emplacement tactics during the CCP’s maritime gray-zone
campaigns near Taiwan that remain below the threshold of conflict.*"

With Beijing’s continued efforts to project force toward both Washington and Taipei,
defense strategy experts such as CSIS say the CCP has embraced an “anaconda strategy” to
tighten pressure on the island, making continued US support a lynchpin of Taiwan’s autonomy.*'?
PLA modernization reflects a strategy of focusing limited defense resources on asymmetric
capabilities that exploit adversaries’ weaknesses rather than matching them across all domains.
Driven primarily by the Taiwan issue and the possibility of US intervention, these “pockets of
excellence” are intended to deter or defeat technologically superior forces while safeguarding

China’s core security interests.*!?

Policy Recommendations

United States
The United States should maintain a strategically flexible defense policy that deters

aggression while avoiding aggravating the PRC. Currently, there are a growing number of US

31! Macias 111 and Jensen, “Signals in the Swarm.”

312 Froman, “How China Intensified Its Tactics against Taiwan.”

313 SCI0, In Their Own Words: China’s National Defense in the New Era, Foreign Langauge Press, July 2019
airuniversity.af. Portals/10/CASI ments/Translations/2019-07%20PRC%20White%20Paper?

200n%20National%20Defense%20in%20the%20New%20Era.pdf?ver=akpbGkO50gbDPPbflQkb5A%3D%3D.
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defense trainers operating in the ROC.*'"* These trainers are already tied directly to specific US
weapons systems purchases, while US advisors are embedded with each branch of the ROC
military and within the Ministry of National Defense to support capability development and
institutional reform. The overall number of trainers and advisors should remain deliberately
limited to avoid unnecessary expansion, but structured with sufficient flexibility to respond to
clearly demonstrated, mission-driven requirements. In particular, increases should be contingent
upon concrete developments such as the ROC’s procurement of additional US weapons systems
which would necessitate corresponding trainers or formal ROC requests for additional advisory
support to integrate new systems into operational units and command structures.

This conditional, requirements-based approach ensures that the US presence remains
tightly aligned with capability outcomes rather than arbitrary personnel targets. When justified
and approved by the Pentagon and US Congress, additional trainers and advisors can provide
Taiwanese leadership with essential expertise on effectively incorporating new US weapons
systems into doctrine, training pipelines, force design, and combat formations. This support
strengthens readiness while maintaining a disciplined and purpose-driven footprint.

As a matter of long-standing policy, the Pentagon does not discuss the ROC’s
participation in US exercises. In agreement with current standing policy, the United States should
continue to exclude the ROC from major military exercises with allies around the island and in
the straits (such as the Philippines, Japan, or regional partners) to avoid provoking the PRC,
which would likely escalate gray-zone operations and deplete their resources further.
Furthermore, while maintaining strategic flexibility the United States should continue to allow

the ROC to participate in joint training exercises geographically distant from Taiwan and China.

314 Seth Robson, “‘It Needs to Be a Thousand’: US Has 500 Military Trainers on Taiwan, Retired Admiral Says,”

Stars and Stripes, May 27, 2025, www.stripes.com/theaters/asia_pacific/2025-05-27/taiwan-military-trainers-
testimony-17924124 html.
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For instance, exercises such as Northern Strike, which takes place in the continental United
States, and RIMPAC, which is typically held around Hawaii, strengthen the ROC’s operational
readiness and interoperability with US and partner forces. Together, they enhance deterrence in
the Indo-Pacific without altering the United States’ longstanding policy of strategic ambiguity.
Executive Order “Establishing an America First Arms Transfer Strategy” (2026) states
that the United States will prioritize arms sales and transfers to partners that have invested in
their own self-defense and capabilities, have a critical geographic role in United States plans and
operations, or contribute to our economic security.>'® The United States currently has 32 billion
USD of arms sales backlogged to Taiwan; this number should not be increased to avoid
aggravating the PRC. However, the United States should accelerate these delayed arms sales to
ensure faster processing of current deals and quicker delivery of systems from previous
agreements. The growing backlog in approved United States arms sales to Taiwan is driven by
limited industrial capacity, supply chain disruptions, competing demands from Ukraine, and the
production strain of complex asymmetric systems. Therefore, the United States should prioritize
Taiwan’s defense orders in production scheduling and delivery. Key systems such as F-16V
fighter jets, Harpoon anti-ship missiles, HIMARS launchers, and critical munitions face
multi-year delays that directly affect deterrence in the Indo-Pacific. Accelerating Taiwan-related
contracts ahead of lower priority or less time sensitive deals would strengthen deterrence,
reinforce United States commitments under the TRA it would also ensure that approved

defensive capabilities are fielded before regional security conditions deteriorate further.*!®

315 “Establishing an America First Arms Transfer Strategy,” The White House, February 6, 2026,
www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2026/02/establishing-an-america-first-arms-transfer-strategy/; David
Sacks, “Why Is Taiwan Important to the United States?” Council on Foreign Relations, June 20, 2023,
www.cfr.org/articles/why- taiwan-important-united-states.

318 Gomez, Eric. “Breaking Down Taiwan’s Arms Backlog, Part 1: Overview and Methodology.” CATO, November
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Additionally, the United States should authorize more arms transfers directly from US military
stockpiles, under the Presidential Drawdown Authority. The United States has provided over 31
billion USD in arms and resources to Ukraine and 4.4 billion to Israel over the past few years, far
more than what has been sent to the ROC.>"” These resources should be redirected to double the
amount sent to the ROC via drawdown authority from one billion USD in 2025 to two billion
USD in 2027.%"® Arms sales and arms transfers should continue to prioritize asymmetric systems

such as anti-ship missiles, integrated air defense, naval mines, and cyber defense capabilities.

The ROC

The most effective way for the ROC to avert war is to strengthen its military capabilities
and preparedness, raising the cost of war for the PRC and deterring a conflict. With a strong base
of conventional systems, Taiwan should forgo further acquisitions of costly conventional
platforms, such as its Hai Kung submarine project and F-16s. Instead, it should prioritize
procuring more cost-effective asymmetric weapons, such as javelin missiles, anti-tank mines,
and mobile drone jammers, building on existing efforts. The ROC should further invest in its
indigenous drone industry to enable rapid production scaling in the event of a conflict. Following
the example of Ukraine, Taiwan should expand public funding for private research and
development through initiatives like its National Drone Team to strengthen its industrial base.

For comparison, Ukraine’s current budget for drone production and procurement is 18 billion

37 Bureau of Political-Military Affairs, “Use of Presidential Drawdown Authority for Military Assistance for
Ukraine,” U.S. Department of State, January 9, 2025, www.state.gov/bureau-of-political-military-affairs/
use-of-presidential-drawdown-authority-for-military-assistance-for-ukraine; U.S. House of Representatives,
Committee on Appropriations, Israel Security Supplemental Appropriations Act, 2024, 2024,
democrats-appropriations.house.gov/sites/evo-subsites/democrats- appropriations.house.gov/files/Israel.pdf.

318 U.S. Government Accountability Office, Presidential Drawdown Authority: Guidance Should Reflect Expanded
Use, GAO-25-107475, May 15, 2025, www.gao.gov/assets/ gao-25-107475.pdf.
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USD.*" Since 2022, the ROC has invested approximately 3 billion USD in total for drone
production and procurement. This should be increased dramatically, considering the central role
drones play in a modern conflict. Furthermore, the ROC government should reduce its reliance
on foreign imports of drone components by sourcing the majority of its materials domestically. It
can achieve this by providing subsidies and tax cuts to companies that primarily rely on domestic
supply chains, incentivizing manufacturers across the spectrum of drone components to onshore
their production, particularly for those companies that are still reliant on PRC imports. The
ROC’s Ministry of Defense should double its purchases of indigenous drones, from nearly
50,000 to 100,000 over a two year period, to help promote the growth of its domestic industrial
base.

If the ROC hopes to sustain its standing force amid declining population growth, it must
expand conscription and improve incentives for volunteer service. The ROC should extend
mandatory service to at least two years, which would double the number of conscripts serving
active duty in comparison to just a one year mandatory service. To offset any public pushback to
an extended service, conscript pay should be increased, and alternative programs such as reserve
officer training should be expanded for those unwilling to pause their studies. The ROC has
made significant improvements to its basic training under the reformist leadership of Defense
Minister Wellington Woo, including modern training in drone warfare and more realistic,
unscripted combat exercises. Training an expanded force will require a larger cadre of officers
and NCOs. The ROC should make greater efforts to retain its US-trained military officer core,

who are more experienced in asymmetric modern warfare—many of whom do not extend their

319 Max Hunder, “Ukraine Opens Up Arms Exports, Seeking to Cash In on Wartime Technology,” Reuters, February
9, 2026, www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/ukraine-opens-up-arms-exports-seeking-cash-wartime-
technology-2026-02-09/.
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service past their mandatory 10 year contracts—by increasing bonuses for contract extensions.**’
To encourage volunteer service, the ROC should increase pay for volunteers and provide greater
bonuses for enlistments into critical fields. Moreover, reservist training should be expanded from
the current 14 days to 38 days, in line with US standards, giving troops more time training with
equipment and building command cohesion with their units. The ROC should also continue to
improve training quality by ensuring that troops have adequate time handling new weapon
systems such as Javelins and having more live fire drills which were limited just until recently.*!
It should also ensure that antiquated methods, such as the bayonet charges that were recently
scrapped, continue to be removed from the training curriculum.

The ROC must begin to stockpile greater quantities of critical resources, such as fuel and
food, to ensure that it can withstand a prolonged blockade in times of war. They should increase
their stockpile of liquified gas of only 11 days to 14 days by investing in the Energy
Administration to expand the construction of storage facilities and port infrastructure capable of
taking in an increase of natural gas resources. They should also further invest in their renewable
energy sectors to lessen their reliance on imported fossil fuels. The ROC has committed to a
net-zero emissions goal for ROC energy generation by 2050. Under this plan new offshore wind
farms will be capable of generating up to 13.1 Gigawatts of energy and 30 gigawatts of solar

energy by 2030.%? This energy generating capability will double by 2050, lessening the reliance

on fossil fuels by the ROC.

320 Jonathan Harman, “Taiwan Needs to Refocus on its US-Trained Military Officers,” Global Taiwan Brief 10 no.
21, Global Taiwan Institute, December 3, 2025,
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An expanded budget is required to pay for all these initiatives. The ROC should continue
to pursue its goal of a defense budget of five percent of GDP. As shown earlier in this report, the
majority of Taiwanese support greater spending on defense. The simplest way to increase
government revenue is to raise income, corporate taxes, and value added taxes. For instance, the
ROC could raise its value added tax of five percent to that of Japan and South Korea which is at
10 percent. Funds from non-critical services and capabilities could also be redirected towards
these initiatives. This includes avoiding costly spending on conventional capabilities like the
recent purchase of 66 F-16 fighter jets for a large sum of 8 billion USD.** If these prove
politically infeasible, the ROC can resort to borrowing through government bonds. The country
has a relatively low debt to GDP ratio so has bandwidth to increase its borrowing to pay for an

expanded budget.***

32 Sean Lin, “Only Some of 66 Fighter Jets Ordered from U.S. May Be Delivered on Time: Koo,” Focus Taiwan,
November 3, 2025, www.focustaiwan.tw/politics/202511030011.
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International Relations and Diplomacy

The cross-Strait relationship between the United States, the PRC, and Taiwan is largely
defined by a series of unwritten allowances and redlines. The PRC and the United States have
different interpretations of the meaning of “One China.” These differing interpretations create
friction in the Strait, leading to periods of increased tensions and several armed crises. As a
result, Taiwan remains largely isolated on the international stage, a problem that they are trying
to rectify without provoking the PRC. Unofficially, Taiwan maintains diplomatic contact with
many nations, most importantly the United States. This unofficial US stance has developed into a
policy of “strategic ambiguity,” which shapes US actions in the Strait and affects its relationship
with both the PRC and Taiwan. Analyzing these concepts will expose areas of weakness and
strength in cross-Strait diplomacy. Any path towards averting war will require these weaknesses

to be addressed.

One China Principle & One China Policy

The One China Principle is crucial to understanding China’s foreign policy and affairs.
The CCP has consistently considered this principle as an inviolable: any state seeking to
establish diplomatic ties with China must formally acknowledge this principle. The One China
Principle and the One China Policy encapsulate the divergent positions of China and the United
States, respectively, regarding Taiwan’s sovereignty. Under the One China Principle, the PRC
asserts that there is one sovereign state known as “China,” with Taiwan as an integral part of it.
Thus, any attitude or action promoting Taiwanese independence will encounter Beijing’s firm

resistance and remains “the first red line that cannot be crossed in U.S.-China relations.””**

325 Zichen Wang, “Chinese Readout of Xi-Biden Phone Call,” Pekingology, April 2, 2024, www.pekingnology.com/
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Conversely, the One China Policy pertains to the diplomatic recognition strategy adopted by the
United States, shaping the United States’ possible engagement with Taiwan while constraining
actions that Beijing could interpret as support for its independence.

US policy and stances can be traced back to the 1972 Shanghai Communiqué, issued
when President Richard Nixon visited the PRC at the invitation of Premier Zhou Enlai.**
President Nixon and Mao Zedong conducted a discussion regarding Sino-American ties and
global issues, setting the foundation for the One China Policy. In addition to the One China
Principle, the communiqué rejected formulations such as “one China, two governments,” “two
Chinas,” or an undetermined status for Taiwan.*?’ The United States acknowledged that “all
Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Strait maintain there is but one China and that Taiwan is a
part of China.”*?® The distinction between “acknowledge” and “recognize” carries legal and
diplomatic significance. Recognition connotes formal acceptance in international law, whereas
acknowledgment denotes awareness of the PRC’s claim without endorsing it. In the
communiqué, the United States also stated that the primary objective was the complete removal
of armed personnel, troop numbers, and military installations in Taiwan. Nevertheless, this
withdrawal was explicitly linked to the anticipation of a peaceful resolution to the Taiwan
issue.*” These provisions established the core parameters of US policy: ambiguity regarding
sovereignty claims, conditional military drawdown tied to stability, and an expectation that

cross-Strait differences be resolved peacefully. The Shanghai Communiqué set a framework for
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managing the Taiwan issue: the PRC insists on a strict interpretation of its sovereignty claims,
while the United States maintains flexibility, affording it latitude to support Taiwan despite
Chinese denunciations and heightened vigilance.

The TRA established the legal basis for continued unofficial relations and arms sales to
Taiwan. In 1982, amid negotiations with Beijing that produced the August 17 Communiqué, US
Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger issued the Six Assurances. The assurances
reaffirmed that the United States would not establish a timetable for terminating arms sales,
would not consult Beijing prior to such sales, would not amend the TRA, and would not coerce
Taiwan into negotiations with the PRC.**° This framework underwrites Taiwan’s security and
diplomatic leverage by signaling sustained US support, enabling defense cooperation and
international engagement, and raising the costs of PRC aggression, despite ongoing bilateral
friction.

Taiwan and the PRC hold fundamentally different positions and policy objectives. While
the PRC’s ultimate objective is reunification, its short-term objectives are to narrow Taiwan’s
political options, preventing further consolidation of de facto independence in a way that keeps
reunification possible.**' In contrast, Taiwan prioritizes preserving its democratic system and
effective self-governance while expanding its international space.*** Although Taiwan operates as
an autonomous political entity, its limited diplomatic recognition sustains a condition of
ambiguity in which it relies on informal partnerships and selective participation in international

organizations.**® This approach enables practical external engagement but constrains full
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statehood functions, incentivizing policies that safeguard de facto autonomy while incrementally
broadening international participation. Public opinion reinforces this cautious posture: most
Taiwanese favor maintaining the status quo rather than pursuing immediate unification or formal
independence.*** The resulting strategic mismatch sustains cross-Strait tensions, as Taiwan’s
security measures and international engagement are interpreted by the PRC as steps toward
separation. Amid intensifying US-China competition, reinforcing Taiwan’s confidence in its
self-governance while avoiding provocation remains critical to sustaining deterrence and stability

in the Taiwan Strait.

The PRC's Strategy of Pressure

Consistent with the One China Principle, Beijing employs diplomatic, informational,
economic, and military instruments to constrain Taiwan’s external space and reinforce its
sovereignty claim. These efforts include pressuring states and international organizations to treat
Taiwan as part of China and to limit official engagement with Taipei, contributing to Taiwan’s
diplomatic isolation.*** Externally, these activities signal resolve and deter foreign support for
Taiwan; internally, they seek to influence public opinion and electoral dynamics, undermining
Taiwanese popular confidence in the prospect of independence. This strategy aims to persuade
the Taiwanese public into viewing unification as inevitable, while allowing the PRC to expedite

a deal with Taiwan or enhance its leverage.>*¢ If Beijing judges that critical red lines—namely,

33 Craig Kafura et al., “Americans and Taiwanese Favor the Status Quo,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs,
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moves toward formal independence—have been crossed, it retains coercive options short of
invasion. This includes military, cyber, and quarantine or blockade measures to assert control and
compel political concessions.**” The Taiwan Strait Crises, as an example, will be explored further
in the following section.

Currently, the PRC appears to regard invasion as a last-resort option.**® Despite its
increasing global influence, the PRC prefers non-military strategies such as economic sanctions,
diplomatic pressure, and media initiatives. The domestic costs of employing military coercion
include potential economic disruption, challenges to the legitimacy of leadership, and political
instability; meanwhile, the external costs include reputational harm, international backlash, and
responses from strategic partners and other states.*** Nevertheless, because Taiwan is seen as a
fundamental interest of the PRC, the possibility of military coercion cannot be dismissed. If
Taiwan opts for de jure independence, the likelihood of PRC military action would escalate
significantly.** Unlike maritime disputes in the South and East China Seas, which allow
negotiation, the Taiwan issue—framed as territorial integrity and national unity—limits
compromise, whereas the PRC typically relies on non-military pressure in the South and East
China Seas due to high geopolitical costs. In other words, Beijing seeks to strengthen its
territorial claims and counter challenges to its sovereignty while managing the economic and

geopolitical costs.

337 Bonny Lin et al., “How China Could Quarantine Taiwan: Mapping out Two Possible Scenarios,” CSIS, June 5,
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Navigating Escalation Under Uncertain Thresholds

The PRC has implemented a range of measures to pressure Taiwan, including pressuring
other countries to limit bilateral official engagement, imposing sanctions on US defense
companies and executives following major arms sales to Taiwan, and conducting large-scale
military exercises around the Taiwan Strait.>*' All this suggests that the possibility of a Chinese
military invasion of Taiwan cannot be entirely ruled out. Nevertheless, a critical and often
overlooked aspect is that although China staunchly claims sovereignty over Taiwan and frames it
as an inviolable bottom line, it maintains deliberate ambiguity over what would trigger force,
even as it demonstrates responses when perceived boundaries are crossed.*** For instance, in
2005, under Hu Jintao, China’s National People’s Congress passed the Anti-Secession Law,
which allows non-peaceful measures to achieve Taiwan’s reunification if Taiwan secedes, major
secession-related incidents occur, or possibilities for peaceful reunification are exhausted—though
the law does not define what constitutes “major incidents” or “completely exhausted.”

Similar ambiguity persists under Xi Jinping’s leadership. Xi is potentially more likely to
use force than his predecessors.*** While he has repeatedly reaffirmed the CCP’s opposition to
Taiwan independence, and the PRC has conducted increasingly frequent military exercises near

the Taiwan Strait during his tenure, clear and explicit norms regarding “independence” itself

3*! Joe Cash, Yimou Lee, and Wen-yee Lee, “China stages record drills designed to encircle Taiwan,” Reuters,
December 29, 2025, www.reuters.com/world/china/chinas-military-conduct-live-fire-exercises-around-taiwan-
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remain absent.’** One interpretation is that Beijing’s ambiguity ensures its sole authority to
interpret the Taiwan issue while preserving its flexibility to use force against Taiwan.**’
Domestically, such an arrangement may effectively enhance the CCP’s legitimacy. Regardless of
the specific measures adopted in response to evolving circumstances, Beijing consistently
maintains the position that Taiwan is an integral part of China, framing reunification as an
indispensable element of the “China Dream” and a historic mission essential to realizing the
“great rejuvenation” of the Chinese nation.>*® At the same time, Taiwan’s close ties with the
United States provide Beijing with a continuing basis for criticizing US involvement, further
embedding the Taiwan issue within broader Sino-American strategic rivalry.*’

Therefore, Taiwan could consider leveraging or utilizing this ambiguity to secure a
greater international voice. Eight of China’s top ten trading partners are democracies, with nearly
60 percent of its exports destined for the United States and its allies.**® Should these nations
sever trade ties with China over an attack on Taiwan, it would lead to substantial Chinese
economic costs. In late 2025, a Eurobazooka survey published by Le Grand Continent indicates
that a majority of Europeans favor maintaining balanced relations with both China and the
United States, prioritizing economic engagement while seeking to avoid entanglement in
great-power conflict.** The majority of Southeast Asian policymakers and key stakeholders

advocate for ASEAN to “enhance its own resilience and unity to fend off their pressures.”** In
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this regard, Taiwan’s advantage extends beyond the political—its existence as an emerging
democratic regime—to the economic sphere. Taiwan’s democratic system and respect for human
rights inherently align more closely with democratic regimes. This enables Taiwan to more
readily expand its influence among like-minded state actors as a means to enhance its

international standing.

The Straits Crises

The Taiwan Strait has developed into one of the most contentious areas in the world.
Over the last 70 years, four major diplomatic crises have erupted between the PRC, the ROC,
and the United States. Full-scale war was avoided during the first two conflicts largely through
the threat of a US military and nuclear response.*>! Much changed between the Second and Third
Crises, with new, modern problems arising and a worrying trend showing in the stability of the
Strait. Lessons can be learned from these trends to help guide policy that will ideally avert war in
the Taiwan Strait.

The First Strait Crisis began on September 3, 1954, with the PRC beginning an artillery
barrage on the ROC-controlled islands of Kinmen and Matsu.*>* The crisis eased following the
signing of the Formosa Resolution in late January 1955, which gave the United States the right to
freely defend Taiwan against invasion, along with the Sino-American Mutual Defense Treaty,
which cemented the United States as a player in cross-Strait conflicts. This diplomatic resolve,

along with the threat of escalating this crisis into another war with the United States, led the PRC

331 Xuegong Zhao, "The Limits of Confrontation: Nuclear Weapons, the 1958 Taiwan Strait Crisis, and China-U.S.
Relations," Journal of Cold War Studies 25, no. 2 (2023): 112-149, muse.jhu.edu/article/900750.
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to end its artillery barrage in May 1955.>* This crisis established several informal rules still
shaping Taiwan-China-US relations. The median line, which aimed to limit friction between the
ROC and PRC in the Strait was informally established as well as the United States’ ambiguous
stance in this region.***

The Second Strait Crisis began in a similar manner to the first, as the PRC launched an
artillery bombardment and blockade of the ROC-controlled islands of Kinmen and Matsu on
August 23, 1958. The United States responded by reinforcing its naval presence and began
escorting military convoys to the ROC forces on the islands. By October, artillery fire from the
PRC decreased, with the PRC announcing that it was only going to bombard the island on
odd-numbered days.*>® The Kinmen and Matsu islands were the key point of contention in this
crisis, as the status of these islands under the Sino-American Mutual Defense Treaty was vague.
The treaty only claimed that the United States would defend the island of Taiwan and the
Pescadores islands, with no mention of the outlying islands under the ROC’s control.*® Any
crisis would require the United States to address the gray areas in the Sino-American Mutual
Defense Treaty as well as its relationship with the ROC.*’

For almost 40 years following the Second Strait Crisis, armed conflict between the PRC
and ROC remained limited, until July 1995. The PRC initiated a series of ballistic missile tests
following the US decision to allow then-ROC President Lee Teng-hui to enter the United States

on a visa—an action the PRC viewed as a direct challenge to the One China Principle. Thus, the

353 Thomas J. Cutler, “Crisis in the Taiwan Strait,” Naval History (December 2024), U.S. Naval Institute,
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crisis escalated through March 1996, with continued ballistic missile, air, and naval exercises
near Taiwan. In response, the United States assigned two nuclear supercarriers to the waters east
and south of Taiwan.**®

This crisis marked a drastic change in PRC policy regarding Taiwanese independence.
Since the end of the Second Strait Crisis, China’s economic and military capacity had expanded,
and it had become a nuclear-armed power.*** One of the large concerns of the PRC during this
time was Taiwan’s democratization. Military exercises and missile tests closely shadowed key
moments in Taiwan’s election cycle during the Third Strait Crisis. The legislative elections that
were held in December 1995 were preceded by the PRC engaging in large amphibious assault
exercises throughout November.*® The United States deployed its first carrier in December. An
even larger exercise was held in the lead-up to Taiwan’s presidential elections in March of 1996.
The PRC again mustered missiles, fighters, naval vessels, and ground forces to drill amphibious
operations.*' The United States assigned a second carrier to the waters around Taiwan in
response. After the presidential election and March exercises, tensions in the straits deescalated
and the crisis was considered concluded.>*

China viewed President Lee Teng-hui as a pro-independence leader. His visit to the
United States, framed as a private visit, created significant tension between the PRC and Taiwan,
as well as straining the US-Taiwan relationship.’®® Due to the One China Policy, coordination and

communication between Taiwan and the United States is largely done through the American
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Institute in Taiwan, the de facto US embassy in Taiwan.*** During this crisis, President Lee relied
on personal advisors, bypassing government channels leaving the United States uncertain of
Taiwan’s plans. Information sharing between the United States and Taiwan was also limited, with
a lack of secure channels of communication playing a significant role. This contributed to the
United States and Taiwan not knowing each other’s contingency plans. Following the crisis, the
American Institute in Taiwan began staffing US officers to improve communication with the
Pentagon.’®® While an improvement, developments during the Fourth Strait Crisis created new
problems in coordination and communication.

The Fourth Strait Crisis began in August 2022, following the then-Speaker of the House
Nancy Pelosi’s official visit to Taiwan. The PRC condemned this visit as violating the One China
Principle and responded with a four-day military exercise around Taiwan from August 4th
through August 7th. In 2021, there were around 1,000 reported PRC aerial incursions into
Taiwanese airspace.**® During the four-day exercise in 2022, there were around 300 instances of
PLA aircraft crossing the median line, showing the magnitude of these exercises.**” Furthermore,
in 2023, it was reported that there were around 1,700 aerial incursions by the PRC, and that total
was surpassed within eight months in 2024 .°%® The extent and rising frequency of these breaches
suggest that the PRC is moving away from mitigating tensions over the Taiwan Strait.

In another unprecedented move, several PRC ballistic missiles flew over Taiwan, with

five landing in Japanese economic exclusive waters.*® During the four-day exercise, PRC drones
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were also detected around the Japanese island of Okinawa, prompting Japan to scramble jets.’”

Japan, together with Taiwan, forms part of the strategic First Island Chain, a chain of islands that
constrains the PRC’s ability to project force in the region.>” This raises the risk of conflict as the
United States is committed to defend Japan as a signatory of the 1951 Security Treaty.’’? These
crises show that the Taiwan Strait is moving away from stability; rather than trending towards
peace, cross-Strait relations are evolving towards increased hostility and the risk of broader
regional conflict.

The Third and Fourth Strait Crises, while decades apart, share similarities in both their
causes and solutions. The PRC has demonstrated that any challenge to their One China Principle,
officially or unofficially, will be met with a response. The Fourth Strait Crisis also shows a shift
in the PRC’s strategy along the median line. The upward trend of aerial incursions is a dramatic
change in the status quo that has existed since the Third Crisis. This change dramatically
increases the risk of misinterpretation in the skies over the Taiwan Strait, raising the risk of
starting a war.*”

The US response to the Fourth Straits Crisis, compared to the other three, is also an
important indicator of what the protocol will be going forward. Compared to earlier crises, it has
been reserved. This is in part due to the much higher operational risk involved compared to
previously used deterrences.’”* Another factor is the limited effect deterrence has recently had,
with the appearance of the carriers during the Third Crisis not stopping or preventing PRC

military exercises. While the United States engaged in a “show of force” with their carriers, the
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PRC also demonstrated its growing missile, air, and naval power capabilities.’”> Another reason
for this reserved stance is the expansion of the conflict. The Philippines, which has a significant
border dispute with the PRC in the South China Sea, and Japan, as evident by its involvement in
the Fourth Crisis, have a shared interest in the stability of the Taiwan Strait. With more nations
involved, there is an increasing threat of misinterpretation or overaction that may lead to open
conflict, with or without approval of the United States.*”

These historical and recent crises show that any steps forward must not be done with
missiles or aircraft carriers, but with careful communication. The last third and fourth crises
occurred without casualties and were conducted with reduced US involvement compared to the
first two, which saw thousands of lives lost, including Americans.’”” Excessive external
involvement by the United States, or any other regional power, could risk escalating tensions
beyond the level generated by PRC military exercises and airspace breaches alone. Any shift
away from the ambiguous stance that the United States currently has regarding the ROC would
dramatically escalate cross-Strait tensions, evident by the Third and Fourth Crises. This would
also deviate from the trend of the United States moving away from using physical force as a

response to cross-Strait crises, a trend that decreases the risk of accidental escalation.

Participation in International Organizations
Taiwan’s limited access to major international organizations is a direct result of Beijing’s

efforts to enforce the One China Principle within multilateral institutions. As part of its campaign
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to pressure Taiwan into accepting unification, the PRC has spent decades working to isolate
Taiwan diplomatically.’”

Many international organizations have thus become sites of contestation between the
PRC and the ROC, with China increasingly seeking to restrict Taiwan’s participation on the
grounds that such engagement challenges its sovereignty claims.*” United Nations (UN) General
Assembly Resolution 2758, adopted on October 25, 1971, transferred the “Chinese seat” at the
UN from the ROC—which governed Taiwan and nearby offshore islands—to the PRC, which
governed mainland China.*® Since then, Taiwan has been excluded from the UN and most of its
affiliated organizations. The PRC asserts that it is the sole entity representing China in
state-based international organizations such as the World Health Organization (WHO),
maintaining that Taiwan does not meet the criteria for sovereign statehood under international
law.*®! However, Taiwan argues that its exclusion from the WHO hinders international health
cooperation, as demonstrated during outbreaks of diseases such as SARS and COVID-19.°*
Beyond public health concerns, this exclusion deepens political isolation and limits institutional
channels for communication and cooperation, increasing distrust and reducing opportunities for
crisis management to defuse tensions in the Taiwan Strait.

Some international economic organizations have adopted more flexible frameworks that

allow Taiwan limited participation in international trade without sovereign status. The World
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Trade Organization, which allows non-state entities to join, has enabled Taiwan to accede
alongside China, making it the only major international organization in which Taiwan
participates as a full member.*** China has indicated that if Taiwan were to participate in the
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit in Shenzhen, it would do so only as a
regional economic entity, provided it adheres to the One China Principle.*®* While APEC
exemplifies flexible economic cooperation, Taiwan’s exclusion from technical organizations like
the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) demonstrates how political constraint can
impact even functional cooperation. Taiwan’s exclusion from the ICAO, which sets global
aviation safety standards, limits its access to crucial meetings and information-sharing
mechanisms. Despite managing a major international route in East Asia, Taiwan is not an official
member due to China’s opposition and the UN’s recognition of the PRC as the sole
representative of China.*® Therefore, given that Taipei Taoyuan International Airport ranks
among the world’s ten busiest airports, this exclusion poses serious aviation safety risks and may
endanger human lives.*®® Although Taiwan has occasionally participated in ICAO-related
meetings informally, the lack of a consistent institutional approach demonstrates that political
disputes continue to overwhelm technical cooperation.

In general, international organizations contribute to war prevention by enhancing
transparency and institutionalizing crisis-management mechanisms. Taiwan’s expanded

participation in non-sovereign domains should therefore be treated as a practical risk-reduction
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strategy that lowers the probability of armed escalation in the Taiwan Strait without escalating

sovereignty disputes.

One Country, Two Systems

The “One Country, Two Systems” principle was devised to govern the relationship
between Hong Kong and China after the transfer of sovereignty from the United Kingdom to
China in 1997. However, the concept itself predates the handover, as it was introduced by Deng
Xiaoping in the early 1980s in anticipation of Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan’s prospective
reunification with China.**’

Originally designed for Hong Kong’s 1997 handover, the “One Country, Two Systems”
principle framework was also presented by Beijing as a model for potential reunification with
Taiwan. However, the series of events that unfolded in Hong Kong have significantly altered
cross-Strait relations and the perceptions of this model among Taiwanese citizens. By calling for
a “Two Systems of Taiwan Plan” in 2019, Xi Jinping suggested that the framework might require
adaptation to accommodate Taiwan’s distinct political and social conditions.*®® Theoretically, the
maintenance of civil liberties, as an independent judiciary and the economic freedom in Hong
Kong was intended to reassure Taiwan that unification would not undermine its democratic
system. Within the “One Country, Two Systems” framework, special administrative regions such

as Hong Kong are positioned not as separate political entities, but as local administrative units
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operating within a hierarchical relationship under the unified leadership of the CCP central
government.**

The protests in 2019 and the resulting National Security Law have reshaped Taiwanese
perceptions of this model, deepening distrust in China’s guarantee of autonomy and reducing
support for political integration with China. As a result, issues of sovereignty, democracy and
resistance to external pressure from Beijing are being emphasized even more in elections in
Taiwan and public discourse. Beijing continues to defend the framework as valid and attributes
unrest in Hong Kong to external interference.

Beijing’s hardened stance in Hong Kong and its intensified pressure on Taiwan have
coincided with growing alienation in Taiwan and deepening skepticism toward closer political
integration.*” The escalation of violence during the 2019 protests and Beijing’s subsequent
crackdown undermined confidence in the feasibility of peaceful reunification with Taiwan.*"
The erosion of trust in the “One Country, Two System” principle has further heightened tensions
across the Taiwan Strait. Images of unrest and political tensions in Hong Kong have intensified
skepticism in Taiwan, leading to a more cautious approach to political relations with Beijing. The
erosion of credibility surrounding the “One Country, Two System” framework has reduced
incentives for negotiated settlement in Taiwan. As a result, Hong Kong’s experience has

reshaped the strategic calculus in Taiwan, making long-term cross-Strait stability increasingly

dependent on military deterrence rather than political trust.
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How Cross-Strait Relations Impact Other Nations

In recent years, the risk of a China-Taiwan military clash has risen sharply, potentially
drawing in the United States and other regional and global actors as Beijing has escalated
coercive actions, expanded its military forces, and grown increasingly impatient with cross-Strait
relations.*? Because the Taiwan Strait is a key maritime route for global trade, instability would
not only disrupt supply chains but also provide a strong incentive for external powers to
intervene diplomatically or militarily to prevent broader global impacts. As US-China strategic
competition intensifies, third countries face an increasingly difficult choice between economic
dependence on China and security cooperation with the United States.

Countries such as Japan, South Korea and member states of ASEAN are directly affected
by the heightened tensions and are concerned that a conflict could draw in major powers,
potentially destabilizing the region.**® For Japan and several ASEAN countries, security
cooperation between the United States and Taiwan directly shapes their diplomatic planning and
crisis calculations. While US-Taiwan security cooperation strengthens deterrence, many regional
actors seek stability without becoming entangled in great-power competition.*®* How the Taiwan
issue is resolved will influence regional deterrence and alliance credibility in the Indo-Pacific.

The cross-Strait issue has evolved into a central fault line in regional security, closely linked to
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the US-China rivalry and Japan’s strategic calculations.*”> An armed confrontation in the Taiwan
Strait would likely escalate beyond a localized dispute, potentially drawing US forces and allied
partners into direct confrontation with China.*® These risks raise material security and economic
concerns even for countries geographically distant from the Taiwan Strait. Within this strategic
environment, the relationship between the United States and Taiwan remains a key variable in
shaping the credibility of deterrence and the nature of escalating tensions. The region could face
serious consequences, including disruptions of key trade routes, a more unstable security
environment, and increased pressure on countries that have consistently struggled to maintain a
balance between two great powers.*”’

Taiwan continues to occupy a central position in the US-China relations, forming a
Washington-Taipei-Beijing strategic triangle that has intensified tensions in the Taiwan Strait.*®
In spite of political tensions, Cross-Strait relations remain deeply economically intertwined. The
high economic and geopolitical costs of escalation, including potential intervention by the US or
regional actors and disruption to global supply chains, help sustain a Cross-Strait dynamic in

which strategic contention coexists with economic interdependence.**” This dynamic unfolds

within the broader US-China strategic contention, as Washington increasingly views Beijing as a
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challenger to the existing international order in trade, technology, human rights, and regional
security.*®

From the perspective of Southeast Asian and developing nations, the China-US-Taiwan
relationship presents a strategic dilemma. China is a major economic partner and source of
investment for many Southeast Asian countries, while the United States remains a crucial
security actor in the region.*”' Many nations officially adhere to the One China Policy and
recognize Beijing’s position, but maintain unofficial economic and cultural exchanges with
Taiwan through representative offices and trade networks.** In this situation, stability is
paramount for these Southeast Asian countries, as any conflict could severely disrupt trade,
tourism, and regional development. Even geographically distant European countries are affected
by Taiwan Strait tensions through economic pressures from intensified US-China competition,
despite having limited influence over regional outcomes.*” In Central America, diplomatic
realignments reflect competing economic and strategic pressures from both Beijing and
Washington.** In economically vulnerable states, financial incentives often shape diplomatic
alignment, as seen in China’s use of development finance in Latin America to encourage

countries to sever ties with Taiwan.*?> Therefore, managing these risks will be central to

maintaining deterrence without triggering escalation in US-China relations. Preventing escalation
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in the Taiwan Strait is not only a regional issue but a prerequisite for preventing war between

great powers.

Strategic Ambiguity

Strategic ambiguity has long been central to US-China-Taiwan relations, not as a sign of
indecision but as a deliberate strategy to preserve stability amid competing sovereignty claims
and shifting power balances. It operates as a calculated diplomatic tool that allows Washington to
deter conflict while maintaining flexibility. Ambiguity, with the help of carefully crafted
diplomatic lines of understanding and communication, can be a method of crisis management
and alliance control. Additionally, the United States uses it as a signal of deterrence without
explicit commitment to entering conflict. This section argues that strategic ambiguity should be
preserved, yet recalibrated, because it remains the most viable tool for regulating escalation,
managing alliance behavior, and deterring conflict in the Taiwan Strait. As China’s military
capabilities expand and signaling becomes more contested, policymakers must reassess how
ambiguity is communicated to ensure it continues to deter rather than invite miscalculation.
While growing instability has fueled arguments for strategic clarity, shifting to clarity risks
accelerating escalation and reducing Washington's strategic flexibility.

Strategic ambiguity did not emerge in a vacuum, but rather developed as a pragmatic
response to shifting diplomatic realities during the Cold War and the subsequent reconfiguration
of US-China-Taiwan relations. For the second half of the twentieth-century, the PRC and the
ROC competed over political and geographical legitimacy. As discussed in the prior Domestic
Politics section, the post-1949 division between the PRC and the ROC created a persistent

legitimacy dispute that complicated US policymaking. By the early 1970s, shifting international
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recognition toward Beijing forced Washington to navigate between strategic realignment and
domestic political restraints. The shift of US diplomatic recognition from Taipei to Beijing
stemmed from a Cold War initiative to counter Soviet influence and stabilize great-power
relations in East Asia.*® However, that switch created an unresolved problem of US-Taiwan
relations. To mitigate this problem and clarify uncertain diplomatic relations, Jimmy Carter
signed the TRA.*7 This was the catalyst for the term strategic ambiguity. The TRA clarified
procedural ties with Taiwan while deliberately leaving the question of military intervention
undefined. For Washington, this ambiguity meant balancing two competing interests:
maintaining stable relations with Beijing while deterring both PRC coercion and discouraging
unilateral Taiwanese moves toward independence.

The first major post-Cold War test of strategic ambiguity came during the Third Strait
Crisis, when rising cross-Strait tensions prompted military signaling from both Beijing and
Washington. In this context, signaling refers to deliberate military actions designed to
communicate resolve and capability without issuing formal declarations of war or alliance
commitments. China conducted missile tests and military exercises near Taiwan to demonstrate
coercive intent, while the US deployed two carrier strike groups to the region to signal its
willingness and ability to intervene if necessary. Rather than issuing specific defense guarantees,
the United States relied on these visible demonstrations of force while avoiding formal
commitments. This tactical response reassured Taiwan, warned China, and preserved diplomatic
flexibility, showing that strategic ambiguity could operate as an active form of deterrent

communication. Instead of remaining silent or neutral, Washington used calibrated displays of

406 Office of the Historian, “China Policy,” U.S. Department of State, accessed February 4th, 2026,
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military capability to shape perception, influence Beijing’s risk calculations, and deter escalation
without crossing the threshold into an explicit defense pledge.**®

In the post-2000s era, strategic ambiguity continued to be the foundation for US policy.
However, the conditions (and how each country involved interpreted those conditions), began to
shift dramatically. Three developments are especially important: China’s military rise, Taiwan’s
further democratization, and the United States’ shift toward long-term great-power competition
in the Indo-Pacific.

China’s increased military spending and capabilities led to a recalculation in Beijing,
increasing their confidence in the Taiwan Strait and entertaining the possibility of using coercion
to take Taiwan and going head-to-head with American military strength.*® As China’s
capabilities expanded, US strategic ambiguity began to function less as a stabilizing uncertainty
that discouraged both sides from escalating and more as a policy whose credibility could be
tested and potentially eroded. Large-scale PLA air and naval incursions, missile exercises, and
increasingly explicit warnings against US intervention placed pressure on Washington to clarify
its intentions, thereby challenging the deterrent value of leaving American military response
deliberately unspecified.*'”

Second, Taiwan’s democratization altered the operation of strategic ambiguity by making
cross-Strait policy contingent on domestic politics and electoral outcomes. The democratic

structure in Taiwan produced elected officials with differing opinions on cross-Strait relations.*!
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This, as a result, affected how Washington and Beijing interpreted Taiwan’s intentions, as policy
could easily shift with election cycles.

The third development was the United States’ strategic recalibration in Asia in 2011,
which evolved beyond Cold War-style forward deployment toward an Indo-Pacific framework
centered on networked alliances, multilateral security partnerships, and competition with a
near-peer China.*'> Rather than simply maintaining regional presence, Washington increasingly
framed Taiwan as part of a broader contest over regional order, supply chains, and maritime
security. This post-2000s development of strategic ambiguity demonstrates that the policy is not
static. The key logic of flexibility being used to deter China whilst also maintaining economic
and political stability between the three countries has remained the same.

Taiwan’s democratization has strengthened a distinct national identity and heightened
sensitivity to questions of sovereignty, intertwining cross-Strait policy with domestic political
legitimacy. As a result, Taipei depends on US strategic ambiguity for security, while navigating
the enduring dilemma that has existed since 1979: explicit guarantees risk provoking Beijing, but
weak or inconsistent signals may undermine deterrence. Taiwanese leaders must therefore
balance domestic democratic mandates with the constraints imposed by cross-Strait security
dynamics.

This dilemma highlights the broader policy question confronting the United States:
whether maintaining ambiguity continues to provide sufficient deterrence, or whether a shift
towards strategic clarity is necessary. In contrast to strategic ambiguity, proponents of strategic

clarity argue that the United States should explicitly commit to defending Taiwan militarily in

412 Kenneth G. Lieberthal, “The American Pivot to Asia”, Brookings, December 21, 2011,
www.brookings.edu/articles/the-american-pivot-to-asia/; Council on Foreign Relations, U.S.-Taiwan Relations in a
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the event of Chinese aggression.*'® The idea of strategic clarity gained traction as Beijing’s
expanding military capabilities raised doubts about whether ambiguity could still credibly deter
aggression. Expanded naval and missile capabilities increased China’s confidence that it could
challenge US intervention or impose coercive pressure short of outright invasion. Additionally,
China has increased its gray-zone tactics, which include air and naval military operations and
political intimidation, to test US resolve without crossing the line that might trigger an American
response.*'* This gradual increase in offensive action exploited the uncertainty that comes with
strategic ambiguity, allowing Beijing to probe for weaknesses while avoiding direct escalation.
As a result, the discussion of whether ambiguity continues to function as an effective
deterrent is developing. Some analysts, such as Richard Haass and David Sacks, argue that
unclear commitments might invite miscalculation rather than prevent it.*!® In response, strategic
clarity has been posed as a solution which could restore credibility by removing doubts about
American intention and raising the perceived costs of aggression.*'¢ However, strategic clarity
also carries significant risks. An explicit defense commitment from the US could be interpreted
by the PRC as an aggressive departure from the One China framework, which could potentially
provoke countermeasures and incite a crisis rather than deterring one. Also, clarity would reduce
Washington’s diplomatic flexibility by binding the US to automatic intervention, limiting its
ability to manage escalation or pursue negotiated outcomes. Some analysts also warn that firm

guarantees could create entrapment risks, encouraging Taiwanese leaders to adopt more assertive
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political positions under the assumption of assured US protection.*” In this sense, the debate
between strategic ambiguity and strategic clarity reflects a broader trade-off between maximizing
deterrent credibility and preserving strategic flexibility.

Ultimately, strategic ambiguity persists as a deliberate form of risk management. The
United States, China, and Taiwan each maintain irreconcilable definitions of Taiwan’s status of
sovereignty, and a move toward explicit clarity that at least one actor would view as intolerable
or provocative. For Beijing, recognition of Taiwan’s sovereignty would undermine claims of
national unity; for Washington, firm guarantees would sacrifice flexibility and risk entrapment;
and for Taiwan, overt declarations could invite coercion. In this environment, ambiguity remains
the least destabilizing option available, allowing the US to deter aggression while preserving

space for diplomacy and crisis management.

Policy Recommendations
Strategic Ambiguity

In the complex triangular relationship among the United States, China and Taiwan,
stability requires calibrated deterrence that raises the cost of aggression without creating
automatic escalation triggers. US policy should therefore preserve disciplined strategic
ambiguity while visibly strengthening military readiness. The credibility of disciplined strategic
ambiguity does not rest on formal defense guarantees, but on demonstrated capability, sustained
political signaling, and the credible prospect of coalition response. Historically, treaty language
alone has not guaranteed deterrence; credibility emerges when potential adversaries see

consistent investments in readiness, interoperability, and political commitment. Beijing is more

417 «Strategic Clarity and the Future of U.S.-Taiwan Foreign Relations, ” National Bureau of Asian Research,
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likely to be deterred by visible military capacity and operational integration than by declaratory
commitments that could lack domestic or allied follow-through.

Strategic ambiguity therefore should be preserved not as passivity, but as conditional
resolve. Washington can signal that intervention remains possible and costly without
pre-committing to automatic military action under all circumstances. This uncertainty deters
Beijing without creating binding defense obligations that would legally mandate US intervention
and narrow Washington’s ability to calibrate its response in a crisis.

To reinforce deterrence, the US should deepen operational coordination with key regional
allies whose security is directly implicated in a Taiwan contingency. Japan’s geographic
proximity to Taiwan and its public statements linking the security of the Taiwan Strait to
Japanese national security make it central to coalition deterrence. While allies such as Japan,
Australia, and the Philippines may avoid explicit commitments to defend Taiwan, joint exercises
and integrated planning signal that any contingency could involve a broader coalition, thereby
increasing the anticipated cost of aggression for Beijing. This coordination strengthens
interoperability, accelerates crisis response timelines, and increases the likelihood that a Taiwan
contingency would expand beyond a bilateral US-China conflict.

Multilateral exercises such as RIMPAC, formerly discussed in the Security section,
cannot substitute for Taiwan-specific readiness, but they increase logistics coordination and
command integration in ways that complicate Chinese operational planning. Beijing may
interpret these exercises as indirectly related to Taiwan; however, the strategic purpose is not
concealment but calibrated signaling. Ambiguity lies in the absence of automatic intervention,

not in the absence of preparation.
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Lessons from the Recent Crises in the Taiwan Strait

Recent Strait Crises have shown that the PRC is steadfast in its commitment to the One
China Principle. Any perceived challenge to this principle by Taiwan, the United States, or other
regional actors will be met with a response. A major catalyst for the Third and Fourth Strait
Crises was the known visitation of senior political figures to both Taiwan and the United States.
On August 29, 2025, a Congressional delegation led by Senators Roger Wicker and Deb Fischer
arrived in Taiwan.*'® This delegation did not provoke a Fifth Strait Crisis. The United States has
the ability to visit Taiwan without escalating tension. It is seniority that plays a significant role in
determining whether the PRC responds. To avoid escalation, any US visits to Taiwan, official
and unofficial, should exclude the most senior members of politically significant groups. This
would disappoint the leadership of Taiwan. Limiting visits to low-ranking party members would
affect Taiwan’s ability to establish and maintain relationships with major US policymakers.
While not optimal for Taiwan, this recommendation eliminates a reoccurring cause for crises in
the Taiwan Strait. The Fourth Strait Crisis expanded to include Japan. A fifth crisis may expand

the conflict even further, something that greatly increases the risk of war in the Taiwan Strait.

Participation in International Organizations

Taiwan should expand a coordinated soft-power diplomacy strategy that mobilizes
technical expertise, humanitarian contributions, and civil-society partnerships to build support
among member states of international organizations for Taiwan’s acceptance as an observer.
Through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), Taiwan should expand issue-specific

cooperation programs in areas where it possesses recognized expertise, particularly global health,

418 «1J.S. Congressional Delegation Visits Taiwan,” American Institute in Taiwan, August 29, 2025,
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disaster relief, and aviation safety. These initiatives should be designed to complement the work
of organizations where Taiwan seeks observer participation, such as the WHO and ICAO.
Implementation could include training programs for foreign regulators and health officials hosted
in Taiwan, data-sharing partnerships with international research institutions, and technical
workshops organized jointly with partner governments. Embedding Taiwanese expertise within
existing governance networks can allow Taiwan to demonstrate that its participation contributes
directly to the effectiveness of international institutions. This would help reframe the inclusion of
Taiwan in global organizations as a functional necessity rather than a sovereignty dispute.

In addition to emphasizing the importance of including Taiwan in international
organizations, the United States should establish new international organizations that include
Taiwan as a full member. Taiwan’s exclusion from international organizations hinders global
cooperation on crucial issues like public health and aviation safety. In order to prevent provoking
Beijing or suggest Taiwanese statehood, Washington should creatively find ways to amplify
Taiwanese expertise on a global scale. Washington has already done so with the creation of the
Global Cooperation and Training Framework (GCTF), a platform allowing Taiwan to
demonstrate its expertise to countries around the world. Started in 2015 as a bilateral US-Taiwan
initiative, it has grown to include Japan, Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom.*"* Given
that Beijing would continue to block Taiwan’s membership in international organizations, the

United States should invest more in the creation and support of programs such as the GCTF.

419 “Global Cooperation and Training Framework (GCTF),” American Institute in Taiwan, accessed March 5, 2026,
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Conclusion

This report has argued that stability in the Taiwan Strait depends not on any single

military or diplomatic measure, but on the coordinated reinforcement of Taiwan’s legitimacy,

resilience, and deterrent credibility across soft power, domestic, security, and international

domains. The PRC applies simultaneous pressure across these areas, meaning that fragmented or

sector-specific responses are unlikely to be effective.

Identity as Soft Power Policy Recommendations

Key recommendations across sections form a cohesive strategy to deter
aggression while minimizing escalation risks. The soft power recommendations
complement these efforts by building enduring global legitimacy and countering PRC
narrative dominance through identity-centric cultural diplomacy, information resilience,
and strategic use of Taiwan’s historical experience. Expanding Taiwan Studies programs,
scholarships, Austronesian partnerships, tourism marketing, and influence outreach in the
Global South and Indo-Pacific promotes Taiwan’s democratic and multicultural identity
without provoking escalation. Establishing a permanent information resilience agency
under the Executive Yuan, incorporating civil society expertise and media literacy
education, ensures sustained defense against disinformation while preserving democratic
freedoms. For both Taiwan and the United States, integrating Taiwan’s historically
grounded pluralism into diplomatic training and key policy documents frames its stability

as a mature democracy, strengthening deterrence and international stability.
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2. Domestic Politics Policy Recommendations

In terms of domestic politics, both Taipei and Washington should clearly and
cohesively communicate their intent toward cross-Strait relations. In Taiwan, political
parties should form a unified, multiparty government committee dedicated to cross-Strait
relations to guarantee a unified channel of communication between Taiwan and the rest of
the world. In the United States, Congress should pass a resolution reaffirming the
language and intent of the TRA to preserve strategic ambiguity and deter unilateral
changes to the status quo. Additionally, the United States should establish an interagency
task force to formulate a framework for cross-Strait public messaging that reduces the
risk of misperception. Credible and coordinated communication would reduce the
effectiveness of CCP legitimation narratives.

Security Policy Recommendations

The security recommendations aim to strengthen deterrence while preserving
regional stability and avoiding unnecessary escalation with the PRC. For the United
States, this requires maintaining a flexible defense posture that accelerates delivery of
previously approved arms sales, prioritizes asymmetric capabilities, and provides targeted
training and advisory support tied directly to Taiwan’s operational requirements. At the
same time, Washington should preserve its longstanding policy of strategic ambiguity,
avoiding visible military expansions near Taiwan while continuing limited training and
interoperability opportunities in geographically distant exercises. For its part, Taiwan
should deepen its asymmetric “porcupine” defense strategy by prioritizing mobile
missiles, drones, naval mines, cyber capabilities, and scalable domestic drone production.

Strengthening manpower through longer conscription, improved training, and stronger
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incentives for volunteer service—alongside expanded stockpiles of critical
resources—would further enhance Taiwan’s resilience in the event of blockade or
conflict.
4. International Relations and Diplomacy Policy Recommendations

From an international relations perspective, the United States should continue
maintaining strategic ambiguity to avoid risking unnecessary escalation. This should be
paired with clearer commitments and consistent allied signaling that strengthens
Washington’s credibility and cross-Strait diplomacy. In order to avoid unnecessary
escalation, any US visits to Taiwan, official and unofficial, should exclude senior
members of politically significant groups. Taiwan should also expand a coordinated
soft-power diplomacy strategy that mobilizes technical expertise, humanitarian
contributions, and civil-society partnerships to build support among member states of
international organizations for Taiwan’s acceptance as an observer. To support this, the
United States should continue emphasizing the importance of including Taiwan in

international organizations, and establish new ones that include Taiwan as a full member.

As the liberal international world order becomes increasingly challenged by the rise of
authoritarian powers, Taiwan has emerged as one of the most consequential potential
great-power conflicts of the 21st century. This report finds that the instability in the Taiwan Strait
is largely driven by miscalculation by all three principal actors: the United States, Taiwan, and
China. Maintaining peace will depend less on curbing Beijing’s ambitions than on Washington
and Taipei’s ability to communicate effectively, deter credibly, and manage strategic competition

without escalation.
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