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This U.S.-China conflict is now at the core of the Taiwan issue. However, the essence of the Taiwan issue
traditionally lies in the Sino-Taiwanese relationship. Whether Taiwan will move toward independence or move
closer to the mainland is the point of divergence. Taiwanese public opinion polls show that Taiwanese people’s
trust in the U.S. has traditionally been considerably lower than their trust in Japan. This is because the U.S. has
not consistently emphasized Taiwan and pursued engagement with China. I personally remember that President
Lee Teng-hui was somewhat perplexed by the Clinton administration’s urging of dialogue with the mainland.

The biggest concern is whether a contingency is really possible. Taiwan’s Tsai Ing-wen administration has
so far shown no hardline orientation for independence. President Tsai recently made a stopover in the U.S., but
only met with House Speaker Kevin McCarthy in California, who had shelved his plan to visit Taiwan. During
this period, former President Ma Ying-jeou, a China-leaning president who visited the mainland, failed to make
it to Beijing and did not meet with Communist Party leaders. Restraint between the U.S. and China was
conspicuous.

The single decisive factor in the Taiwan issue is President Xi’s resolve. In summary, he will not abandon
the possibility of an armed invasion of Taiwan, and continue to threaten against independence. However, there is
also a strong possibility of a peaceful offensive to encourage a mainland tilt within Taiwan, including through
manipulation of public opinion. There are many possible options in between. The final decision will depend on
how President Xi views the future policies of Taiwan and the United States, and whether he sees them as having
crossed a line. The criteria for that line are also arbitrary and entirely up to Xi’s judgment.

In addition to intentions, there is also the issue of competence. How and where in Taiwan would the
relatively small Chinese marine forces, which are still in the process of being formed, land? The Taiwan Strait is
more than a hundred kilometers wide, and they would be defeated before they could reach the island. How could
they control Taiwan with cyber and missile attacks alone? China says that it could not “liberate” Taiwan because
it entered the Korean War at the request of North Korea’s Kim I Sung and the Soviet Union’s Stalin. But recent
studies suggest that China did not have the ability to cross the strait at that time, and even the capture of Kinmen
Island, which is only 10 kilometers from the mainland, was impossible.

Even if China were to unify Taiwan by force, we can see the hardships ahead. There are already dissatisfied
elements smoldering all over the mainland, not only in Tibet and the Uyghur region, but also in the economically
poor and the middle class that no longer enjoys benefits. How much power will it really take to govern a Taiwan
full of people who hate the mainland?

In the past, Mao Zedong made the decision not to seize Kinmen Island, the site of a fierce battle with
Taiwan, located right in front of Xiamen City in Fujian Province, but to leave it under Taiwanese possession.
This was because he decided that leaving the enemy in front of him would not end the civil war. Once the
ultimate goal is accomplished, the objective is lost. “Taiwan reunification” would be most stable if it remained a
goal.

In June 1983, Deng Xiaoping said regarding the one country, two systems arrangement with Taiwan,
“Taiwan can have its own army, only it must not become a threat to the mainland. The mainland will station

neither troops nor administrative personnel in Taiwan,” he said publicly.

Just as those revolutionary predecessors were wise and flexible in their thinking on the Taiwan issue, I
hope that President Xi fully heeds the lessons of China’s long history.

(By Ryosei Kokubun, Professor Emeritus, Keio University)

Ryosei Kokubun received his PhD in law from Keio University. He served as the dean of the Faculty of
Law and Politics and the director of the Institute of East Asian Studies at Keio, and was the president of the
National Defense Academy of Japan from 2012 to 2021. Awards he won include the Asia Pacific Award's
special prize in 1997, the Suntory Prize for Social Sciences and Humanities in 2004, and the Junzo Kashiyama
prize in 2017. He is the president of the Japan Society for Defense Studies and a former president of the Japan
Association of International Relations (2006-2008).
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Global Perspective: History offers lessons on Taiwan for Chinese president

A so-called “will” of Deng Xiaoping, China’s former supreme leader, was once circulated on the internet.
It is a document said to have been dictated by Deng to his secretary, Wang Ruilin, in June 1992, shortly after his
tour of southern China. During the tour, he made a series of speeches that would decisively steer China toward a
market economy for the communist country’s survival following the Tiananmen Square incident and the
collapse of the Soviet Union.

In the document, Deng was quoted as saying that China’s biggest problems were democracy and the legal
system, and the Chinese people should learn from the U.S. constitution. He also forbade the use of force over the
Taiwan issue, even suggesting the possibility of a federal system to resolve the conundrum, and said that the U.S.
is the most reliable country for China in history. Although the document is most likely fake, it is typical of Deng
Xiaoping, who has always called for “taoguang yanghui,” or hiding one’s talents and biding one’s time for the
right opportunity.

Excuse me for beginning this essay with a tale lacking a solid foundation, but it is clear that Chinese
President Xi Jinping, who has taken the exact opposite path from this “will,” has avoided talking about Deng
Xiaoping. President Xi talks about “reform,” but he rarely mentions “opening up” and “market economy” --
main themes in Deng’s southern tour speeches -- and he uses “Marxism” a lot. Deng Xiaoping does not appear
much in President Xi’s remarks. Xi’s father, Xi Zhongxun, is said to have been forced into a sinecure post after
his relationship with Deng deteriorated. The elder Xi had defended Hu Yaobang, the former general secretary of
the Chinese Communist Party who was ousted for taking a favorable stance toward the student democracy
movement.

There is no firm evidence that President Xi dislikes the United States. Since assuming the current post, he
rarely touched on historical issues with Japan, and his daughter is said to have stayed in Japan for some time
before moving to the U.S. to study. Nevertheless, the U.S.-China relationship is now very tense with no wiggle
room, and Japan-China ties remain unstable.

One does not need Deng’s words to see that the biggest failure of the Xi Jinping diplomacy was allowing
China’s confrontation with the U.S. to escalate to the current high. I am now staying at Stanford University, and
what I see in the U.S. press is mostly China bashing reports. Bilateral channels for dialogue have become very
thin.

Why has the U.S. come to hate China so much? What lies behind this sentiment is the backlash from the
engagement policy launched by the Clinton administration in the second half of the 1990s. Whether it was Iraq
or Afghanistan, the U.S. intervened militarily in the belief that one day the societies of those countries would
become like that of the U.S. The U.S. also hoped that it was not a wild dream to expect China, which was moving
toward marketization through reform and opening up, to become a democracy. The basic line of U.S. policy
toward China remained unchanged until the Obama administration, and the policy of engagement finally ended
with the Trump administration. Excessive expectations for China have further intensified the feeling of
“betrayal.”

Japan’s view of China is even cooler than that of the U.S. Japan also supported the engagement policy, but
it saw it as very difficult to change China’s system from the outside and tried to promote internationalization as
much as possible by guiding China closer to the international system. However, despite its consideration for
China during the Tiananmen Square incident and other events, Japan’s expectations toward China faded sharply
as it was tormented by differences over historical issues and territorial rivalry over the Senkaku Islands.

The U.S. hardline stance toward China is unlikely to change for the time being. The Biden administration
apparently wants to promote dialogue, but Congress and the media are having none of it. In the meantime, China
is trying to grab the attention of Europe, the Middle East, Southeast Asia, and South America. It is China’s
house specialty of tackling non-principal contradictions (neutral countries) in a bid to influence the principle
contradiction (the U.S.).




