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In the last seventy decades, there have been two Chinese peoples ruled by different 
political regimes on either side of the Taiwan Strait. The people of the island of Taiwan, 
consisting of a small percentage of the island's natives and an overwhelming majority of 
Han Chinese (primarily merchants) who began arriving in the 17 century, are perceived by 
China as an inalienable part of the country and the Chinese nation.[1]

Annexed by the Qing Dynasty in the late 1600s, Taiwan was later ceded by China to Japan 
in 1895 as a result of the Sino-Japanese War. After the Meiji Restoration in Japan between 
1868 and 1889, Japan actively expanded its imperial power. Within this framework, Japan 
began to direct troops to Taiwan in 1874. It classified Taiwan and its surroundings as the 
lands of Shina and Huan and aimed to take away the sovereignty of the Huan land from 
the Qing Dynasty, which constituted the first step of the Japanese invasion.[2] Thereupon, 
Taiwan was ceded by China to Japan in 1895 in accordance with the Treaty of 
Shimonoseki signed after the First Sino-Japanese War that started in 1894. Japan 
governed the island as a colony until 1945, when they handed it over to the nationalist 
Chinese military forces led by Chiang Kai-Shek.

From 1945 to 1949, the nationalist Chinese government (ROC) was engaged in a ferocious 
civil war with the Communist Party forces led by Mao Zedong. In the end, the Communists 
prevailed and a Beijing-based People's Republic of China (PRC) was established in 
mainland China on 21 September 1949. Thereupon, officials of the former government 
hastily started to settle in the city of Taipei in northern Taiwan that was described as the 
"temporary capital" of ROC during the Communist insurrection. When Mao Zedong 

Analysis No : 2022 / 22

19.12.2022

TAIWAN'S SOVEREIGNTY AND 'ONE CHINA' 
DILEMMA 

Şevval Beste GÖKÇELİK

Scholar in Residence

AVİM Avrasya İncelemeleri Merkezi
Center for Eurasian Studies 1

https://avim.org.tr/tr/Analiz/TAYVAN-IN-EGEMENLIK-VE-TEK-CIN-IKILEMI


became the leader of the PRC in 1949, the overthrown government tried to organize itself 
and regain its legitimacy by going to Taiwan. As a result, nearly one million refugees, 
including soldiers, teachers, merchants, bureaucrats, and police, went to Taiwan due to 
the regime change brought about by the turmoil in the mainland and the resulting chaos.
[3]

On 28 February 1947, amidst the civil war in mainland China, tension flared up in Taiwan 
as well, resulting in riots sparked by a government-sponsored massacre.[4] Japanese 
influence was blamed for uprisings transfer to Taiwan, especially since most of the 
protests and insurgent radio broadcasts were in Japanese. Within this framework, China 
terminated Japanese broadcasts in Taiwan and removed Japanese flags and Japanese 
educated elites from state affairs.[5]

The United States recognized the communist People's Republic of China in 1979. For the 
previous thirty decades, the American government had argued that members of the old 
regime in China who fled to Taiwan were the legitimate government of China. Accordingly, 
the US referred to the Chinese population in Taiwan as "Free China" in the 1950s and 
1960s. However, from the last years of the 1960s onwards, there was a tendency towards 
a different policy regarding China-US relations. The policy of the US in this period had two 
different dimensions: Normalizing the relations with the PRC in mainland China and 
abandoning the advocacy of the legitimacy of the ROC on the island of Taiwan. This 
radical change was introduced and developed by then-US President Richard M. Nixon and 
Henry Kissinger, who was Nixon's national security adviser between 1969-1975 and 
served as the US Secretary of State between 1973-1977. This change morphed into a 
policy that was undertaken by assuming a great political risk.

This policy change, which supported opening to China, was shaped as a part of the 
dynamics of the US foreign policy during the Cold War. As such, in general, when Nixon 
and Kissinger launched normalization with the PRC, they were acting in line with American 
national interests.[6] Nixon and Kissinger's strategic shift towards establishing a dialogue 
with the PRC as a way of isolating the Soviet Union became evident with Nixon's visit to 
China in 1972.

The removal of Taiwan (ROC) from the United Nations in 1971 and the recognition of PRC 
by the US and other Western countries as the sole legitimate representative of all China 
shook Taiwan considerably. As a consequence of the US abandoning its long-standing 
policy of denying the PRC, the US and the PRC signed a Joint Communique of the USA and 
the PRC in Shanghai in 1972. In accordance with the "One China policy", Washington 
recognized the PRC as the sole legitimate representative of China in January 1979.[7] As 
for Taiwan, it was being increasingly marginalized in the international community. The US 
had made a commitment to Taiwan while terminating diplomatic relations with the former 
Chinese government in the island. Accordingly, it was argued that the economic ties 
between mainland China and the island of Taiwan would be established soon.[8]

After the 1970s, the US policy towards China emerged as a combination of integration and 
balance policy. According to the "Taiwan Relations Act" document approved by the US 
Congress in 1979, although the US did not recognize Taiwan as a separate state, it 
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prepared the legal basis for establishing relations with Taiwan.[9] In the ongoing process, 
the main purpose of the US policy towards Taiwan was to prevent the annexation of 
Taiwan by China and to preserve the status quo. At that time, cooperating with the PRC 
was indispensable for the US since it wanted to reduce the influence of the Soviet Union in 
the region. As for today, Taiwan is vital to the implementation of American foreign policy 
in the Asia-Pacific region, so maintaining its security is especially important for the US.

After the political struggle between various figures following Mao Zedong's death, Deng 
Xiaoping assumed power as the paramount leader of China by 1978. At the same time, 
just like China in the 1970s, there was a change of leadership in Taiwan as well. Taiwan's 
leader Chiang Kai-Shek was replaced by his son, Chiang Ching-Kuo, who declared his 
policies that stated Taiwan's goal was complete independence. Wanting to preserve the 
status quo, the US issued the third Joint Communique on its relations with China on 17 
August 1982 and committed to gradually reducing arms sales to Taiwan. However, this 
attitude did not last for long. Especially after the 1989 Tiananmen Incident, the US started 
to increase its military and political support for Taiwan against a rising China.[10]

Relations between China and Taiwan began to develop in a different dimension in the 
1980s. Accordingly, Chinese President Deng Xiaoping announced a formula in 1992 called 
one country, two systems and would give autonomy to Taiwan if it agreed to unification. 
Within this framework, Hong Kong and Macau had become parts of China and were 
granted the right to establish different political and economic systems. However, Taiwan 
did not accept this formula, which it considered to be a violation of its sovereign rights, 
and thus did not put it into practice.[11]

In Taiwan, which experienced power changes in the following years, different attitudes 
have been displayed regarding unification with China. For example, while Chen Shui-bian, 
elected president in 2000, supported Taiwan's full independence, Ma Ying-jeou, who took 
office in 2008, turned to a policy of improving relations with China. As for Tsai Ing-wen, 
the current President of Taiwan who came to power in 2016, she emphasizes 
independence for Taiwan at every opportunity.[12] Tsai, who holds the title of being the 
first female president in Taiwan's history, is also the leader of the Democratic Progressive 
Party (DPP) [Update: Tsai resigned from her position as party leader after disappointing 
local election results in last November]. Meanwhile, Xi Jinping took office as President of 
China in 2013.

After Tsai's coming into power, China continued to advocate the "one China" policy and 
emphasized the 1992 Consensus known as "one country, two systems". However, the 
discourse of the new Taiwanese government that contradicts the moderate policy of 
former Taiwanese leader Ma has resulted in China hardening its stance on Taiwan.

While reducing its military presence in the Middle East region and countries such as 
Afghanistan based on its defense and foreign policy, the US has directed its new area of 
interest to the Asia-Pacific. Within this framework, it is trying to increase its influence even 
more with the agreements and pacts made in the region. The main ones can be listed as 
the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) and AUKUS (Australia, the UK, and the US). 
The increasing dialogue carried out by the US in the Asia-Pacific can be shown as one of 
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the reasons why China has hardened its policies against Taiwan. Apart from this, one of 
the important reasons for the hardening of China's Taiwan policy is the desire to complete 
reunification by 2049, which has been expressed by Chinese President Xi.[13]

Within this framework, the tension in the Taiwan Strait reached a level in August that has 
not been seen for many years due to the visit of Nancy Pelosi, the Speaker of the US 
House of Representatives, to Taipei. Thereupon, Beijing initiated military exercises around 
the island and suspended or canceled various channels of military dialogue and 
cooperation with the US. Taiwan was confronted with unprecedented provocations, 
including air and naval operations in its territorial waters and cyber-attacks. On 1 
September 2022, shortly after Taiwanese leader Tsai ordered the Taiwanese armed forces 
to take "strong countermeasures" against Chinese provocations, Taiwan shot down a 
civilian drone that entered its airspace for the first time.[14]

Pelosi's visit took place in an environment where China-Taiwan relations, which had been 
fragile recently, had become even tenser. The visit escalated the crisis at a time when 
both Washington and Beijing were preparing for important domestic political events. 
Pelosi's visit to Taipei made the cycle of action-reaction even more unstable,[15] because 
from Beijing's point of view, the visit constituted a political provocation and a signal from 
the US in favor of Taiwans independence. According to Washington's statements, China's 
increasing "unjustified pressure" on Taiwan is seen as potential proof of its intention to 
blockade Taiwan in the future, and the US is thus taking steps to maintain stability there.

In terms of US Taiwan policy, the US Senate Committee on Foreign Relations began to 
evaluate the draft of the "Taiwan Policy Act" of 2022, which was considered as the most 
comprehensive restructuring of the US policy towards Taiwan since the Taiwan Relations 
Act of 1979. The proposed Taiwan Policy Act considers weapons supplied to Taiwan not for 
defensive purposes but as "weapons suitable to deter [China's] acts of aggression." It also 
includes a 4.5 billion Dollar aid plan for foreign military financing to Taiwan over four 
years, giving priority to Taiwan's aid requests.[16] On 5 September 2022, China stated 
that it would take drastic measures against the US approval of the 1.1 billion Dolar arms 
sale to Taiwan, the biggest since US President Joe Biden took office. China has long urged 
the US to cease arms sales and military interactions with Taiwan. Despite China's 
intimidation, the US Senate Committee on Foreign Relations adopted the Taiwan Policy 
Act of 2022 on 14 September 2022.

Despite this support, the following statements appear on the website of the US 
Department of State: We oppose any unilateral changes to the status quo from either side.
[17]

In his statement on 18 September 2022, US President Biden said, Taiwan is making its 
own decisions about its independence. We are not encouraging independence. This is 
their decision. Accordingly, on the one hand, the US tries to demonstrate its adherence to 
the one-China policy, which is one of the cornerstones of its relationship with China. Under 
this policy, the US recognizes that there is only one Chinese government, and it has 
official ties to Beijing rather than Taipei. However, on the other hand, it maintains close 
relations with Taiwan and continues to sell weapons to Taiwan in accordance with the 
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Taiwan Relations Act, which stipulates that the US will provide Taiwan with the necessary 
tools for self-defense.[18]

After these events, the first high-level contact between Beijing and Washington took place 
when the diplomats of the two sides met in New York at the end of last September. China 
stressed that its relations with the United States were facing a serious challenge and it 
was important to create a favorable atmosphere for the restoration of normal relations 
between Beijing and Washington and steer relations in a healthy and stable direction. 
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi stated, The actions of the United States go against the 
normalization process of relations. They are trying to undermine China's sovereignty and 
territorial integrity, trying to limit China to Taiwan by sending a truly wrong and 
dangerous signal. Warning that China would take strong measures against Taiwans 
independence attempts, Wang continued by emphasizing the common interests of China 
and the US. After the discussions, the US Department of State made a statement on the 
need to maintain open lines of communication, especially in times of tension. On the 
subject, Ned Price, Spokesperson for the US Department of State, said, the United States 
is committed to maintaining peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait, consistent with 
our longstanding one China policy.[19]

On 10 October 2022, Taiwan's leader Tsai Ing-wen told thousands of people gathered for 
Taiwan's national day that Taiwan would never give up on its democratic way of life and 
emphasized that the government would continue to support Taiwan's defense. Tsai also 
stated that different strategies are being developed to respond more effectively to the 
threat posed by China and reiterated that they would not compromise on independence.
[20]

The twentieth opening ceremony of the National Congress of the ruling Chinese 
Communist Party, held every five years in China, took place on 16 October. Chinese 
President Xi Jinping, in his speech there, stated that China reserved the option of taking all 
necessary measures against interference by outside forces regarding Taiwan. Stressing 
that the Taiwan question is only concerns China, Xi said, "There are actions in Taiwan that 
only involve the interference by outside forces and a few separatists seeking Taiwan's 
independence."[21] China one again suggested that a similar version of the "one country, 
two systems" plan applied to Hong Kong be applied to Taiwan. Xi added that efforts would 
be continued to peacefully unite with Taiwan, but would resort to the option of using force 
if necessary. In response to Xi's speech, the Taiwanese government stated that the 
majority of Taiwanese citizens steadfastly reject one country, two systems and indicated 
that Taiwan is an independent state which will not compromise on its territorial 
sovereignty, democracy, or freedom. In addition, it was stated that keeping peace in the 
Taiwan Strait is a shared responsibility and Taipei is willing to work with Beijing under the 
principles of rationality, equality, and mutual respect.[22]

Xi Jinping began his third term presidency with the congress of the Communist Party of 
China that ended on 23 October 2022. Having guaranteed his position as the leader of the 
party, Xi highlighted concepts such as China's modernization, high-quality development, 
common prosperity, and a society with a common future in the 20th National Congress 
Report. Having emphasized the importance of national security since he became the 
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General Secretary of the Party, Xi announced that new institutions would be built to fulfill 
this priority. Tensions with Taiwan are at the forefront of the issues that threaten the 
national security of China. The Taiwanese government announced on 26 October 2022 
that China has stepped up its diplomatic attacks on Taiwan after the congress.[23]

In the latest situation, China continues to increase diplomatic and military pressure to 
impose Chinese rule on Taiwan. The Taiwan government, on the other hand, maintains its 
claims of sovereignty, stating that only the 23 million people living on the island can 
decide their future. The sense of Taiwanese identity that has increased on the island in 
recent years has started to overtake the sense of Chinese identity there. As more and 
more people identify as "Taiwanese" these days, the concept of "one China" has 
increasingly faded through political communication, economic integration, social 
exchange, and cultural assimilation across the Taiwan Strait. However, according to the 
PRC Constitution, Taiwan is an integral part of China. China's support of the "one China" 
motto prevents Taiwan, where nationalism is on the rise, from having an independent 
future. Within this frame, China will probably increase its pressure on Taiwan in the future. 
On the other hand, no matter how much the US claims that it does not act against the one 
China principle, it nevertheless provides support to Taiwan by presenting Taiwan as a 
country that stands on the brink of freedom that deserves support for protecting its 
sovereignty and democracy. The tension in relations between Washington and Beijing 
undermines the possibility of the US and China from reaching an agreement on Taiwan. 
The tension in US-China relations also creates risks for Taiwan and its security is 
becoming precarious due to the US-China rivalry. As a result, Taiwan is trying to walk a 
tightrope when it comes to taking steps for its sovereignty.

 

 *Photograph: Al Jazeera
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