
Taiwan spends far too little on its own defense,
in large part because the Taiwanese believe the
United States is their ultimate protector. The
Taiwan legislature’s six-year delay and severe down-
sizing of a budget to pay for weapons systems that
Washington has offered the island since 2001 is
only one piece of evidence of Taiwan’s free riding.
Although Taiwan recently approved roughly
US$300 million of the original budget of about
$18 billion, the underlying problem remains: even
with the new appropriation, Taiwan’s overall
investment in defense—approximately 2.6 percent
of GDP—is woefully inadequate, given the ongoing
tensions with mainland China. America is now in
the unenviable position of having an implicit com-
mitment to defend a fellow democracy that seems
largely uninterested in defending itself.

Taiwan’s political leaders are creating the
worst possible combination: the provocative
cross-strait policy of President Chen Shui-bian
and the opposition-dominated legislature’s irre-

sponsible policy on defense spending. That is a
blueprint for disaster. The People’s Republic of
China has already deployed nearly 1,000 ballistic
missiles across the strait from Taiwan, and
Beijing’s military modernization program
appears to be oriented toward credibly threaten-
ing military action if Taipei’s moves toward inde-
pendence continue. A bold cross-strait policy
coupled with inadequate defense spending virtu-
ally invites a PRC challenge at some point. And
America would be caught in the middle.

It would be dubious enough for the United
States to risk war with an emerging great power
like China to defend a small client state, even if
that state were making a serious effort to provide
for its own defense. It would be even worse to
incur that risk on behalf of a client state that is
not willing to make a robust defense effort. To
minimize the risk of a disastrous conflict,
America should promptly terminate any implied
defense commitment to Taiwan.
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Introduction:
Washington’s Ambiguous
Security Commitment to

Taiwan

The extent of Washington’s obligation to
provide Taiwan security is not entirely clear.
Taiwan’s ardent supporters in the United
States argue that the Taiwan Relations Act,
which Congress passed when Jimmy Carter’s
administration switched U.S. diplomatic rela-
tions from Taipei to Beijing in 1979, contains
an ironclad U.S. commitment to defend the
island if the People’s Republic of China ever
uses military force in an effort to achieve reuni-
fication.1 In testimony before the House Inter-
national Relations Committee in February
2004, political science professor John Copper
typified that view, stating simply that “the TRA
commits the United States to defend Taiwan
against any military threat.”2

The reality is more complex. The TRA
merely asserts that “efforts to determine the
future of Taiwan by other than peaceful
means” would be “a threat to the peace and
security of the Western Pacific area and of
grave concern to the United States.”3 It fur-
ther directs the chief executive to “inform the
Congress promptly of any threat to the secu-
rity or the social and economic system of the
people of Taiwan and any danger to the inter-
ests of the United States arising therefrom.
The President and the Congress shall deter-
mine, in accordance with constitutional
processes, appropriate action by the United
States in response to any such danger.”4

Such provisions imply, at most, a vague
and conditional defense obligation. Similarly,
it is a leap to say that the provision of the TRA
pledging the United States to sell defensive
arms to Taiwan represents a firm commit-
ment to defend the island with U.S. military
forces. Those are entirely separable issues.
Washington could adopt a policy of extensive
arms sales to Taiwan but not shield the island
with the U.S. military. Conversely, some future
American administration might scale back

arms sales in an effort to placate Beijing, while
making it clear to the PRC that the United
States would intervene militarily if Chinese
forces attacked Taiwan.

Indeed, the problem with the TRA is that it
can be interpreted in a multitude of ways. Over
the decades, a succession of U.S. administra-
tions has pursued a policy of “strategic ambi-
guity”—at times quite deliberately—to keep
both Taipei and Beijing guessing about what
the United States would actually do in
response to a military crisis in the Taiwan
Strait. U.S. policymakers hoped that ambigui-
ty would cut in America’s favor—with China
believing that the United States would inter-
vene to protect Taiwan, and Taiwan question-
ing whether Washington would save it—there-
by inducing caution on both sides. Over time,
the perceptions have begun to reverse, with
China increasingly believing that America’s
commitment is in question and with Taiwan
relatively more certain of protection from
Washington—a situation that has invited risk
taking on both sides. Successive American
administrations have failed to recognize this
reality, and ambiguity remains a feature of the
Bush administration’s policy.

Mixed Signals from the
Bush Administration

President George W. Bush’s initial foray
into Taiwanese politics seemed to eschew
ambiguity, however. In an April 2001 televi-
sion interview, the president was asked
whether the United States had an obligation
to defend Taiwan from a Chinese attack. The
president replied, “Yes we do, and the Chinese
must understand that.” Would the United
States respond “with the full force of the
American military?” the reporter pressed.
“Whatever it took to help Taiwan defend her-
self,” Bush replied.5

Those comments came on the heels of the
largest arms sale to Taiwan since 1992, when
the United States approved the sale of F-16
fighters to the island.6 Although the April
2001 package did not include the Arleigh-
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Burke class destroyers equipped with the Aegis
radar system, the weapon system that most
concerned Beijing, it did signal the Bush
administration’s intention to continue selling
sophisticated arms to Taiwan. Moreover, for
the first time the sale included submarines—
something Beijing regarded as almost as
provocative as the Aegis system. Submarines,
conceded Holmes Liao, a military analyst at
the Taiwan Research Institute, were “poten-
tially an offensive weapon.”7 Under the TRA,
the United States was supposed to sell only
defensive weapons to Taiwan.

But subsequent comments from President
Bush and other administration officials have
suggested that Washington is less categorical
about defending Taiwan—especially if
Taiwanese leaders take actions that are per-
ceived as provoking Beijing.8 President Bush
noticeably changed the tone of America’s
Taiwan policy during a visit by PRC premier
Wen Jiabao in December 2003. With Wen at
his side, Bush stated that the United States
opposed “any unilateral action by either China
or Taiwan to change the status quo.” Making
it clear that his warning was directed primari-
ly to Taipei rather than Beijing, he added that
“the comments and actions made by the
leader of Taiwan [Chen Shui-bian] indicate
that he may be willing to make decisions uni-
laterally, to change the status quo, which we
oppose.” The president went even further,
allowing Wen to characterize U.S. policy as
one of “opposition to Taiwan independence.”9

There were further indications in the
autumn of 2004 that Washington’s support
for Taipei was in some doubt. In a media inter-
view during his trip to East Asia in October,
Secretary of State Colin Powell explicitly
embraced China’s goal of eventually reunify-
ing Taiwan with the mainland. That goal, the
secretary said, was one that “all parties are
seeking.” His statement was astonishing, and
it ignored the wishes of millions of Taiwanese
who regard reunification as anathema and
consider Taiwan a wholly separate society.10

But the secretary offered even more star-
tlingly pro-Beijing remarks. Powell stressed
that Washington had made it clear to all par-

ties “that the United States does not support
independence for Taiwan. It would be incon-
sistent with our One China Policy.” He then
made that point even more explicit. “There is
only one China. Taiwan is not independent.
It does not enjoy sovereignty as a nation.”
“Independence movements or those who
speak out for independence in Taiwan will
find no support from the United States,” he
added.11

In 2006 and again in 2007, the Bush
administration issued statements criticizing
Chen Shui-bian for taking new actions that
implied unilateral changes in the status quo.12

Recent incidents include Taipei’s decision to
rename various state corporations to substi-
tute “Taiwan” for “China” as well as Chen’s
brazen comment that “Taiwan will say yes to
independence.”13 As President Chen stated in
the so-called four wants and one without
speech, “Taiwan wants independence. Taiwan
wants to change its name, Taiwan wants a
new constitution, Taiwan wants develop-
ment.”14

As Taiwan’s 2008 presidential election
campaign heated up, the ruling Democratic
Progressive Party proposed a referendum on
whether Taipei should seek UN membership
under the name “Taiwan,” a sure-fire provo-
cation that the State Department denounced
immediately, invoking the One China policy
and encouraging Chen to “exercise leader-
ship by rejecting” the referendum.15

More recently, during a visit to Washington,
DPP presidential candidate Frank Hsieh
declined to pledge to uphold the “four noes”
policy of his predecessor: that the Taiwanese
government would not declare independence,
change its name from “Republic of China,”
revise the constitution to introduce the doc-
trine of state-to-state relations, or promote a
referendum on independence.16 A comprehen-
sive DPP-led de-Sinification program is in high
gear, despite repeated expressions of disap-
proval from Washington—and repeated warn-
ings from Beijing that moves toward de jure
independence would mean war.

Despite criticism of Taiwan from Wash-
ington, the United States would be inclined to
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respond militarily to a PRC attack on Taiwan.
There are, however, three factors that could
inhibit Washington’s doing so. The first is if
Taiwan provoked such an attack by being too
bold in asserting independence. The second is
if Taiwan failed to build and maintain a
defense force capable of preventing a rapid
conquest by Beijing before U.S. forces could
arrive on the scene. The third factor, related to
the second, is if the PRC’s military power
grows to the point that a U.S. intervention
would be extremely perilous and the outcome
uncertain. Taiwan’s current policies increase
the first two dangers, and the third one is
growing independently of anything Washing-
ton or Taipei might do.

Political Stalemate and the
Special Defense Budget

Partisan political bickering has convulsed
Taiwan since the election of the DP’s Chen
Shui-bian as president in 2000. Although the
DPP controls the presidency, the alliance of
the Kuomintang Party (KMT) and the People
First Party (PFP)—the Pan Blue coalition—has
continued to control the Legislative Yuan (LY),
Taiwan’s national legislature. Chen’s pro-
posed “special defense budget” for the pur-
chase of the military hardware first offered by
the United States in 2001 became a prominent
casualty of that political stalemate.

Indeed, it took Chen’s government until
early 2004 to even put the special budget be-
fore the LY, largely because of wrangling be-
tween military and civilian officials. The recep-
tion from the Pan Blue majority has been
unrelentingly hostile. Even though the gov-
ernment repeatedly scaled back the original
figure (reducing it in stages from $18.5 billion
to a mere $10.3 billion), prospects for passage
barely budged. The Pan Blue coalition blocked
a vote on the measure more than 60 times. It
took until December 2006 for the majority
even to agree to send the proposal to the budg-
etary committee for consideration.17

Meanwhile, in Washington, the Bush ad-
ministration rebuffed a new request from

Taiwan to purchase 66 F-16 fighters, reported-
ly as punishment for Taiwan’s failure to pass
the special budget.18 That is a disturbing devel-
opment. For the American administration to
play politics with Taiwan’s defense spending
would be as foolish as it is for Taiwan’s gov-
ernment to do so; Taiwan’s qualitative mili-
tary advantage over China is dwindling along
every metric. The U.S. government should not
be positioning itself as the arbiter of which
Taiwanese defense needs are most pressing.

In 2007 the Chen administration aban-
doned the strategy of asking for a separate spe-
cial defense budget. Instead, it has folded
funding for at least some of the weapons pur-
chases into the regular defense budget—boost-
ing that proposed budget from roughly 2.2
percent of GDP to approximately 2.8 percent.
When the Pan Blues appeared to balk once
again, Chen and his allies shaved down the
proposed budget to roughly 2.6 percent of
GDP. Still, the Pan Blues continued to drag
their feet, delaying passage of the bill until
June. Even when the measure finally passed, it
contained funding for the purchase of only
the 12 P-3C anti-submarine aircraft, upgrades
of Taiwan’s existing PAC-2 missile defense sys-
tem, and feasibility studies for both the PAC-3
batteries and diesel submarines.19

The Pan Blues cite two reasons for sty-
mieing the purchase of the weapons systems
Washington has offered. First, they charge that
the cost is excessive and diverts needed funds
from domestic priorities. Second, they argue
that such a military buildup will make Chen’s
administration even bolder in taking actions
that might provoke Beijing and exacerbate ten-
sions across the Taiwan Strait. There are also
hints that at least some Pan Blues believe that
whatever Taiwan does in the defense arena is
largely irrelevant, that the island’s security is
entirely dependent on America’s willingness to
deter a PRC attack. Therefore, in their judg-
ment, the items in the U.S. arms package are
both wasteful and destabilizing.20

That view is wrongheaded. The KMT
should recognize that no matter what hap-
pens—and no matter what its ultimate goal
may be as regards reunification—an anemic
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defense posture is going to place Taiwan in a
less favorable diplomatic situation. Allowing
its military spending to atrophy invites risk
taking on the part of China. Also, even if the
United States were to intervene, it would take
several days for the U.S. Navy to deploy from
Guam or, less likely, Japan. As the gap between
China’s and Taiwan’s spending widens, China
could inflict an increasingly high amount of
damage on Taiwan during that window,
potentially undermining the political will in
Taiwan to continue fighting while awaiting
outside intervention. A robust, capable pos-
ture is the most prudent course for Taiwan,
regardless of party, politics, or ideology.

The Special Budget Debacle
Is Only a Symptom of a
Much Larger Problem

The focus in the United States has been
largely on the wrangling over the special budg-
et, but it is Taiwan’s overall defense spending

and its attitudes on defense that should be of
greatest concern. The shrinking of the special
budget was a symptom of a larger phenome-
non of relative atrophy in Taiwan’s defense
spending. Taiwan’s overall spending on the
defense essentials of procurement, operations,
training, and personnel shrank, in real terms,
by more than 50 percent between 1993 and
2005.21 Taiwan’s regular defense budget has
plunged to an anemic 2.2 percent of GDP,22

buoyed to only 2.6 percent of GDP by the new
appropriation. Figure 123 shows Taiwan’s re-
markably small defense budget against esti-
mates of the larger and growing budget of the
PRC. Even so, Taiwan officials voice relief at
the passage of the 2007 budget, sounding as if
they feel the defense spending issue has been
resolved and it is appropriate to move on to
other matters.24

It is not time to move on to other matters;
a massive disparity in defense capacity
remains. Taiwan’s defense spending, com-
bined with other recent decisions on defense
policy, reflects what Bernard D. Cole of the
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National War College has described as “a wide-
spread lack of concern about Taiwan’s defense
requirements in comparison to domestic eco-
nomic, social, and environmental policies.”
Cole pointed out that several senior Taiwan
military officers and civilian officials in Taipei
had “baldly stated” to him that there is no
need to spend more on defense if “(a) one does
not credit the PRC threat to employ military
force, or (b) the United States is certain to
intervene in the event of such an attack.”25

Officials in Taiwan certainly appear to
believe that the latter condition is true. Leading
Taiwan expert James Mulvenon admitted in
2005 what had become increasingly apparent:
that the leadership in Taipei believes it possess-
es a “blank check of military support from the
United States.”26 Similarly, Michael McDevitt,
a retired rear admiral in the U.S. Navy, argues
that the authorities in Taipei “seem to have
convinced themselves that they can count on
U.S. intervention should China attack, regard-
less of the circumstances.”27 Although during
the summer of 2007 Taiwan officials sounded
more skeptical of U.S. military support than
they had two years before, the only way to
explain Taiwan’s policy of political provoca-
tion and military capitulation is a belief in a
U.S. security commitment.28

To be sure, the special budget and Taiwan’s
overall defense spending have become politi-
cal footballs in Taiwan, caught up in the strug-
gle for political control between the Pan Blue
and Pan Green factions in Taipei. The reason
they have been allowed to become political
footballs is a belief that, come what may, the
United States will act as the ultimate protector
of Taiwan’s de facto (and possibly de jure)
independence.

Over the past few years, Taiwan’s military
advantages have dwindled to a point where
the balance may have tipped qualitatively in
China’s favor for the first time. Although the
Pentagon’s 2007 report on China’s military
pointed out that “China does not yet possess
the military capability to accomplish with
confidence its political objectives on the
island, particularly when confronted with the
prospect of U.S. intervention,”29 the balance

of power gets worse for Taiwan each year.
Even so, a war game conducted by Taiwan in
2007 concluded that even with no U.S. mili-
tary participation, Taiwan could repulse an
all-out Chinese assault on Taiwan in just two
weeks.30

Those types of war games are of limited
value, however, because of their use for political
purposes and the importance of the assump-
tions that underpin them. If war games con-
clude that Taiwan is able to defend itself, the
government is able to deflect American charges
of neglecting its own defense. If war games con-
clude that Taiwan would be defeated, it is able
to ring alarm bells in Taipei for higher defense
spending. A pronouncement from Taipei in
2004 warned that simulations of a Chinese
attack had concluded that Taiwan would be
overrun in 130 hours.31 The discrepancy
between the 2004 and 2007 simulations
reflects both the political use of the games and
the importance of guiding assumptions in
determining outcomes. U.S. analysts generally
view the findings with great skepticism and
have come to their own conclusions about
Taiwan’s perilous position.

Eric McVadon, a retired rear admiral and a
leading expert on China’s military, testified
in March 2007 that Taiwan is “out-gunned,
out-numbered, and out-sized” and that the
shift in the military balance is “irreversible.”32

Michael McDevitt even worries that in the
near future the military balance in the
Taiwan Strait will “no longer grossly favor
the combined capabilities of the United
States and Taiwan.”33

Such pessimistic military analysis has led
McVadon to conclude that the best option for
Taiwan (and the United States) is to look for a
political solution to the conflict that is ulti-
mately as favorable as possible to Taiwan but
avoids the prospect of war.34 Others have
entirely given up hope of maintaining Taiwan’s
de facto independence. Lyle Goldstein, a pro-
fessor at the U.S. Naval War College, suggests
that Washington should “begin to play a gen-
uinely constructive role in securing the best
possible political deal for Taiwan,” defining a
reasonable deal as “one that is substantially
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more generous than that given to Hong
Kong.”35

Those suggestions have merit and deserve a
larger place in the debate over U.S. Taiwan pol-
icy, but they are miles away from the political
reality that obtains in Washington. Taiwan
has a large, vocal, and influential backing in
Congress and spends millions of dollars on
Washington lobbyists. Congressional staffers
take more outside-funded trips to Taiwan
than to any other destination. Further, the
Bush administration, distracted by Iraq, has
let its China policy (and certainly its Taiwan
policy) drift uncontrollably since 2005.
Moreover, the mainstream view among for-
eign policy elites is that—whether by virtue of
its democratic nature or because of its impor-
tance as a potential tool for denying China a
crucial strategic asset (especially preventing
China from being able to control the sea-lanes
in the western Pacific)—maintaining Taiwan
as a de facto separate entity from China is a
vital national interest and something worth
going to war over.36

Whether the U.S. administration facing a
cross-strait calamity were Republican or
Democrat, hawk or dove, the military and
diplomatic leadership would inevitably have to
answer the charge that a U.S. refusal to defend
Taiwan would call into question America’s
credibility more broadly. For example, Japan
could respond to U.S. acquiescence to Chinese
military action by questioning the U.S. com-
mitment to Japan, which could have unpre-
dictable consequences.37 Whatever the merits
or demerits of pledging to defend Taiwan, there
would be tremendous pressure in Congress and
within any administration for the president to
take a forceful stand against China.

The problems highlighted above—political
provocations in Taipei and anemic Taiwanese
defense spending coupled with a growing PRC
military capability—are not getting better, and
the military balance in particular is getting
much worse—quickly. Washington’s policy
has not shifted in response to those changing
realities, and without increased realism in
Washington, a crisis for which the United
States is ill-prepared could emerge.

Evidence of Growing
Impatience in Washington

As the democratic dysfunction within
Taiwan produces endless bickering over defense
spending, Taiwan hands in the Pentagon,
White House, and commentariat have become
increasingly concerned and vocal about
Taiwan’s seeming indifference to its own
defense. In 2005 the voices of criticism became
a chorus. Several very critical speeches and
remarks were made by the top echelons of the
Bush administration, Congress, and Taiwan
experts in the media.

The central statement of the administra-
tion’s dissatisfaction was a blistering speech
delivered by Edward W. Ross, principal director
for security cooperation operations at the
Pentagon, on behalf of Richard Lawless, then
deputy under secretary of defense for Asia-
Pacific affairs. Speaking before the U.S.-Taiwan
Business Council’s Defense Conference, Ross
offered an uncharacteristically blunt assess-
ment of Taiwan’s lackadaisical approach to its
own security. Ross pointed out that while
Taiwan’s overall budget had been increasing
dramatically, its defense budget as a percentage
of GDP had consistently and significantly
shrunk. Ross emphasized that

Taiwan’s participation [in its own
defense] is not optional, nor can it be
notional or abstract. For the past ten
years, the leaders of Taiwan appear to
have calculated U.S. intervention heav-
ily into their resource allocation equa-
tion and elected to reduce defense
spending despite an ever prosperous
and stable economy. And this short-
change math does not work.

In closing, Ross warned that “our interests
are plentiful and our attention short. We can-
not help you if you cannot defend yourself.”38

Ross’s speech was a scathing, unprecedented
indictment of Taiwan’s mishandling of its
defense budget and a significant statement of
American dissatisfaction with Taiwan’s policy.
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The speech came just days after Rep. Rob
Simmons (R-CT) offered his own stark warning
to the Taiwanese before the hawkish U.S.-China
Economic and Security Review Commission.
Using language similar to Ross’s, Simmons
noted that blocking the special budget “tells the
United States—correctly or not—that Taiwan’s
leadership is not serious about the security of its
people or its freedom. . . . Americans will not in
good conscience support countries that are
unwilling to defend themselves.”39

Those themes were echoed once again in
May 2007, when Stephen Young, the director
of the American Institute in Taiwan, the de
facto U.S. embassy in Taiwan, announced that
the Taiwanese were guilty of “not responding
appropriately to this steady buildup of the
military across the Taiwan Strait.” Even in the
face of what is “a fundamental security prob-
lem for Taiwan,” Young argued, the behavior
of the Taiwan government was causing
“Taiwan’s friends in the United States to ques-
tion whether our security partner here is seri-
ous about maintaining a credible defense.40

Even pro-Taiwan stalwarts such as the
Weekly Standard highlighted the absurdity of
Taiwan’s position. Writing in October 2005,
Max Boot of the Council on Foreign Relations
argued that “Taiwan needs to do more to
defend itself; given its strategic vulnerability,
its defense spending ought to approach the
Israeli level, 9.5 percent of GDP.”41 Boot’s
remark was quite sensible—the fact that it has
no chance of becoming reality speaks volumes
about Taiwan’s approach to its own defense
and the assumptions that underpin it.

A Curious Defense of
Taiwan’s Posture

Still, some analysts seem more interested
in provoking China than in pointing out the
free riding of ostensible allies. Gary Schmitt
and Dan Blumenthal of the American
Enterprise Institute penned a lengthy apolo-
gia for Taiwan’s anemic defense spending in
September 2005, admitting that although
“Taiwan could certainly do more,” “Taiwan’s

defense burden as a percentage of GDP . . . is
still greater than virtually all other American
allies.” This line of argument says more
about the expenditures of other American
allies than it does about Taiwan’s dedication
to its own defense.

Schmitt and Blumenthal closed by propos-
ing thinking about “how to work more closely
with Taiwan to address the unprecedented
military build-up” going on in China.42

Blumenthal’s contribution to a 2007 book
offered one way of doing that: abandoning the
One China policy outright, formalizing a
defense commitment to Taiwan, and “energet-
ically promot[ing] democracy in China.”43

Such a policy would risk plunging the United
States headlong into a conflict with the PRC,
an outcome that all responsible analysts
should be seeking to prevent.

The Worst of All Possible
Worlds

A very disturbing dynamic is developing
in Taiwan. Chen’s government and most
members of the DPP seem determined to
consolidate Taiwan’s separate political sta-
tus—even if that means taking measures that
Beijing regards as highly provocative. It is not
merely a case of a political leadership that
seems inclined to take dangerous risks,
though. The reality is that the concept of a
distinct Taiwanese identity has been growing
for many years.44 Today there is little interest
in reunification with the mainland. That is
unsurprising, given the mainland’s authori-
tarian political system, but many Taiwanese
have no enthusiasm for reunification even if
China becomes fully democratic.

If the KMT wins the presidency in 2008, it
will likely adopt a less antagonistic policy
toward Beijing. But even KMT leaders such as
presidential nominee Ma Ying-jeou are
emphatic that reunification could take place
only with a democratic China and that only
the Taiwanese people have the right to deter-
mine the island’s political future. In a recent
survey, more than 79 percent of the Taiwanese
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people agreed with the proposition that China
should have no say in the ultimate resolution
of Taiwan’s status.45 In addition, Ma has
recently moved to reform the KMT platform,
removing reunification as a formal KMT prin-
ciple.46 Whatever vision the KMT may have for
solving the problem of Taiwan’s status, the
party is constrained by strong political sup-
port for de facto independence.

Yet even as Taipei adopts ever more assertive
policies toward the mainland, it continues to
underinvest in defense. From America’s stand-
point, Taiwan is creating the worst possible
combination: the DPP’s provocative cross-
strait policy married to the KMT’s irresponsi-
ble policy on defense spending. That is a blue-
print for serious trouble. The PRC has already
deployed nearly 1,000 ballistic missiles across
the strait from Taiwan, and Beijing’s military
modernization program appears heavily ori-
ented toward credibly threatening military
action if Taipei’s provocations continue. A bold
cross-strait policy coupled with inadequate
defense spending virtually invites a PRC chal-
lenge at some point. And America would be
caught right in the middle.

The Proper U.S. Response

Washington needs to clarify its policy on
Taiwan and prevent its client state from drag-
ging the United States toward a confrontation
with China. Most important, a clear distinc-
tion should be made between selling arms to
Taiwan and giving the island a U.S. security
guarantee. Selling weapons to Taiwan is a rea-
sonable course of action. A militarily capable
Taiwan makes it less likely that Beijing will
contemplate using coercion to pursue its goal
of national reunification, since the cost of
doing so would be excessively high. That is the
essence of a “porcupine” strategy for Taiwan.47

It also would increase the likelihood that, as
the economic ties between Taiwan and the
mainland continue to grow, both sides will
seek a peaceful resolution to their differences.

Moreover, the issue of credibility, which is
always a troubling factor in cases of extended

deterrence, would be less prominent. Beijing
has good reason to wonder whether U.S.
leaders would sacrifice blood and treasure to
defend Taiwan—and that skepticism is likely
to grow as the PRC’s military power grows.48

Also, a Sino-U.S. war over Taiwan could have
global economic consequences that would be
felt for decades. The current global economic
expansion could be upended—and with it the
very international structure that has under-
pinned U.S. leadership for decades. Would
Washington really be willing to risk all of
that to prevent Chinese reunification?

Washington should couple its policy of
continued arms sales to Taiwan with a clear
statement that the United States will not
become involved in any armed struggle
between Taiwan and the PRC. It would be
appropriate for U.S. officials to convey that
message privately to Taipei at least a short
time before making a public declaration. That
would give the Taiwanese some time to realize
the gravity of their predicament and adjust
their own policies to reflect the impending
shift in U.S. policy. Even if Washington made
clear that it does not intend to guarantee
Taiwan’s security, it is by no means certain
that China would take military action against
the island. A prudent Taiwanese defense pos-
ture, coupled with deft diplomacy, could
reduce the likelihood even further.

A statement of nonintervention from
Washington would put responsibility for
Taiwan’s defense squarely on the shoulders of
the Taiwanese. The root cause of Taiwan’s per-
sistent underinvestment in its own defense is
the pervasive belief that, despite rhetorical
endorsement of strategic ambiguity, the
United States would definitely come to
Taiwan’s assistance in the event of trouble.49

An explicit withdrawal of the security commit-
ment would disabuse the Taiwanese of that
notion. They would then have to make hard
decisions both about how much to push the
envelope regarding a separatist Taiwanese
identity and about how much to spend on the
military to discourage China from using force
to impose reunification. If Taiwan’s leaders
and its people are not willing to make a con-
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certed effort on the defense front, they may
have to strike the best deal they can in reunifi-
cation negotiations. Those are all properly
matters for the Taiwanese people and govern-
ment, not Americans, to decide.

From America’s standpoint, Taiwan should
be considered a peripheral, not a vital, inter-
est.50 It would be better for the United States
and for the cause of liberal democracy if
Taiwan were to maintain its de facto indepen-
dence from China. But not better at any cost.
At present, the cost of American policy is a
nontrivial chance of an eventual war with
China over the island—a war that could cause
massive destruction and casualties on all sides
and could shake the global economy to its core,
jeopardizing the prosperity and relative stabili-
ty that the current age of globalization has cre-
ated. It is difficult to imagine how such a sce-
nario would benefit the United States or even
Taiwan.

In short, it would be unwise for the United
States to risk war with an emerging great
power like China to defend a small client
state that is merely a peripheral interest. That
would be true even if that client state were
making a serious effort to provide for its own
defense. But Taiwan is not willing to make a
serious defense effort. It is time for America
to extricate itself from such a potentially dis-
astrous predicament.
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