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Abstract 

This thesis frames the Taiwanese struggle to defend democracy in the face of 

growing aggression from the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Despite past agreements 

between the United States and the People’s Republic of China, particularly the One China 

Policy that states clear support for Chinese reunification under the governance of the 

CCP, the U.S. maintains friendly and robust relations with the Taiwanese government 

Washington actively supports the development of Taiwanese institutions and security 

infrastructure in addition to their status as a free, liberal democratic state. 

Everyday Taiwan seeks robust ways to protect its democratic way of life, the U.S. 

has increasingly stepped in to support Taiwanese institutions and security infrastructure 

in manners far more robustly than years past. The U.S.’s foreign policy actively pursues 

the defense of self-determination rights for sovereign nation-states and works to uphold 

the established practices and norms of the modern, rules-based international order.  

As China rises with consequential impact around the world, Taiwan’s democracy 

will face new challenges under the weight of the CCP’s illiberal rule. This will force the 

United States to shift and adapt policies in defense of democracy throughout East Asia. 

This thesis examines the historical record, considers past and current policy priorities, 

and identifies the drivers shaping this challenge in Indo-Pacific. The thesis highlights 

drivers behind an unprecedented security dilemma between the world’s two most 

powerful nation-states with Taiwan as a potential spark to light a great and unnecessary 

conflict. 
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The flag of Taiwan flying over the streets of Toayun, Taiwan during Taiwan National 
Day celebrations on October 10, 2022. Cave, Damien, and Amy Chang Chien. “On 
Taiwan, Xi Jinping Warns against International 'Interference.'” The New York Times, 16 
Oct. 2022, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/16/world/asia/on-taiwan-xi-jinping-warns-
against-international-interference.html 

  

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/16/world/asia/on-taiwan-xi-jinping-warns-against-international-interference.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/16/world/asia/on-taiwan-xi-jinping-warns-against-international-interference.html
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Chapter I 

 Introduction  

America is committed to the world because so much of the world is inside America…The 
blood of each nation courses through the American vein and feeds the spirit that compels 

us to involve ourselves in the fate of this good Earth.1 
      — Ronald Reagan  

 

To secure democracy’s future in an increasingly volatile world, the United States 

must firmly stand behind democratic values and institutions and actively work to thwart 

threats facing democratic peoples and nation-states in the world today. But as China rises 

and illiberalism gains ground in nations once primed for democracy, can the United 

States effectively secure the future of established democracies? Specifically, this thesis 

examines how the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has grown in power and increasingly 

pressured Taiwan to abandon democratic principles. The work seeks to offer insight on 

how the United States and allies operating within an evolving rules-based order can 

navigate these new challenges and effectively stand in defense of democracy without 

sacrificing core values at stake in East Asia. 

In recent decades, democratic nation-states have been challenged by forces 

seeking to undermine the core strengths and institutions of democratic societies. These 

developments, rooted in the ideals of illiberalism, position themselves as direct 

 

1 Reagan, Ronald. “Address to the 40th Session of the United Nations General Assembly in New York, 
New York.” Ronald Reagan, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-40th-session-united-
nations-general-assembly-new-york-new-york.  



2 
 

challengers of the democratic order, and actively work to weaken the utility of 

democratic rights, values and institutions within democratic nation-states and liberal 

societies.2 Though the factors that have led to these developments are vast and varied, 

this thesis focuses on the impacts these developments have had on Taiwan — a key U.S. 

ally in the Indo-Pacific region. In recent decades, as China has grown more ambitious 

with its domestic and foreign policy objectives, Taiwan, an island nation-state long 

divorced from the Chinese mainland since the 1940’s, has increasingly found itself 

struggling to maintain its democracy.3  

The CCP is committed to the deliverance of a one and unified China, increasingly 

intrudes on Taiwan’s democracy, and actively threatens the use of military force if 

Taiwanese governments, and its democratically-aligned peoples and institutions, do not 

willingly agree to the complete reunification of the Taiwanese nation-state with the 

Chinese mainland.4 The illiberal positions the CCP has taken through these undemocratic 

developments directly challenges Taiwan’s democratic rights and sovereignty, and testes 

the limits of U.S. commitments with Taiwan and long-standing U.S. policy of defending 

the Taiwanese nation-state if threatened by an unprovoked war. From military build-ups 

to meddling in the internal affairs of the Taiwanese government, the CCP has deployed 

 

2 Zakaria, Fareed. “The Rise of Illiberal Democracy.” Foreign Affairs, 7 Dec. 2022, 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/world/rise-illiberal-democracy.  
3 Kathleen C. Bailey (2020) Maintaining Taiwan’s democracy, Comparative Strategy, 39:3, 223-238, DOI: 
10.1080/01495933.2020.1740568 
4 Press, Associated. “China Reaffirms Threat of Military Force to Annex Taiwan.” VOA, Voice of America 
(VOA News), 10 Aug. 2022, https://www.voanews.com/a/china-reaffirms-threat-of-military-force-to-
annex-taiwan-/6695555.html.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/01495933.2020.1740568
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an aggressive strategy that seeks to erode the utility of democracy in the Taiwanese 

nation-state and replace it with a communist substitute.5  

The enduring struggle Taiwan faces in wake of CCP aggression will incalculably 

shape U.S. foreign policy in the Indo-Pacific region for the foreseeable future and test the 

enduring power of the United States in a world increasingly shifting towards 

multipolarity and U.S.-China contention. Taiwan stands as a stark example of a 

democracy that wouldn’t be faltering if the U.S.-led order of rules, norms and laws 

prevailed as strongly as the efforts the CCP is actively pursuing through its nefarious 

ambitions in domestic and international relations.  

This thesis focuses on Taiwanese democracy and answers why its continuance 

matters to U.S. foreign policy and to the broader order of the rules-based international 

system. Taiwan’s ability to govern and effectively manage the affairs and future 

trajectory of its citizens, institutions, and society, is a feature of international relations 

that will increasingly be tested as the CCP challenges sovereign integrity in Taiwan and 

works to further erode its utility in a multipolar international system.  

Literature Review 

Four sets of relevant literature are discussed next and their linkages to this thesis 

are highlighted.  

 

5 Sacks, David. “How Taiwan Is Assessing and Responding to Growing Threats from China.” Council on 
Foreign Relations, Council on Foreign Relations, https://www.cfr.org/blog/how-taiwan-assessing-and-
responding-growing-threats-china.  
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Democratic Resilience 

Democratic liberalism provides the peoples and nation-states of the world the 

frameworks required for democratization and the expansion of democratic rights, values, 

institutionalism. Through these frameworks, peoples and nation-states are empowered to 

organize their respective societies and governments in manners that favor expressive 

individuality and freedom over collectivism and dominant state rule. In Taiwan, a former 

authoritarian nation-state has now turned into a strong, vibrant, and flourishing 

democracy through the adoption of democratic rights and values, and openness to 

democratic reform and citizen-powered governance.  

This development towards democratization occurred despite the mainland’s close 

proximity and the Chinese Communist Party’s stark disapproval of Taiwanese 

democracy.6 Through their example, Taiwan showcases the suitability of democratic 

liberalism within a Chinese context, and actively projects a direct counter to the illiberal 

order that dominates the mainland through the CCP.7 Taiwan’s continuance as a 

democracy furthers the causes of democratization and builds on the strengths of the 

democratic world order the U.S. has worked to develop for more than 80 years.  

Rules-Based Order 

Through adherence to international rules, laws and established norms, the peoples 

and nation-states of the world can organize around shared ideals, practices and 

 

6 Lynch, Daniel. “Taiwan’s Democratization and the Rise of Taiwanese Nationalism as Socialization to 
Global Culture.” Pacific Affairs, vol. 75, no. 4, 2002, pp. 557–74. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/4127346. 
Accessed 21 Feb. 2023. 
7 Furst, Rudolf. “Taiwan — A Maturing Chinese Democracy.” Perspectives, no. 24, 2005, pp. 42–60. 
JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23616044. Accessed 21 Feb. 2023. 



5 
 

institutions. The adherence to these ideals, and the building of practices and institutions 

that faithfully uphold the suitability of these beliefs within systems of international 

relations in modern contexts, helps to further the development of a rules-based 

international system.8 The U.S.’s foreign policy is aligned with these ideals and their 

continuance in international relations, but increasingly faces challenges from the CCP as 

China seeks to reorient the international order towards its advantageous and illiberal 

preferences.  

Despite China’s efforts, the rules-based order has delivered tangible gains for 

democratic adoption and rights proliferation in the past 80 years and continues to stand as 

the optimal vehicle for democratic advancement in the modern world today. U.S. foreign 

policy will have to bolster rules-based order strengths while addressing shortcomings that 

could be easily exploited by an irresponsible power, such as China and their illiberal aims 

of achieving democratic backsliding in Taiwan and broad democratic decline throughout 

the Indo-Pacific region.9  

The Security Dilemma  

As the U.S. strives to achieve greater influence in the Indo-Pacific in order to 

support Taiwanese democracy and maintain democratic order elsewhere in the region, 

efforts to bolster U.S. military preparedness faces the risk of triggering an escalating 

security dilemma between the United States and the People’s Republic of China. Through 

 

8 Hanada, Ryosuke. “Asean’s Role In The Indo-Pacific: Rules-Based Order and Regional Integrity.” Mind 
the Gap: National Views of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific, edited by Sharon Stirling, German Marshall 
Fund of the United States, 2019, pp. 7–12. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep21474.4.  
9 Bernstein, Richard, and Ross H. Munro. “The Coming Conflict with America.” Foreign Affairs, vol. 76, 
no. 2, 1997, pp. 18–32. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/20047934. 
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an increased U.S. presence in the Indo-Pacific, China can potentially view the U.S. as a 

powerful nation-state seeking greater influence in a part and region of the world where 

Chinese institutions should dominate affairs. President Xi Xinping of China commonly 

expresses his desire for the U.S. with withdraw from the region and actively seeks 

opportunities for the CCP to exploit U.S. weaknesses, and the increasingly frail ties the 

U.S. shares at times with traditional allies in the Indo-Pacific.10  

Despite these open calls for U.S. withdrawal, American policymakers and foreign 

policy think leaders are continuing the U.S.’s pivot to the East, judging China’s rise as a 

threat to Taiwan and the broader democratic order of the region in the short-term, and 

China’s illiberal ambitions as a threat to the entire international system in the long-term. 

Despite the potential security dilemmas that may arise from this changing posture in U.S. 

foreign policy, the U.S. remains firmly committing to defending democracy and 

upholding historical agreements with democratic nation-states, such as Taiwan. The 

Taiwanese Relations Act compels the U.S. to act in defense of Taiwanese security and 

provides U.S. policymakers the foundational agreement on which to build U.S. efforts in 

the region. From billions in increased support for military equipment and security aid, to 

proposals calling for Taiwan to be considered a major non-NATO ally of the U.S., U.S. 

foreign policy towards Taiwan has dramatically shifted in light of Chinese military 

expansionism and the provocations of the CCP towards Taiwan and the broader Indo-

Pacific region.11  

 

10 Authors: Andrew D. Taffer David Wallsh | Jan. 31, et al. “China's Indo-Pacific Folly.” Belfer Center for 
Science and International Affairs, https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/chinas-indo-pacific-folly. 
11 Cue. “US Military Bill to Authorise up to $13.6B in Weapons Sales to Taiwan.” The Straits Times, 8 
Dec. 2022, https://www.straitstimes.com/world/united-states/us-military-bill-features-up-to-us10b-to-
boost-taiwan.  
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 In international relations, a security dilemma frames the challenge a nation-state 

faces when increasing the security capabilities of their respective nation-state, even when 

achieving an advantageous security state can potentially threaten the security of another 

nation-state.12 In the context of China and Taiwan, the building-up of Taiwanese military 

capabilities and security infrastructure would not directly threaten the sovereign integrity 

of the Chinese Mainland. It would, however, undermine the power of the CCP overtime 

given the prevalent nature of democracy on the Taiwanese island. Taiwan’s success with 

democracy would directly counter communist governance in the PRC and further the 

existence of a government founded on challenging communist claims from the CCP. 

Inversely, a China that builds-up its own military capabilities and security 

infrastructure in order to potentially invade an island nation-state it claims to be its own, 

would also trigger a security dilemma with Taiwan and the broader Indo-Pacific. These 

are the dynamics that are currently playing out from the South China Sea to the Straits of 

Taiwan, as China positions itself as the great military power of the Indo-Pacific with 

unmatched military capabilities that stoke fear in the imaginations of democratic peoples 

and nation-states throughout the Asia Pacific and Eastern world.13 

 This thesis utilizes a historical approach in research and works to incorporate 

historical developments with narrative framings that help to define influencing 

perspectives in U.S., China and Taiwanese relations. This provides the foundation on 

 

12 Diez, T., Bode, I., & Da Costa, A. F. (2011). Security dilemma. SAGE Publications Ltd, 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446288344 
13 Liff, Adam P., and G. John Ikenberry. “Racing toward Tragedy? China’s Rise, Military 
Competition in the Asia Pacific, and the Security Dilemma.” International Security, vol. 39, no. 
2, 2014, pp. 52–91. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24480583 
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which to understand China’s historical development from impoverished nation to rising 

superpower, Taiwan’s transformation from authoritarian state to vibrant democracy, and 

the U.S.’s role in the development of modern China and democratic Taiwan, and the 

broader international system at large. 

 China’s rise stems in large part due to its opening of formal relations with the 

United States in 1971. Since that initial reestablishment of ties between the U.S. and 

China, China — led by the Chinese Communist Party — has developed strong economic, 

political and military institutions capable of securing China’s sovereign integrity. This 

development is significant, for China once dealt in the not-too-distant past with 

conditions that would have made sovereign integrity impossible to imagine for the 

average Chinese citizen.14 Hundreds of years filled with military intrusions and wide 

scale invasions from neighboring nation-states made China a weak and impoverished 

nation-state with limited ability to govern over its internal affairs. This history informs 

and shapes Chinese politics today and explains the reasoning behind CCP positioning on 

Taiwanese democracy and China’s right to dictate Taiwan’s future without external 

interference. China no longer wants to play part in a system that limits its ability to 

dictate it owns internal affairs, and Taiwan — despite its unique history and divorced 

status from the mainland — is unequivocally viewed as an internal affair for the Chinese 

Communist Party.  

 

14 Wang, Zheng. “National Humiliation, History Education, and the Politics of Historical 
Memory: Patriotic Education Campaign in China.” International Studies Quarterly, vol. 52, no. 4, 
2008, pp. 783–806. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/29734264. 
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 For the United States, a strong relationship with China that maintains beneficial 

economic trade ties and developmental opportunities for both nations, has historically 

been the overarching objective of U.S. relations with China for more than five decades.15 

But as China grows more aggressive with Taiwan and challenges historical precedents set 

by the One China Policy agreement through its aggressive posturing and antidemocratic 

objectives, the initial intents and purposes of the agreement begin to fade away and 

concerns about China’s growing power abilities begin to gain prioritization in U.S. 

foreign policy arenas. For Taiwan, maintaining the status quo of autonomy without 

significant CCP intrusion would be the ideal outcome for the emerging contentions 

arising between the United States and China. Taiwan’s fate will fall prey to an 

unprecedented security dilemma between two of the most powerful nation-states in the 

world, with one side seeking democratic prevalence in the international order system and 

the other seeking an illiberal alternative that legitimizes communist governance over 

China, Taiwan and inevitably, other nations in the Indo-Pacific and the broader 

international system.  

Democratic Peace Theory  

 In international relations, the concept of democratic peace theory stems from the 

historically proven fact that no democratic nation-state has ever gone to war with another 

democratic nation-state. It underpins the causes for democratization in international 

 

15 Meltzer, Joshua P., and Neena Shenai. “The US-China Economic Relationship: A Comprehensive 
Approach.” Brookings, Brookings, 9 Mar. 2022, https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-us-china-
economic-relationship-a-comprehensive-approach/. 
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relations and furthers the utility of democracy as a vehicle for peace, security and 

stability in the world order system today.16 China’s failure to embrace democratic rights 

and values after their formal opening with America in the 1970s has led to a China 

primed for contentious power struggles between the Chinese Communist Party and the 

United States. China’s military threats against Taiwanese democracy erodes the utility of 

democratic peace theory in the Indo-Pacific, for it potentially demolishes a democratic 

government — a key condition for the theory’s applicability — with a communist regime 

replacement.  

The theory also centers the role of accountability in citizen-led democratic 

governments and nation-states, for democratic governments, and democracies at large, 

are constitutionally held to account by a citizenry institutionally elevated within the 

democratic governance system. Through these fundamental characteristics in democratic 

systems, citizens shape the priorities of their respective governments, and organize 

politics that conditionally promote peace, stability and democratic development within 

their empowered systems. These conditions lead to stable and functioning governments, 

and in extension, produce politics that biases greatly towards anti-war organization within 

democratic nations and governance systems.  

This thesis argues in favor of a robust and dynamic U.S. foreign policy in the 

Indo-Pacific region that prioritizes the democratic preservation of Taiwan’s democratic 

system of governance in view of increasing CCP aggression. Taiwan’s struggle to 

maintain its democratic way of life frames the larger challenge facing the broader Indo-

 

16 Owen, John M. “How Liberalism Produces Democratic Peace.” International Security 19, no. 2 (1994): 87–125. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2539197. 
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Pacific region. A strong and emboldened China, unencumbered by the rules and norms of 

decades past, will directly pose a threat to the democratic values and institutions of 

peoples and nation-states in the Indo-Pacific region. The CCP’s disregard for democracy 

and their ambitious aims to reorient the international order away from Washington and 

towards Beijing, will directly challenge the established orders of international relations, 

and erode over time powerful holds the U.S. possesses in influencing global events and 

democratization. A new order system where U.S.-oriented priorities lose favor over 

Communist China and their undemocratic governing philosophies will lead to an 

international system where democratic values and practices increasingly falter under the 

weight of illiberalism. 

 The U.S. has long held firm in its support for democratic liberalism and its broad 

adoption in the modern, rules-based international system. In Taiwan, America finds a 

strong, prosperous and peaceful ally in the Indo-Pacific, and a nation-state that stands as 

an exemplary example of a democracy flourishing in an international system built for its 

success. If U.S. foreign policy is to actively support their continuance as a democratic 

nation-state, American policymakers will have to pursue new political, economic and 

military agreements with varying nation-states throughout the Indo-Pacific and aim to 

work through unified and concerted means against CCP ambitions and their 

undemocratic encroachments on Taiwanese democracy.  

A Roadmap  

Chapters One and Two introduce key findings and concepts, outline’s the thesis’s 

structure and provides an overview on research literature. Chapters Three and Four 

discusses the background on the U.S.’s relationship with Taiwan and the People’s 
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Republic of China; specifically, historical events and key moments in U.S. relations with 

China and Taiwan since formal reopening of ties with the Chinese Communist Party to 

modern day China and democratic Taiwan are addressed. Chapters Five and Six highlight 

current efforts being pursued to contain China’s influence in the Indo-Pacific, the driving 

reasons behind the U.S.’s pivot to the East, and the forming of alliances amongst nation-

states and pacts amongst democracies to counter China’s rise economically, politically 

and militarily in the Indo-Pacific. In sum, this thesis argues in favor of continued U.S. 

leadership in the democratization of the international system and the U.S. unequivocally 

supporting Taiwan in their struggle to maintain its democracy.  

Applied History 

To understand how we got here and why, one must first learn from history. Then 

the lessons of history might become useful for readers, students, and leaders today and 

tomorrow. Taiwan’s struggle with democracy is not a new phenomenon. The founding of 

the Taiwanese nation-state stems from a brutal and terribly divisive Chinese Civil War 

that till this day has yet to formally conclude amongst its warring parties and differing 

political factions. In Taiwan, China finds a divorced part of historical China with strong 

ties but starkly divergent political beliefs and organizational principles. In recent decades, 

Taiwan has transformed itself into a strong and vibrant democracy while China, once 

primed for democratic reform and modernization, increasingly turns towards communist 

authoritarianism and zero tolerance towards democracy within Chinese lands, provinces, 

and territories.  

This thesis utilizes sources from historical events, policy papers, think tanks, 

political speeches, and news clippings in order to understand the developments shaping 
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Chinese ambitions in the Indo-Pacific today. These developments inform U.S. 

policymakers in decision making processes they take daily when positioning American 

power and resources in the increasingly volatile Indo-Pacific region. Significant 

developments in U.S. relations with China and Taiwan also create powerful precedents in 

international relations and set in motion a series of geopolitical events that are likely to 

occur given the weight and authority over precedented events in U.S., China, and 

Taiwanese history.  

This also helps to frame narratives, and the narratives peoples and nation-states 

tell themselves in order to gain support for their overarching objectives. In China, 

centuries of shame and growing military power is emboldening the Chinese Communist 

Party to rewrite history and shape the course of historical events towards its advantageous 

favor. In Taiwan, a struggle to maintain democracy in the face of growing and 

unwelcome aggression from a powerful neighbor is coalescing a movement to support 

democracy no matter the cost and garner international support for their internal struggle. 

In America, the need to maintain leadership on the world stage and uphold a system of 

international rules and norms where democratic ideals and values are proliferated without 

significant impediment from anti-democratic forces and illiberal communist powers.  

The United States 

Following years of mismanaged wars in the Middle East, the U.S. has pivoted 

towards the East with a focus on supporting democracy in the Indo-Pacific and the broader 

international system. Despite challenges in the domestic U.S. and an ongoing war in 

Ukraine, U.S. foreign policy is increasingly focused on China and its undemocratic 

ambitions with Taiwan and the broader intentional order system. China’s actions, 
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accompanied with their growing military powers and competent political and diplomatic 

administration, is actively challenging the U.S. and its global leadership position and 

furthering the reorientation of the world’s political order system away from democratic, 

western power concentrations to eastern, undemocratic and authoritarian power centers.  

The examination of U.S. foreign policy in the realms of rules-based international order 

and democratization falls in-line with historical U.S. foreign policy and builds on 

established precedents made through U.S. commitments in democracy-building efforts 

for more than 80 years.  

In Taiwan, these efforts have supported the development and maturation of 

democratic rights and practices, and actively promoted the modern reform of Taiwan in 

the 1990’s and early 2000s. Historical documents, congressional reports, academic 

research and contributions, and bodies of work found through open source means largely 

encompasses the scope the examination for America’s role in this thesis. The U.S. also 

provides a national security strategy periodically that provides a broad scope of 

understanding to events unfolding within the reasonable purview of U.S. foreign policy.  

Taiwan 

 In Taiwan, the struggle to maintain democracy is tearing at the heart and fabric of 

Taiwanese society. It is the main overarching objective of the Taiwanese government, 

and in extension, the Taiwanese people who continue to actively engage in democratic 

practices and institutions and support the continuance of their democratic way of life and 

governmental organization with the preference of no CCP interference on Taiwanese 

sovereignty. Organizing around shared democratic ideals, finding support and sympathy 

from the United States and like-minded democratic nation-states for their democratic 
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struggle, and building-up the military defenses and security infrastructure of the island 

nation-state, is the driving story that dictates Taiwan’s place in today’s international order 

system.  

 This thesis advances these dictations through the collection of qualitative and 

quantitative data and historical accountings that establish Taiwan’s history and 

democratic rise in the context of Chinese history and the CCP’s driving narratives for 

national reunification through any means necessary.  

The People’s Republic of China 

For China, achieving national reunification and dictating the terms of its own 

collective future, even if against established rules and norms of international system the 

U.S. helped to create in the post WWII era, is paramount to any other concern. To achieve 

these ends, the CCP has established aspirational goals that call for the People’s Republic 

of China (PRC) to be a modern and fully advanced nation-state by the year 2049. 2049 

stands as a significant year for the CCP, for it marks a century of governance over the 

Chinese nation-state and proves, through its steadfast continuance, the strength and vitality 

of the communist party in the modern, 21st century world.17 The CCP holds no high regard 

for the democratic order and is focused on achieving its aspirational goals even if doing so 

creates concerns and worries throughout the international system. In recent remarks, 

President Xi has vowed to deliver a China that is strong, dominant and in control over its 

 

17 Linda Calabrese, et al. “Global China 2049 Initiative.” ODI, 2 Feb. 2021, https://odi.org/en/about/our-
work/global-china-2049-initiative/ 
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domestic and foreign affairs by the year 2049.18 There are growing concerns that the CCP 

may achieve these ends regardless of the economic or political cost it may incur on the 

CCP in the short-term. This worsens the challenges facing Taiwanese democracy, for the 

growing assertiveness of the CCP increases the risk of reunification with the mainland, and  

accelerates plans for a potential military conflict with Taiwan. The conflict would be 

unwelcomed by Taiwan and would stand as a modern example of a communist nation-state 

directly challenging the legitimacy of a democratic nation-state through military means. 

But for China, that development would be a natural progression for the CCP and its 

ambitions goals for self-determination through illiberal means. Increasingly, China is the 

protagonist of a story that pits them as the greatest enemy to democracy and rules-based 

order since the days of Soviet Union in the 20th century. This thesis collects sources from 

a myriad of informational outlets, such as think-tanks, congressional reports, bodies of 

academic research and literature, speeches, and other various news clipping websites and 

publications, in order to accurately portray the CCP and their truest intentions against 

Taiwanese democracy and their preferred international order system. 

Research Limitations 

Given the changing nature of the U.S.-China relationship and the secretive nature 

of the Chinese Communist Party, it is at times difficult to decipher the truest intentions of 

CCP policy and their intended outcomes if successfully implemented. The security 

 

18 “Xi Jinping's Vow of World Dominance by 2049 Sends Chill through Markets.” Bloomberg.com, 
Bloomberg, 26 Oct. 2022, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-10-26/xi-s-vow-of-world-
dominance-by-2049-sends-chill-through-markets#xj4y7vzkg.  
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situation and America’s positioning within the Indo-Pacific is quickly changing as well, 

with new military agreements being established with the Philippines and other varying 

partners in the region that were not materialized at the time I began this thesis. Time and 

the ever-changing nature of it stands as one of the starkest limitations for this thesis, for it 

reveals the limited scope of understanding we possess on any given set of events while 

they are actively progressing in real-time.  

Reliance on sourcing from open sources, mainly internet searches, new clippings 

and other various forms of content and information consumption, is also greatly 

vulnerable to bias and misinformation. Even mistruths are a possibility. Historical 

information from key milestones and events in U.S., China and Taiwanese history also 

stemmed from sources that may not truly represent the fullest picture of events or its true 

scale. The CCP is notorious for their secrecy and limited information is truly known on 

the inner workings of CCP organization and political infrastructure.



 
 

Chapter II.  

U.S.-Taiwanese Relations  

Since the establishment of the One China Policy, the United States has stood firm 

in its commitment to upholding the principles of the agreement while continuing an 

informal yet diplomatically significant relationship with the Republic of China. Though 

the U.S. affirms the People’s Republic of China’s claim as sole heirs of historical Chinese 

lands and territories, the special ties between the U.S. and Taiwanese nation-state called 

for continued American support for the Taiwanese government and its sovereign defense. 

The Taiwan Relations Act, passed by the U.S. Congress in 1979, provides a legal 

framework for the unofficial relationship between the United States and Taiwan and 

mandates that the United States provide Taiwan with defense articles and services 

necessary for its self-defense.19 This framework provides U.S. institutions, in both the 

public and private sector, the opportunity to deepen ties and investment with Taiwanese 

organizations, and allows for American interests to operate in Taiwan with negligible 

impacts from the Chinese Communist Party in Mainland China.20 Robust ties between 

the U.S. and Taiwan has led to strong military and economic interdependence between 

the two nation-states, with the U.S. providing critical military equipment and defense 

 

19 "H.R.2479 - 96th Congress (1979-1980): Taiwan Relations Act." Congress.gov, Library of Congress, 10 
April 1979, https://www.congress.gov/bill/96th-congress/house-bill/2479. 
20 Mazumdaru, Srinivas. “US, Taiwan Eye Closer Trade Ties, China in Mind – DW – 08/18/2022.” 
Dw.com, Deutsche Welle, 18 Aug. 2022, https://www.dw.com/en/us-taiwan-eye-closer-trade-ties-amid-
china-tensions/a-62858059.  
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expertise for Taiwanese military bodies, and Taiwan — a once-authoritarian nation-state 

now turned flourishing democracy — organizing itself as a strong and vibrant ally of the 

United States with a globally significant economic sector.  

Trade 

According to the U.S. Congressional Research Service, Taiwan is the US' ninth-

largest trading partner, with more than $115 billion worth of goods being traded in 

2021.21 From electrical machinery, vehicles, plastic, iron, and steel, to the increasingly 

important components of computer chips and highly specialized technology 

manufacturing necessary for modern day tools, such as iPhones, laptops and medical 

devices, Taiwanese institutions dominate critical industries of global importance, and 

biases supply chain networks towards its advantageous favor.22 A clear example of 

Taiwanese dominance in the global economy is in the manufacturing of semiconductors 

and highly sophisticated computer chips — critical components necessary for the 

operation and functionality of nearly every digital device in the world today. Taiwan 

accounts for more than 90 percent of all semiconductor and chip manufacturing in the 

world today, and actively works to maintain these competitive advantages through 

investments in its domestic manufacturing capabilities.23 Maintaining these advantages in 

 

21 Sutter, Karen. U.S.-Taiwan Trade Relations - Congress. 7 Mar. 2022, 
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10256.  
22“ Taiwan.” United States Trade Representative, https://ustr.gov/countries-regions/china/taiwan.  
23 Masci, David, et al. “China's Threats Make Taiwan's Dominance of Chip-Making Risky for the Rest of 
the World.” Discourse, 21 Oct. 2022, https://www.discoursemagazine.com/economics/2022/10/21/chinas-
threats-make-taiwans-dominance-of-chip-making-risky-for-the-rest-of-the-world/.  
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sectors that underpin the modern global economy propels Taiwan into a position of 

instrumental importance in the post-World War international community.24 25 

Graph showcases growth in Taiwanese exports to the United States, the increasingly 
share of U.S. imports from Taiwanese businesses and manufacturing factories, and the 
shared economic partnership between the two democratic nation-states. Source: 
Congressional Research Service 7 March 2022 http://sgp.fas.org/crs/row/IF10256.pdf 

Wires of War  

In Jacob Helberg’s The Wires of War, the importance of these economic sectors 

comes into focus when the contest for power between the United States and China is 

conceptualized in the field of international relations. China’s increasing aggression in the 

 

24 G, C. “Semiconductors and Taiwan's ‘Silicon Shield’ • Stimson Center.” Stimson Center, 21 Nov. 2022, 
https://www.stimson.org/2022/semiconductors-and-taiwans-silicon-shield/.  
25 Mazumdaru, Srinivas. “US, Taiwan Eye Closer Trade Ties, China in Mind – DW – 08/18/2022.” 
Dw.com, Deutsche Welle, 18 Aug. 2022, https://www.dw.com/en/us-taiwan-eye-closer-trade-ties 
amid-china-tensions/a-62858059.  

https://www.dw.com/en/us-taiwan-eye-closer-trade-ties
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Indo-Pacific region, along with growing calls for a Taiwanese invasion from within the 

Chinese Communist Party, reveals the vulnerabilities facing the global supply chain 

today. The United States, though a dominant superpower with significant manufacturing 

capabilities, lacks the manufacturing know-how and infrastructure to compete 

comparatively with Taiwanese manufacturing institutions. Though recent legislative bills 

have passed in the United States to rectify the current disadvantaged state of American 

manufacturing, the U.S., along with most of the entire world, depends heavily on Taiwan 

for manufacturing of critical part necessary for the function of modern, technologically 

reliant economies.26  

As experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic, when global supply chain 

networks were strained by a litany of public health challenges, limitations in domestic 

manufacturing capabilities lead to powerful nation-states, such as the United States, being 

left vulnerable and unable to fulfill the manufacturing demands of the domestic 

homeland.27 Though the pandemic revealed the shortcomings of public health 

infrastructure and the sensitivity of supply chains for pandemic-related goods, it also 

revealed the reliance American institutions have with foreign nation-states, multinational 

corporations and non-U.S. based manufacturing partners for the supply of critically 

essential goods.28  

 

26 Marlow, Iain. “US Dependent on Taiwan Chips, Needs Bill for Domestic Production: Raimondo.” 
Bloomberg.com, Bloomberg, 22 July 2022, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-07-22/us-
dependence-on-taiwan-chips-is-untenable-raimondo-says.  
27 Goodman, Peter S., and Niraj Chokshi. “How the World Ran out of Everything.” The New York Times, 
The New York Times, 1 June 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/01/business/coronavirus-global-
shortages.html.  
28 Essiomley, Ama. “Are U.S. Companies Permanently Restructuring Their Supply Chains?” CT Strategies, 
25 May 2022, https://ct-strategies.com/2022/05/17/are-u-s-companies-permanently-restructuring-their-
supply-chains/.  
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 In the Wires of War, Mr. Helberg, a Senior Adviser at the Stanford University 

Center on Geopolitics and Technology, argues that the United States must come to terms 

with these vulnerabilities in the supply chain to win the future and dictate the terms of 

21st century. Failure to address these shortcomings will leave the United States in a 

vulnerable state and provide China the opportunity to control the economic sectors that 

underpin the modern global economy.29 This is why the United States is increasingly 

finding it imperative to defend Taiwan and recognize the island-nation as a sovereign, 

independent nation-state with complete autonomy over its respective affairs. It builds on 

Taiwan’s own efforts to seek independence recognition from the United States, and 

actively complements the robust economic and diplomatic engagements Taiwanese 

citizens, institutions and governments promote to gain greater relevance and place in the 

international system.30  

CCP Intrusions 

Despite these overtures, Taiwan remains a nation-state in limbo status, with no 

official recognition in the international community. Taiwan’s non-recognition status is a 

reality that has defined the Taiwanese experience since the official reestablishment of 

diplomatic ties between the United States and Chinese Communist Party in the early 

1970s.31  But as China grows more assertive in its push for Chinese reunification, and 

 

29 Helberg, Jacob. The Wires of War: Technology and the Global Struggle for Power. Avid Reader Press, 
an Imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc., 2022.  
30 Winkler, Sigrid. “Biding Time: The Challenge of Taiwan's International Status.” Brookings, Brookings, 
28 July 2016, https://www.brookings.edu/research/biding-time-the-challenge-of-taiwans-international-
status/.  
31The New York Times,“ Taiwan in Limbo.” 8 July 1973, 
https://www.nytimes.com/1973/07/08/archives/taiwan-in-limbo.html.  



23 
 

status quo dynamics with Taiwan start to change, the U.S. relationship with China is 

increasingly forced to adjust. The adjustment from friendly ally to defender of democracy 

is not an unexpected development for U.S.-China relations. China is aware of America’s 

foreign policy commitments and the U.S. in turn is increasingly aware of China’s 

harbored ambitions for global contest.32 China was able to achieve its extraordinary 

capabilities through its utilization of the present international system, yet now works to 

replace the system with a set of rules and practices that favor authoritarian governments 

and Chinese-centered power control over democratic liberalism and Western power.  

 America’s commitment to the modern, rules-based international system supports 

longstanding U.S. policy of being active proponents of democratic liberalism in 

international relations.33 In Taiwan, the Taiwanese citizenry, along with its 

democratically elected government, organize the economic, political and social 

institutions of the island nation-state on principles in-line with democratic liberalism. 

These organizational conditions allow for the development of democratic practices and 

institutions on the island nation-state and further the advancement of democratic ideals in 

the Indo-Pacific region.34 As a democratic nation-state, Taiwan has shown — through its 

successful adoption of democratic governance — the viability of democratic systems 

within Chinese contexts. Taiwan’s transformation from authoritarian state to flourishing 

democracy in recent decades, showcases the positive changes that occur when failed 

 

32 National Security Strategy - Whitehouse.gov. https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2022/11/8-November-Combined-PDF-for-Upload.pdf.  
33 Ikenberry, G. John. Academic.oup.com, https://academic.oup.com/book/32550/chapter-
abstract/270319848?redirectedFrom=fulltext.  
34 Bush, Richard C. “Taiwan's Democracy and the China Challenge.” Brookings, Brookings, 9 Mar. 2022, 
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/taiwans-democracy-and-the-china-challenge/.  



24 
 

illiberal ideologies of the past are abandoned in favor of free, democratic and liberal 

government systems.35 But despite these gains, China is hellbent on concluding 

Taiwan’s experimentation with democracy and will not waver in its commitment for 

Taiwanese unification with communist characteristics.  

Military Intimidation   

To further the Chinese cause of reunification through force, China has taken 

numerous actions against Taiwanese sovereignty. They include military intimidation, 

diplomatic isolation, economic coercion, cyberattacks and propaganda. Though the 

CCP’s efforts are not solely limited to these actions, these are the dominating acts that 

severely intrude on Taiwanese governance and democratic society today. China has used 

military intimidation as a means to pressure Taiwan and assert its territorial claims over 

the island. This has taken the form of military exercises near Taiwan, increasing the 

frequency of Chinese military aircraft and ships entering Taiwan's air defense 

identification zone (ADIZ), and making threatening statements about the use of military 

force if Taiwan declares independence.  

The Chinese military has also demonstrated its capabilities through large-scale 

military drills and parades. These actions are intended to demonstrate China's modern 

military capabilities and show Taiwan and the international community the preparedness 

of China’s military in the event of a military conflict.36 This is meant to deter Taiwan and 

 

35 Maclay, Jeffrey. “DTIC.” Taiwan's Transition To Democracy, 
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA364024.pdf.  
36 Peyronnet, Arnaud. “China's Military Intimidation of Taiwan: Breaking from the Geopolitical Status 
Quo?” Fondation Méditerranéenne D'Etudes Stratégiques, 14 Sept. 2022, https://fmes-france.org/chinas-
military-intimidation-of-taiwan-breaking-from-the-geopolitical-status-quo/.  
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its democratic allies from furthering their military support for the Taiwanese nation-state 

and provides the CCP the advantageous position they seek when negotiating reunification 

with the Taiwanese government. The building of tense pressure between the CCP and 

Taiwan also acts a powerful intimidation tool in psychological warfare games and pre-

conflict CCP war strategies.37 

Diplomatic Isolation 

Diplomatic isolation has also played a pivotal role in China’s strategy against 

Taiwan and its place in the modern international system. China has pressured other 

countries not to recognize Taiwan as a sovereign state and has worked to limit its 

diplomatic representation within international organizations, such as the United Nations, 

and international institutions, such as the World Health Organization, to name a few. 

Taiwan’s exclusion from official recognition in the WHO became a point of contention 

during the height of the COVID-19 Pandemic given Taiwan’s well-managed response to 

the pandemic and its manufacturing capabilities in the healthcare market, particularly in a 

time of global public health crisis.38  

These isolationist tactics severely impede on Taiwan’s ability to engage with the 

international community as a sovereign nation-state with legitimate authority over its 

international engagements and diplomatic infrastructure and furthers the CCP’s role as 

 

37 Beal-Cvetko, Bridger. “How China Uses Military Drills to Intimidate Adversaries and Prepare Its 
Forces.” Deseret News, Deseret News, 9 Aug. 2022, https://www.deseret.com/u-s-
world/2022/8/9/23293665/how-china-uses-military-drills-to-intimidate-adversaries-and-prepare-its-forces-
nancy-pelosi-taiwan.  
38 Christ, Kiernan. “China's Efforts to Isolate and Intimidate Taiwan Are Pushing U.S. Allies Closer.” 
Georgetown Journal of International Affairs, 5 July 2022, https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2022/07/05/chinas-
efforts-to-isolate-and-intimidate-taiwan-are-pushing-u-s-allies-closer/.  
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controller of Taiwanese governance in international capacities. When a nation-state is 

unable to fully control and govern over its external affairs, the nation-state is limited in 

the ways it can fully and meaningfully engage with the international community at large. 

Given Taiwan’s autonomous government and divorced state from the Chinese mainland, 

Taiwan limited abilities for international diplomacy are irregular and unusual for 

sovereign nation-states.39  

Economic Coercion 

Increasingly, China uses economic tools and the vastness of China’s power in the 

global economy to economically coerce Taiwan and influence governmental policy with 

the Taiwanese government. Through economic incentives, and at times, economic 

disincentives, the CCP has been able to effectively reduce trade, cut off Taiwanese 

products from key economic markets, such as the Chinese mainland, and severely cut 

into the profits of Taiwanese business and industries that maintain heavy reliance on 

Chinese consumers for economic success.40 Though Taiwan’s economy is considered one 

of the most economically strong and vibrant in the Indo-Pacific region, China remains the 

top trade importer of Taiwanese products and goods.  

Trade between Taiwan and China is far larger than Taiwan’s trade with 

democratic-ally the United States, and accounts for nearly half of Taiwan’s imports and 

exports. Hundreds of billions of dollars of economic activity happens between the two 

 

39 Srinivas , Sitara, and Shashank Mattoo. “Taiwan's Battle for Diplomatic Space.” ORF, 23 Sept. 2022, 
https://www.orfonline.org/research/taiwans-battle-for-diplomatic-space/.  
40 Tanner, Murray Scot. Chinese Economic Coercion Against Taiwan: A Tricky Weapon to Use. 1st ed., 
RAND Corporation, 2007. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/mg507osd 
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nation-states at any given moment, with China maintaining an advantageous position 

over Taiwanese economics given their instrumentally webbed economies and strong 

economic ties.41 In addition, economic trade between the straits of China and Taiwan has 

only increased in recent decades. According to Taiwanese government data, trade 

between China and Taiwan has increased from $11 billion per year in 2001 to nearly 

$300 billion in trade per year in 2021.42 This exponential growth in trade has not only 

benefitted China but has largely provided Taiwanese businesses and industries the 

opportunity to bolster their economic investments and ties with the Chinese mainland – a 

key condition for robust growth in domestic Taiwan.  

Favorable trade conditions provide Taiwanese businesses and industries the 

ability to create jobs and meaningful employment opportunities for Taiwanese citizens 

within the island nation-state, and support through increased profits and wealth creation a 

growing and dynamic Taiwanese society. China’s leverage over this condition provides 

opportunity for economic exploitation, and the CCP is increasingly unafraid to punish 

key businesses and industries within the Taiwanese economy to hurt critically important 

leaders and institutions within Taiwanese society. This leverage provides the CCP a 

direct influencing tool within Taiwanese contexts and allows for communist officials in 

Beijing to immediately retaliate against key political targets and business leaders within 

Taiwanese institutions.43  

 

41 Cheng, Evelyn. “Taiwan's Trade with China Is Far Bigger than Its Trade with the U.S.” CNBC, CNBC, 5 
Aug. 2022, https://www.cnbc.com/2022/08/05/taiwans-trade-with-china-is-far-bigger-than-its-trade-with-
the-us.html. 
42 Government Portal of Republic of China, Taiwan, https://www.taiwan.gov.tw/content_6.php. 
43 Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada. “China's Import Bans on Taiwan Show Economic Coercion Is Here 
to Stay.” Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada, https://www.asiapacific.ca/publication/chinas-import-bans-
taiwan-show-economic-coercion-here-stay. 
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Figure 2 showcases exponential growth in trade between Taiwan and China. Most 
notably, from 2001 when China officially entered the World Trade Organization, until 
2021. More than 20 years of incremental and economically significant trade growth for 
both nation-states. Source: Customs Administration, Ministry of Finance (Government of 
Taiwan) https://www.taiwan.gov.tw/content_6.php 

Cyberattacks 

In the digital age, China increasingly depends on irregular warfare tactics in the 

digital arena. Cyberattacks have become a defining feature of CCP aggression towards 

Taiwan given the low cost and highly effective nature of cyberattacks against key 

political, economic, and military institutions within the Taiwanese island. From 

intelligence gathering to disrupting systems within Taiwanese government buildings and 

infrastructure, the CCP increasingly relies on cyber to impede on Taiwanese self-

governance and their ability to effectively defend themselves in the event of Chinese 

invasion. The CCP is also able to collect sensitive data and material and stoke further 
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paranoia and chaos within Taiwanese government and society through their concerted 

and far-reaching cyber attack efforts. The CCP’s aggressive use of modern tools in digital 

arenas in order to influence outcomes of domestic events in Taiwan has progressively 

become a growing concern for other democratic nation-states in the Indo-Pacific and 

broader international community. China’s testing of cyberattacks against Taiwan 

provides a preview of disruptive events to come for other nation-states who challenge 

China’s actions, whether they be domestic or foreign, and furthers the argument of China 

being an irresponsible nation-state in the rules-based international system.44 This concern 

has been realized to be justly caused given China’s recent attacks against democratic 

nation-states such as Australia, who has recently elevated Chinese confrontation as a key 

feature of its foreign policy objectives.45  

Propaganda 

Media plays a powerful role in telling stories and shaping narratives. The CCP is 

unafraid to use media and propaganda, arguably with no limiting characteristics or regard 

to truth, in order to achieve its preferred outcomes in numerous circumstances and 

international contexts. In Taiwan, the CCP uses propaganda tools to undermine domestic 

institutions, predominantly government institutions, in order to erode trust in Taiwan’s 

democratic government and bolster support for the CCP within the island nation-state. 

 

44 Hjortdal, Magnus. “China’s Use of Cyber Warfare: Espionage Meets Strategic Deterrence.” Journal of Strategic 
Security 4, no. 2 (2011): 1–24. http://www.jstor.org/stable/26463924. 
45 Davis, Miriah. “Australian Government Targeted by Chinese Cyber Attack.” Skynews, Sky News 
Australia, 31 Aug. 2022,  https://www.skynews.com.au/australia-news/chinese-cyber-attack-on-australia-
targets-defence-and-energy-information-in-monthslong-hack/news-
story/23f55f01c93e7b5827f20bf48cfdef67  
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From planting false stories to inaccurately portraying key government leaders and 

institutions as corrupt, the CCP actively works to portray Taiwanese democracy as 

inherently flawed and inferior to the CCP and its communist characteristics.  

These efforts also work to erode Taiwan’s place in the world through use of 

media in manners that delegitimize Taiwanese claims of autonomous independence and 

further positive narrative of China’s unrelenting ascendance in the Indo-Pacific and 

broader international system. Portraying Taiwan as weak with ineffective government 

systems also works to dissuade the Taiwanese people from supporting their own 

democratic government, a facet of a larger, more concertedly effort from the CCP against 

Taiwan’s present government, led by Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen, and its anti-

reunification politics.4647  

 Given the myriad of conditions facing Taiwan, the U.S. has increasingly been 

forced to contend with an emerging security dilemma challenge in Taiwan and the 

broader Indo-Pacific region. To address the dilemma, the U.S. has increasingly supported 

Taiwan’s call for more U.S. support in military aid and assistance with increase amounts 

of funds for military readiness and provides Taiwanese military bodies with trainings and 

other specialized services for optimal defense capabilities in the Taiwanese strait. Given 

the U.S.’s affirmed commitment to the Taiwanese Relations Act, fighter jets, missiles and 

military hardware are regularly sold to Taiwanese military bodies for Taiwanese defense 

and regional stability in the Indo-Pacific.  

 

46 Shambaugh, David. “China’s Propaganda System: Institutions, Processes and Efficacy.” The China 
Journal, no. 57, 2007, pp. 25–58. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/20066240. 
47 Chan, Kenddrick, and Mariah Thornton. “China's Changing Disinformation and Propaganda Targeting 
Taiwan.” – The Diplomat, For The Diplomat, 19 Sept. 2022, https://thediplomat.com/2022/09/chinas-
changing-disinformation-and-propaganda-targeting-taiwan/.  
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 In the domestic politics of the U.S., the Taiwanese challenge has increasingly 

garnered bi-partisan support, with top political leaders from both the Democratic and 

Republican Party supporting Taiwanese autonomy and the Taiwanese right to self-

defense. In the Fall of 2022, Nancy Pelosi — then Speaker of the House and one of 

America’s most powerful political leaders — visited Taiwan to reaffirm America’s 

commitment to Taiwanese democracy and showcase to China and the CCP America’s 

enduring commitment to Taiwanese democracy and independence. The trip was highly 

controversial and led to a furthering of contentious relations between the PRC and U.S. 

Despite the controversies conjured with the trip, the U.S. remains committed to defending 

Taiwanese democracy, with now Speaker of the House Kevin McCarthy, successor to 

Speaker Nancy Pelosi, in the planning stages for the embarkment of a trip to Taiwan in 

the near future. These developments in domestic politics build on growing concerns in 

the United States on China’s growing powers and the potential implications of having a 

strong communist nation-state in the Indo-Pacific and the broader modern international 

system.  

Modern day relations between the United States and Taiwan are built on shared 

ideals of democracy, human rights, and a commitment to maintaining peace and stability 

in the Indo-Pacific region. The U.S. supports Taiwan as a democratic society that is 

committed to upholding these values and principles on the Taiwanese island nation-state 

and more broadly as instrumentally part of Taiwanese culture and identity. 



 
 

Chapter III. 

U.S.-China Relations  

The relationship between the United States and China has been complex since the 

establishment of formal diplomatic relations between the two nation-states in 1979. The 

relationship includes elements of cooperation on challenges viewed as shared 

responsibilities amongst powerful nation-states, with climate change predominantly 

gaining attention in this aspect of the relationship, to increasingly contestable competition 

amongst fields of importance to global leadership dominating other aspects of the 

progressively worsening relationship. From technology to trade, to advantageously 

seeking inherent abilities to influence geopolitical events in the Indo-Pacific and the 

broader international system, the United States and China are in a contentious tit for tat 

that is ushering in a new era of Cold War-esque politics to the international system.48  

A similar dynamic has not existed since the years of the Cold War when power 

contests between the United States and the Soviet Union were a common feature in 

international relations. The struggles facing Taiwan in wake of CCP aggression has only 

worsened the U.S.-China relationship, with the CCP’s growing assertiveness to reunify 

Taiwan with the mainland a growing point of  tension between the two great powers. 

China’s military build-ups and power capabilities in the international system has further 

 

48 Bekkevold, Jo Inge. “5 Ways the U.S.-China Cold War Will Be Different from the Last One.” Foreign 
Policy, 29 Dec. 2022, https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/12/29/us-china-cold-war-bipolar-global-order-
stability-biden-xi/.  
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crystallized the contentious dynamics facing the U.S. when working to manage the 

relationship with the CCP. The growing strategic importance of the Indo-Pacific, along 

with competition in key fields of international importance, such as technology and 

innovation, has made for a relationship that is increasingly unstable and at odds with the 

initial intents and purposes of American reproachment with China.  

The United States-China relationship has gone through several phases since its initial 

reopening of ties in 1971. Here are some key milestones in the relationship: 

• 1971: The United States announces its intention to normalize relations with China 

and remove its recognition of Taiwan as the legitimate government of China. The intention 

stemmed from the U.S. seeking to move beyond the containment policies of the past, that 

once sought to delegitimize and weaken the Chinese Communist Party since their initial 

claim to power in the 1949 and move the U.S. relationship with China towards greater 

cooperation and more productive outcomes. This realignment in U.S. priorities stemmed 

from seeking a potentially strong ally in the Asia Pacific that would effectuate American 

interests through their allyship with the United States. Through this newly founded purpose 

in the relationship, the U.S. would be able to counter Soviet influences in the Eastern world 

and contain the expansionist ambitions of the Soviet Union at that time in the Cold War. 

China was also viewed as a potential mediator in solving U.S. challenges in the region, 

such as the ongoing Vietnam war that weighed heavily on U.S. resources in international 

arenas. Through engagement with China, the U.S. could depend on a growing relationship 

with the CCP and increasingly rely on Chinese counterparts to lead efforts in the Asia 



34 
 

Pacific and oversea numerous challenges on behalf of the United States, even if in indirect 

capacities.49  

• 1972: President Richard Nixon visits China, meeting with Chinese Premier Zhou 

Enlai and Chairman Mao Zedong. The visit marked a turning point in the relationship, as 

the two nation-states began to engage in diplomatic and economic relations. President 

Nixon’s trip was the first by a sitting U.S. President since the CCP’s founding in 1949. It 

commenced a new era in U.S.-China relations and marked a transitory period that shifted 

U.S. foreign policy away from hostility and containment and increasingly towards 

coexistence and acknowledgment of differing political ideologies and government 

systems.50 

• 1979: The United States officially recognizes the People's Republic of China (PRC) 

as the legitimate government of China and severs diplomatic relations with Taiwan. The 

two nation-states sign the US-China Joint Communique, which acknowledges the "One 

China" policy and America’s support to CCP’s claim over the Chinese Mainland and the 

divorced island nation-state of Taiwan.51 

• 1989: The Tiananmen Square protests take place in Beijing, leading to a violent 

crackdown by the Chinese government. The United States imposes economic sanctions on 

 

49 “U.S.-China Relations since 1949: Asia for Educators: Columbia University.” U.S.-China Relations 
Since 1949 | Asia for Educators | Columbia University, Columbia University, 
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/special/china_1950_us_china.htm.  
50 Kraus, Charles. “Nixon's 1972 Visit to China at 50.” Wilson Center, 21 Feb. 2021, 
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/nixons-1972-visit-china-50.  
51 Glass, Andrew. “U.S. Recognizes Communist China, Dec. 15, 1978.” POLITICO, 15 Dec. 2018, 
https://www.politico.com/story/2018/12/15/us-recognizes-communist-china-dec-15-1978-1060168.  
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China and relations between the two nation-states are severely undermined given the 

CCP’s anti-democratic responses to peaceful protests in the mainland.52  

• 2001: China joins the World Trade Organization (WTO), marking a significant 

milestone in China's integration into the global economy. This development was made 

possible through the United States and their approval of China entering the WTO despite 

heavy resistance from labor unions and varying political interests in the U.S.. China’s WTO 

incorporation leads to economic development and the creation of modern China with 

second largest economy in the world.53  

• 2005: The United States and China hold their first Strategic Economic Dialogue, 

which becomes a regular forum for discussing economic and financial issues. The 2005 

US-China Economic Dialogue was significant because it marked a major shift in the 

economic relationship between the two nation-states. Prior to this dialogue, economic ties 

between the US and China had been characterized by friction and tension, with both 

countries accusing each other of unfair trade practices and currency manipulation. 

However, the Economic Dialogue provided a forum for high-level officials from both 

countries to engage in constructive discussions about these issues and work towards finding 

solutions that would benefit both sides. One of the key outcomes of the dialogue was an 

agreement to establish a Strategic Economic Dialogue (SED), which would meet regularly 

to discuss a wide range of economic issues, including trade imbalances, intellectual 

property rights, and financial market reform. The SED proved to be an important 

 

52 U.S. Department of State, U.S. Department of State, https://history.state.gov/milestones/1989-
1992/tiananmen-square. 
53 Bowden, Graham. China's Accession to the WTO: Economic Benefits. 2012, 
https://digitalcommons.iwu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1364&context=parkplace.  
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mechanism for improving communication and cooperation between the US and China on 

economic matters, helping to pave the way for greater economic integration between the 

two countries. The 2005 US-China Economic Dialogue was significant because it 

represented a turning point in the economic relationship between two of the world's largest 

economies, laying the groundwork for greater collaboration and engagement in years to 

come.54 

• 2008: China hosts the Olympic Games in Beijing, marking its emergence as a 

global economic and political power. Considered to be a strong soft power play in 

international system, showcasing China’s modernization, vast infrastructure networks, and 

capacity to host global events.55 

• 2011: The United States announces a "pivot" or "rebalance" to Asia, signaling its 

intention to focus more attention on the Asia-Pacific region and engage more closely with 

its allies and partners in the region.56 

• 2015: President Barack Obama and Chinese President Xi Jinping announce a joint 

commitment to combat climate change, and China agrees to cap its greenhouse gas 

emissions and work with the U.S. on matters pertaining to environmental stewardship and 

climate action.57  

 

54 Garrison, Jean A. “Managing the U.S.-China Foreign Economic Dialogue: Building Greater Coordination and 
New Habits of Consultation.” Asia Policy, no. 4 (2007): 165–86. http://www.jstor.org/stable/24904611. 
55 Griffiths, James. “The 2008 Olympics Was a Soft Power Victory for Beijing. A Successful Games in 
2022 Could Validate Its Authoritarian System.” CNN, Cable News Network, 22 Feb. 2021, 
https://www.cnn.com/2021/02/21/asia/beijing-olympics-2008-2022-soft-power-dst-intl-hnk/index.html.  
56 Lieberthal, Kenneth G. “The American Pivot to Asia.” Brookings, Brookings, 28 July 2016, 
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-american-pivot-to-asia/.  
57 Meltzer, Joshua P. “U.S.-China Joint Presidential Statement on Climate Change: The Road to Paris and 
Beyond.” Brookings, Brookings, 29 July 2016, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/planetpolicy/2015/09/29/u-
s-china-joint-presidential-statement-on-climate-change-the-road-to-paris-and-beyond/.  
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• 2018: The United States announces a trade war with China, imposing tariffs on 

billions of dollar’s worth of Chinese goods in response to what it sees as unfair trade 

practices by China.58 

• 2020: The COVID-19 pandemic leads to tensions between the United States and 

China, with the United States accusing China of mishandling the outbreak and covering up 

information about the virus.59 

• Present-day: Taiwan and its democratic future increasingly a pressure point in the 

U.S.-China relationship, with growing CCP provocations against Taiwan and its threats of 

military use for reunification, souring the U.S. relationship progressively.  

The US-China relationship has been complex and has evolved significantly over 

the past 50 years. The relationship has been characterized by both cooperation and 

competition, with the two nation-states working together on issues such as trade and 

climate change, while also engaging in disputes over issues such as human rights, 

cybersecurity, and territorial disputes in the South China Sea. Taiwan’s democracy and 

the fate of its future is now increasingly a point of great contention between the two 

powerful nation-states. But China's modern development transpired in large part due to 

the United States, and the productive relationships China established with key economic 

institutions in U.S. business and finance markets. 

 

58 Bown , Chad, and Melina Kolb. “Trump's Trade War Timeline: An up-to-Date Guide.” PIIE, 27 Feb. 
2023, https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/trumps-trade-war-timeline-date-
guide.  
59 Christensen, Thomas J. “A Modern Tragedy? Covid-19 and US-China Relations.” Brookings, 
Brookings, 9 Mar. 2022, https://www.brookings.edu/research/a-modern-tragedy-covid-19-and-us-china-
relations/. 



 
 

Chapter V. 

China Containment 

 To limit the impacts of China’s rise in the international system, the United States 

has pivoted its foreign policy objectives away from democracy building and military 

conflicts in the Middle East, and increasingly towards the hotly contested Indo-Pacific 

region. China’s nefarious influences in the region, coupled with its anti-democratic 

ambitions with Taiwan and elsewhere in the international system, has compelled the U.S. 

to reorient the foreign policy objectives towards the East. Through this change in posture, 

the U.S. is working to recalibrate for new challenges and dynamics in the international 

system, with China’s rise being one of the dominant influencing factors in these foreign 

policy developments.60   

America’s pivot to the East has been long underway, with onsets of a recalibration 

starting with the Obama Administration and further developed along in successive U.S. 

Presidential Administrations. The shift to the East stems largely from China’s failure to 

adopt democratic liberalism within the domestic Chinese Mainland, a development once 

sought by American policymakers at the start of the 21st century, and from the Chinese 

Communist Party’s rapid build-up of Chinese-centered infrastructure in economic, 

 

60 Gypson, Katherine. “US Lawmakers Move to Reevaluate US Policy towards China.” VOA, Voice of 
America (VOA News), 11 Jan. 2023, https://www.voanews.com/a/us-lawmakers-move-to-reevaluate-us-
policy-towards-china/6914223.html.  
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political and military arenas throughout the Indo-Pacific region.61 These developments 

have led to the rise of an order system where the CCP is increasingly able to influence 

and effectively control the domestic outcomes of nation-states within the immediate 

vicinity of the Chinese Mainland.62Instead of supporting the current international system 

with the rules, practices and norms that call for sovereign integrity, open and free 

exchange amongst independent nation-states, and the proliferation of democratic values 

in international systems, the CCP is working to undermine the current rules-based system 

and replace it entirely with a Chinese-derived alternative.63 Through an aggressive 

foreign policy that seeks to reorient the world’s power concentrations from Western 

capitals to the Far East, the CCP is investing heavily in economic, political and military 

capacities in order to secure the dominating strengths they would need to harbor for 

uncontestable leadership in international relations.  

 China’s aggressive foreign policy in the region has been made possible through its 

rapid development and modernization in recent decades, with the U.S.  playing a direct 

role in the development of modern China for friendly relationship developments and 

economic prosperity purposes. China’s developed and now prosperous state is a 

challenge the U.S. is forced to contend with as the CCP takes advantage of its new found 

strengths and builds a comprehensive power system that advances communist ideologies 

 

61 He, Kai, and Huiyun Feng. “A Path to Democracy : In Seach of Cina’s Democroziation Model.” Asian 
Perspective 32, no. 3 (2008): 139–69. http://www.jstor.org/stable/42704644. 
62 Jacques, Martin, Mahani Zainal Abidin, Zarina Zainuddin, and Institute of Strategic and International Studies. 
“China and the Emerging World Order.” ISIS Focus: Issue No. 10, October 2012. Institute of Strategic and 
International Studies, 2012. http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep13533.3. 
63 Johnston, Alastair Iain. “Is China Trying to Undermine the Liberal International Order?” In The China 
Questions 2: Critical Insights into US-China Relations, edited by Maria Adele Carrai, Jennifer Rudolph, and 
Michael Szonyi, 81–88. Harvard University Press, 2022. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv2vr9cg3.11. 
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in the Mainland, the independent nation-state of Taiwan, and elsewhere in the Indo-

Pacific region and broader international system. These developments in Chinese power 

have led to a destabilizing state of affairs that is increasing provoking tensions amongst 

the nation-states of the Indo-Pacific, most notably nation-states that are democratic and 

largely aligned with the rules-based international order through their inherent orientation. 

Nation-states such as Japan, South Korea and India are increasingly worried about 

China’s rise and the implications an illiberal power like China can possess if provided the 

opportunity to develop and further influence the regional affairs of the pacific without 

significant impediment.64  

Belt and Road Initiative 

A key tenet of China’s foreign policy is the expansion of China’s direct role 

within the internal institutions of neighboring nation-states. This is achieved through 

increased Chinese investment in economic, political and military arenas in Asian nation-

states, and increasingly extends to Africa, Europe and regions of the world that hold 

historical ties to China’s ancient silk road. To revitalize the utility of China’s ancient past, 

the CCP established a Silk Road Initiative, more commonly known as the Belt and Road 

Initiative, that seeks to recreate the connection China once held with populations, 

communities and nation-states through the ancient silk road.65 To achieve these 

ambitions, China unveiled BRI and committed billions of dollars towards the building of 

 

64 Wong, Audrey Y. “Comparing Japanese and South Korean Strategies toward China and the United States: All 
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infrastructure, Chinese political and diplomatic capacity, economic trade, and 

increasingly the most important aspect of the program, strategic foreign policy 

positioning to contest American power in the international system.  

Infrastructure 

 Key aspects of BRI program include infrastructure, economic expansion, political 

diplomacy and power competition with the United States.66 To bolster direct ties with the 

outside world, China is emphasizing infrastructure in order to directly facilitate the 

construction of roads, ports, airports, pipelines and other modern infrastructure, with 

immediate associations with the CCP and their international development ambitions. 

Nation-states that choose to participate in BRI are brought into a vast and fast-growing 

web of infrastructure networks that seek to not just modernize the nations that participate 

in BRI but influence the orientation of their domestic economies and politics towards 

Beijing and the CCP’s order system in the long run.  

These construction projects largely occur in nation-states that have struggled to 

secure financing and economic prosperity through traditional, westernized means. China 

disregards traditionalized notions of infrastructure financing in order to secure the 

support of peoples and nation-states that have poorly served by Western economics. The 

gap between rich and western nations with established economies vs poor and less 

developed nations with limited financial resources, has provided the CCP with an 

opportune opening for Chinese-led investments and power building opportunities in 

 

66 McBride, James, et al. “China's Massive Belt and Road Initiative.” Council on Foreign Relations, 
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Africa, the global south and broader international system. Through the exploitation of 

apparent gaps in the modern international system, China is able to exploit western 

weaknesses and invest in nation-states that will potentially hold greater power in the 

future. Though Chinese-led investments have largely been welcomed by poorer nation-

states, the lines between legitimate investment with mutually beneficial gains for 

participating nations and the CCP, is increasingly being blurred. The CCP takes 

advantage of the impoverished state of BRI participating nations and writes construction 

loan agreements and other legally binding accords in manners that greatly favor the 

CCP’s role in the project. This has led to the CCP taking control and ownership of 

numerous infrastructure projects throughout the world, typically expensive projects such 

as airports and seaports, where billions of dollars have been invested in order to build the 

system. This has led to debt traps for impoverished nation-states with poor economic 

affairs and corruptible governments. Through these traps, China takes control of critical 

infrastructure and is empowered onto a position where it can directly manage the 

movement of people and goods within a BRI participating nation-state.67 This furthers 

the power of the CCP in nation-states far beyond mainland China’s borders and expands 

the web of ties the CCP wields control over throughout the international system.  

 

67 “China's BRI Left Several Countries Saddled with 'Hidden Debts': Report.” Business Standard News, 
Business-Standard, 30 Sept. 2021, https://www.business-standard.com/article/international/china-s-bri-left-
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43 
 

Economic Expansion 

To build on infrastructure investments and construction, the CCP has sought to 

use the BRI’s overriding objectives to drive economic expansionism for Chinese goods 

and services. Through the creation of new networks and trade ties with BRI nation-states, 

Chinese businesses and industries are able to sell goods, penetrate new markets, and 

dominate economic regions in manners similar or more effectively than the U.S. The 

goods and services from China also come from businesses owned by the CCP. This 

provides the CCP with strong economic leverage over the nation-states it trades with and 

creates conditions that unfairly advantage the CCP in pricing goods and controlling 

economic markets. This economic power dynamic also provides the CCP with direct 

insights into the economic conditions on the ground in varying nation-states and 

influences the manners the CCP engages in other areas of nation-to-nation engagement, 

whether it be political or militarily reliant. The CCP’s open access to new markets allows 

for China to wield economic forces within a sovereign nation-state and potentially dictate 

the economic trajectory in manners advantageous to China in the long run. This provides 

the Chinese government the opportunity to introduce new economic models and 

currencies, eroding the utility and value of the dominate U.S. dollar in developing and 

emerging markets.68 Furthermore, the economic expansionism afforded through BRI 

allows for China to diversify its economy, expand its supply chain networks to other 
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nation-states with different natural supplies and resources, and drives geopolitical 

objectives in the short and long-run.  

Political Diplomacy 

The CCP being empowered to influence geopolitics is a key reason for the 

establishment of the BRI. It provides the CCP with the ability to influence domestic 

events and political developments within nation-states participating in the BRI initiative 

and furthers the web of ties the CCP seeks to establish in order to contest U.S. power on 

world stage. China’s instrumental role in the investments of modern infrastructure within 

BRI nation-states allows for the CCP to have a direct opening with top officials and 

government leadership of participating nation-states and provides CCP officials with 

ample opportunities to influence debates and decision-making processes in government 

institutions worldwide.  This is an essential component of BRI, for it allows China to 

direct political events in manners the CCP has long sought to achieve following decades 

of limited power and shame in international relations. The ability to wield power and 

orient political events in China’s favor directly serves the BRI’s overarching objectives 

which all serve, in one way or the other, the challenging of U.S. power in the 

international order system. An Indo-Pacific region less reliant on the U.S. and oriented 

towards China’s BRI centers the CCP’s role in the economic, political and military affairs 

of the region, and further erodes the necessity of American power in the broader 

international system. The BRI’s far-reaching web links push this narrative further and 

works to erode U.S. power in Africa, the global south and other developing regions and 

parts of the world, through concerted anti-U.S. efforts.  
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The Quad 

To contend with BRI, the United States has increasingly made overtures towards 

Asian nation-states and regional partners in the Indo-Pacific. One of the most significant 

overtures to date has been the establishment of deeper ties between India, Japan and 

Australia with the U.S. The United States, focused on contesting China’s rising influence, 

organized the nation-states pairing under the alliance umbrella known as “The Quad,” as 

more formally known as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue. The Quad’s pairing brings 

together the most powerful democratic nation-states in the region and establishes shared 

goals and security commitments amongst participating members. From promoting a free 

and prosperous Indo-Pacific, to defending the rules-based order of the present 

international system, the Quads’ guiding premise is the contest China’s rising influence 

and instrumentally affirm the commitments free and democratic nation-states have for the 

maintenance of the world order. Loosely established in the early years of the 21st 

century, the Quad has since formally established relations with participating nation-states 

in 2017 and holds a number of regular meetings, military exercises and diplomatic 

engagements to demonstrate shared resolve for collective peace and security in the Indo-

Pacific region. The Quad’s organizational commitments provides the U.S. along with its 

democratic partners in the region, the opportunity to counterbalance China’s growing 

influence while bolstering the military positioning and capacities of democratic defense 

systems. Increased cooperation amongst democratic nation-states and security 

partnerships that encourage collective action for collective security, allows for the U.S. to 

boost military personnel presence in the region and position American military 
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equipment, ships and military bases, within the islands, territories and lands of allied 

nations-states.  

India 

 In India, the world’s largest democracy by population size, the U.S. finds an ally 

with shared democratic values and vast growth potential. India is a nation-state with more 

than 1.4 billion citizens and presently experiences fast-economic growth conditions and a 

trajectory of development that positions India as a potential rival to Chinese power in the 

Indo-Pacific.69 In recent years, the U.S. has sought to strengthen relations with India in 

order to counteract China’s vast economy and contain growing concerns of Chinese 

military expansion in the South China Sea, and potential future expansions into the Bay 

of Bengal, Andaman Sea and other critically important bodies of water within the Indo-

Pacific region. India is a willing partner in the fight to contain China in the region and 

actively supports U.S. efforts to maintain stability, prosperity and openness amongst the 

peoples and nation-states of the Indo-Pacific.70 The relationship between the U.S. and 

India has deepened in recent decades, with a economic investments, trade and military 

cooperation incrementally increasing throughout the years as the two strongest 

democratic nation-states manage the unique challenges of democratic governance within 

their domestic homelands. India, though not as modern or developed as China, holds 
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great potential for growth in the coming decades, and willingly works with the present 

international system to encourage stable economic growth, democratic institutionalism, 

and opportunity expansion for the citizens of the Indian nation-state.71 A Indo-Pacific 

where the most populous nation-state is a democracy rather than a communist state, as is 

the case with China, would organically assist U.S. policies in the region and orient the 

causes of the democracy as strong and resilient forces for the foreseeable future.  

Japan  

For Japan, the two nation-states share a commitment to democracy, human rights, 

and the rule of law — bedrock tenets for the prevalence of democratic liberalism within 

their respective homelands and regional neighborhoods. The U.S. is seen, in the view of 

Japanese government officials and leaders, as a stabilizing force in the region, and as a 

reliable partner for national security assurances of the Japanese people and their 

collective interests. In recent years, as China rose as a military power, Japan’s concerns 

grew exponentially, with disputed islands currently governed through Japanese 

administrative authority, increasingly contested by the Chinese Communist Party. In 

addition, Japanese concerns over the growing authoritarian nature of Chinese President 
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Xi Xinping and the Chinese Communist Party, worries Japanese officials given the 

implications these developments will conjure against democratic systems in the region.  

Figure. Map of Indo-Pacific, with disputed island territories Senkaku and Diaoyu 
encircled for geographical context. Source: The Organization for World Peace 29 
September 2022 https://theowp.org/renewed-tension-over-the-senkaku-diaoyu-islands/ 

 Japan and China also share a complicated history, with Japanese colonization of 

parts of China in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, as well as Japan's invasion of China 

during World War II, stoking further divisions amongst the Chinese and Japanese peoples. 

Japan’s historically conflicts and totalitarian control of China in years past, has left deep 

wounded scars in the collective psyche of the CCP and Chinese people. As China rises as 

powerful nation-state with capabilities to invade neighboring nations, the Japanese have 

bolstered their military capabilities and continue to actively increase their investments in 

military equipment for optimal readiness against an assertive China. Japan’s participation 

https://theowp.org/renewed-tension-over-the-senkaku-diaoyu-islands/


49 
 

in the Quad naturally marries Japanese interests with the U.S.’s pivot to the East, and builds 

on the shared goals of democratic nation-states in the region.  

Australia 

 Relations between Australia and China have increasingly become strained due to 

Australia’s willingness to criticize human rights abuses and undemocratic practices 

caused in large part by the Chinese Communist Party and their authoritarian institutions 

in the domestic Chinese Mainland. The Australian government has taken a strong stance 

on human rights issues in China, including concerns over the treatment of ethnic 

minorities in Xinjiang and Tibet, as well as political freedoms in Hong Kong being 

severely diminished due to recent administrative takeovers of the CCP within the 

municipal bodies of the Hong Kong region. In turn, China has taken various actions to 

punish Australia in recent years in response to the Australian government's criticisms of 

China's human rights record, security policies, and other issues.  

Some of the measures that China has taken include trade sanctions, diplomatic 

boycotts, propaganda campaigns through media, and economic pressure. Trade sanctions: 

China has imposed tariffs and restrictions on Australian exports, including coal, barley, 

wine, and other products, in response to Australia's calls for an investigation into the 

origins of the COVID-19 pandemic. Diplomatic sanctions: China has reduced high-level 

official visits and exchanges between the two countries, as well as recalling its 

ambassador to Australia for consultations whenever Australia elevates an issue pertaining 

to CCP activities. Propaganda and media campaigns: China has launched media and 

propaganda campaigns to criticize Australia and undermine its reputation in the 

international community of nation-states. Similar to tactics used for Taiwan, the CCP 
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deploys propaganda tools to erode support for nation-states in the crosshairs of CCP 

policy. Economic pressure: China has also used its economic leverage to apply pressure 

on Australian companies, including boycotts of goods and services critical to health of 

Australia’s economy, and to the growth and broader prosperity of the Indo-Pacific region. 

Economic pressure campaigns against Australia reveal the bad actor assertiveness of the 

CCP and their willingness to deploy destructive economic limitations on nation-states 

with differing value sets from the CCP.  

These actions have led to an erosion of China-Australia relations. The Australian 

government has responded by reinforcing its commitment to its values, strengthening its 

security partnerships in the Indo-Pacific, and pursuing a more balanced and diversified 

trade and investment strategy. For the United States, Australia’s inclusion in the Quad 

helps to expand the reaches of the groups pairing and provides U.S. interest with the 

broad and comprehensive scope of access they seek in the vast Indo-Pacific region. The 

Australian government also has vested interested in containing China’s rise given past 

histories with the Chinese Communist Party and actively sides with the United States, 

and the modern rules-based order Quad member states seek to maintain for regional 

benefit.  

 In January 2023, the Philippines, a nation-state that is not an official participant of 

the Quad, was revealed to be in earnest negotiations with the United States to grant 

American military personnel and institutions the right to access military bases and 

important defense infrastructure within the Philippine nation-state. This development 

comes as growing concerns on Chinese aggression expands to nation-states not 

traditionally involved in U.S. military operations or foreign commitments in the Indo-
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Pacific region. The ability of U.S. military personnel to operate within the Philippines 

would allow for American foreign interests to secure access to critically important 

military bases with geopolitical implications. The U.S. would utilize these bases to build-

up their defense capabilities in the region and position the necessary personnel, 

equipment and resources a potential conflict in the South China Sea or Taiwan would 

warrant from the U.S. and its democratic allies.72 Developments to bring more nation-

states, such as the Philippines, towards American-led foreign engagements in the region, 

shows the U.S.’s efforts to operationally establish new ties, partnerships and cooperative 

agreements with nation-states supportive of rules-based order and the international 

system that presently underpin developments in economic, political and military affairs.

 

72 Dangwal, Ashish. “US Military Will Soon Have Access to Critical Defense Bases in Indo-Pacific to 
Check a 'Rapidly Growing' China.” Latest Asian, Middle-East, EurAsian, Indian News, 1 Feb. 2023, 
https://eurasiantimes.com/us-military-will-soon-have-access-to-critical-defense/.  



 
 

Chapter VI. 

Conclusion  

To maintain the rules-based international order that currently dominates 

international relations, the United States must work to shore-up support for democracy in 

the Indo-Pacific and strengthen the key democratic practices and institutions that make 

Taiwanese democracy possible in the 21st century. In the post-WWII world, the U.S. led 

efforts to reshape international relations in manners biased towards democracy and 

human rights. 73 After more than 80 years of commitment towards those collective 

efforts, the U.S. is now faced with an ascendant communist nation-state that is directly 

challenging those efforts through illiberal means. The CCP, with their sights set on 

achieving a strong and modern nation-state by 2049, is fully committed to the deliverance 

of an international system where illiberal politics and communist ideologies reign 

supreme over democratic pluralism and rules-based internationalism.74 These efforts 

stand as antithesis to the U.S.-led world order where democracy and human rights 

proliferate.  

In Taiwan, the rules-based order afforded the Taiwanese government the 

opportunity to reform its government in the 1990’s and embrace the promise of a 

 

73“ Great Responsibilities and New Global Power: The National WWII Museum: New Orleans.” The 
National WWII Museum | New Orleans, https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/articles/new-global-
power-after-world-war-ii-1945.  
74Dollar, David, et al., editors. China 2049: Economic Challenges of a Rising Global Power. Brookings Institution 
Press, 2020. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7864/j.ctvktrz58. Accessed 12 Mar. 2023. 



53 
 

democratic future where individuality, human rights and freedom prevails strongly in 

Taiwanese society. After more than 30 years of democracy in the island nation-state, the 

Taiwanese people and its democratically elected government have shown the 

consequentially successful outcomes democratic values, institutionalism and governance 

deliver for international system.75 Taiwan’s success with democracy is a win for the 

rules-based order that underpins the modern international system today. It’s why 

Taiwan’s continuance with its experiment in democracy matters to international relations, 

for it proves the U.S.-led order system delivers tangible progress through democratic 

means for nation-states once challenged by illiberal governments. Taiwan’s 

transformation from authoritarianism to democracy proves the utility of democratic 

practices and ideals in a time of increasingly contention with illiberal, communist 

ideologies in the Indo-Pacific and broader international system. The contentious struggle 

is amplified by the CCP and their aims to retake Taiwan – an independent and sovereign 

democratic nation-state – as part of the Chinese mainland.   

For the CCP, the retaking of Taiwan, even if achieved through military force, 

stands as a test for its claims over the governance of all of China. This builds on decades 

of divorced politics between the CCP and ROC government of Taiwan and the 

contentious affairs that continue to dominate the ongoing Chinese Civil War.76 But as the 

CCP gains power in economic, political and military affairs, with achievement of 

multipolarity with the United States in the international system within close reach, the 

 

75 Tien, Hung-mao, and Yun-han Chu. “Building Democracy in Taiwan.” The China Quarterly, no. 148, 1996, pp. 
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ROC government in Taiwan will increasingly be pressured to capitulate to CCP demands 

and lose advantageous positionings against the powerful communist nation-state. This 

will weaken Taiwan’s positioning when negotiating its democratic future in potential 

conflict with the CCP and underscores the important role the U.S. must play in avoiding 

democratic decline in the Taiwanese nation-state.   

The U.S., one of the world’s strongest democratic nation-states, has sought to 

build a world where democratic values and institutions flourish, and authoritarian regimes 

falter under the weight of democracy’s prevalence.77 Though democratic values, practices 

and institutions have been built in service of these aims over the past century, the world is 

still challenged by authoritarian regimes and illiberal forces that seek to directly contest 

these democratic developments in the modern international system. Nowhere it this more 

prevalent than in Taiwan where its democratic way of life is directly challenged by the 

CCP and its undemocratic ambitions for the democratic island nation-state. These CCP-

led developments have brought on a recalibration of U.S. foreign policy in international 

relations, with U.S. priorities progressively shifting way from Middle Eastern conflicts 

and terror related affairs to democratic promotion and military build-ups in the Indo-

Pacific and broader Eastern world.78  

At the core of America’s foreign policy is the defense of democracy and 

maintenance of the rules-based international system. Increasingly the maintenance of the 

rules-based order is standing for the defense of peaceful democratic nation-states under 
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threat from larger, more powerful, and illiberal nation-states. From Eastern Europe to the 

Taiwanese Strait, the U.S. is challenged with defending the continuance of democratic 

values, practices and governments under threat from powers seeking to destroy their 

democratic utilizations. In Taiwan, the Taiwanese people and government find 

themselves faced with such circumstances. The Taiwanese struggle to uphold its 

democracy in the face of growing threat from the CCP is not a new feature in 

international relations. Democracy has always shared a contentious relationship with 

illiberal authoritarianism. Nearly every democracy today stems from a history where 

illiberal authoritarianism once dominated the affairs of the respective democratic nation-

states. But in Taiwan, the Taiwanese people and government face a similar challenge but 

with unparalleled disadvantages. A powerful PRC with an ambitious CCP political 

mandate is now the aggressor in the challenge, with the small island nation-state ill-

prepared for a full-scale invasion from the PRC’s military if conflict was to occur to in 

the not-too-distance future. This development has led to the U.S. increasing military aid 

and security assistance in recent years, with further U.S. developments in the Indo-Pacific 

region revealing the changing dynamics at play in the international system.  

America’s pivot to the east is working to bolster Taiwanese democracy and 

safeguard the key strengths of rules-based order throughout the Indo-Pacific region. 

Through these shifts in U.S. prioritizations, a foreign policy shaped by democratic 

defense, and the shoring up of U.S. ties to democratic nation-states and associations in 

the region, has been able to materialize quickly at an unprecedented pace. Though 

significant headways have been secured when establishing U.S. foreign policy priorities 

in the Indo-Pacific, the U.S. has yet to formally state its intention of defending Taiwanese 
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democracy unequivocally if faced with conflict from the CCP. As the threat to Taiwanese 

democracy becomes clearer, and the consequential impacts of a potential conflict 

between the ROC and PRC become more possible as CCP ambitions for reunification 

intensify, it will increasingly be incumbent on the U.S. to clearly state it intentions with 

Taiwan and lay forth its overarching vison for U.S. foreign policy in a multipolar world.  

U.S. foreign policy today builds on decades of precedence, with U.S. 

engagements in the Indo-Pacific, particularly with China and Taiwan, being built on 

consequential agreements, such as the One China Policy and the Taiwanese Relations 

Act. The U.S.’s adherence to these dual agreements has helped to establish America’s 

role in the region and has helped to propel the economic conditions of the Chinese 

nation-state and its historically significant lands and territories from impoverished states 

to prosperous developments. But as time passes and circumstances change, U.S. foreign 

policy must correspondingly adapt to new realities. The onset of a multipolar system with 

a competing power to the U.S. harboring anti-democratic aspirations demands a 

significant change to U.S. foreign policy. If American interests are to continue to be 

served in the most optimal manners possible, a democratic world order where rules-based 

internationalism secures itself as the predominant international system, will need to be 

prioritized by U.S. foreign policy for the foreseeable future.  

In Taiwan, the U.S. is faced with dealing with a dilemma that can lead to risky 

security challenge between the U.S., Taiwan and the PRC. But as stated through the 

Taiwanese Relations Act, the U.S. must come to the aid and defense of Taiwan if 

attacked by the CCP. The One China Policy should not hold more weight in the 

determination of Taiwan’s fate than the promises the U.S. has long held to defend 
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democracy in Taiwan and elsewhere in the Indo-Pacific region. A larger, more important 

struggle of democratic continuance in the face of growing illiberalism and 

authoritarianism in China should matter far more to U.S. foreign policy interests than 

adherence to the One China Policy.  

Times change, nation-states shift prioritizations in their foreign policies, and in 

China, an emboldened CCP finds itself ready to reshape rules-based order with an 

illiberal replacement. Even though the U.S.’s played an instrumental part in China’s 

modern development, the CCP holds no regard for the U.S. as a world leader in the 21st 

century. These dynamics should inform democratic nation-states such as Taiwan and 

others in the Indo-Pacific region on the scope of the challenge they face with a China 

becoming ever more paralleled in power with the U.S. A multipolar world forces 

democratic nation-states and proponents of the rules-based order to proactively defend 

the strengths of the established systems and showcase through action the positive 

utilizations of democracy in the 21st century.  

For Taiwan, navigating these new dynamics will be challenge, but with a 

democratic partner in the U.S. and other democratically aligned allies in the Indo-Pacific, 

Taiwanese democracy may soon yet see its greatest day.  
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