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KEY POINTS 

• There is a growing bipartisan consensus in Washington on a tighter 
embrace of Taiwan, which may soon become a stronger implied US 
commitment to go to war in the event of a Chinese invasion. 

• Taiwan matters to US security and the regional order, and the United 
States should continue to make clear that aggression is unacceptable. 
But those advocating a stronger US security commitment exaggerate 
the strategic consequences of a successful Chinese invasion. The 
stakes are not so high as to warrant an unqualified US pledge to go to 
war. American decision-makers, like their forebears confronting the 
seeming threat of communism in Indochina, may be trapping 
themselves into an unnecessarily stark conception of the 
consequences of a successful Chinese invasion of Taiwan. 

• It would be irresponsible for the United States to leave itself no option 
in the event of Chinese aggression other than war. But nor should 
Washington abandon Taiwan. There is a prudent middle way: the 
United States should act as armourer, but not guarantor. It should help 
prepare Taiwan to defend itself, to raise costs against aggression, and 
develop means of punishing China with non-military tools.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Faced with the possibility of another Taiwan Strait crisis, more and more 
observers in Washington and elsewhere are making the case for an 
unambiguous US commitment to defend Taiwan in the event of a Chinese 
attack. This essay contends that the United States has options between total 
commitment and abandonment. There is a prudent middle way in which the 
United States, while reserving the right to intervene if it so chooses, focuses on 
helping Taiwan to defend itself while building a menu of options for deterring 
and punishing Beijing’s aggression without fighting. 

This essay first argues that the case for Taiwan’s strategic significance is often 
overdrawn. Any Chinese attack would be a tragedy and a crime, and the United 
States should make clear that such a step is unacceptable and would destroy 
the Chinese Communist Party’s ambitious development plans. But it need not 
destroy the US position in Asia or produce a wave of successful Chinese 
adventurism. The essay then points to the intense dangers of a war for the 
United States, including outright loss, a crippled military, large-scale attacks on 
the homeland, and nuclear escalation. We make the case for an alternative to 
the binary choice of all-out war or desertion: Taking some additional risk to 
help Taiwan prepare for its own defence, combined with the development of 
multiple options short of outright war for punishing China in the event of an 
attack. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The intensifying US–China rivalry has brought new danger to a long-simmering 
flashpoint: Taiwan. China’s rising power and regional influence, ambitions to 
gain control of the island, and threats to resolve the issue in military terms1 
may lead to a growing risk of conflict.2 While Beijing appears wary of the costs 
of a potential invasion and may see little need to act in the near future,3 the 
intensity of its intimidation has certainly grown.4 Meantime demographic and 
political trends in Taiwan suggest growing support for independence,5 and 
policies that edge in this direction — economic diversification, more open 
alignment with the United States, and an increased defence budget — may 
exacerbate the sense of urgency felt by Xi and the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP).6  

The risk of war may not be imminent. But in the face of Beijing’s increased 
verbal threats and intimidatory activities against Taiwan, a growing chorus 
urges Washington to abandon the ambiguity of its security promise to Taiwan 
in favour of an unqualified commitment.7 Short of such a step, a more general 
trend towards a tighter embrace of Taiwan is manifest in Washington’s 2018 
“Indo-Pacific Strategy”,8 high-level official visits to Taiwan, new arms sales, the 
lifting of restrictions on official engagement, and promises of bolstered 
economic and diplomatic ties. The Biden administration has cautiously 
endorsed stronger ties.9 The growing bipartisan consensus on a tougher stance 
extends to legislative proposals as well.10 All this amounts to what may soon 
become a stronger implied US commitment to go to war in the event of an 
invasion — a trajectory that appears to be triggering rising fears in Beijing that 
the United States is rethinking its One China policy.11 

Three pillars that have upheld cross-Strait stability — China’s geostrategic 
patience, Taiwan’s agnosticism on independence, and the ambiguity of the US 
One China policy — are shaking. This is happening amidst a shifting global 
balance of power, always perilous episodes that tend to aggravate security 
competitions between rising revisionist powers and incumbent “system 
leaders”.12 These forces produce a danger of major war not present in almost 
any other international dispute. 

We argue that the United States should reject the emerging belief that it 
confronts a binary choice over Taiwan — go all-in on a defence of Taiwan in the 
event of attack, or see its position in the Indo-Pacific crumble. This Manichean 
view represents an incoherent mixture of alarmist pessimism about what is at 
stake with a striking overconfidence in the US ability to deter or win a conflict 
that would represent an existential challenge to the CCP.  

The intensifying 
US–China rivalry 
has brought new 
danger to a long-
simmering 
flashpoint: 
Taiwan. 
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Between these two poles, of abandonment and an unqualified US security 
pledge, there is a prudent middle way. The United States should act as 
armourer, but not guarantor. It should help prepare Taiwan to defend itself, to 
raise costs against any aggression, and develop means of punishing China with 
a range of non-military tools, but not commit in advance to wade in militarily 
— and consciously equip itself with a menu of options for deterring and 
punishing Beijing’s aggression without fighting. There are intermediate options 
that would allow a US administration to reserve the right to directly defend 
Taiwan — but also to choose not to become directly involved in a war and yet 
still enhance deterrence before conflict, ensure that any attack was a disaster 
for Beijing, and make it even more difficult for China to dominate the Indo-
Pacific afterwards. 

We do not advocate ruling out any future policy choice.13 We cannot forecast 
what a US president might decide in the event of a crisis, and we do not suggest 
that the United States should publicly abandon Taiwan. The chance that the 
United States would join any war over Taiwan will always exist. Increasingly, 
however, the scope of choice in the event of an attack appears to be narrowing 
to two extremes — either fighting, or cutting and running.14 We argue that the 
United States should widen the scope of options for US presidents over Taiwan 
to avoid that dilemma. 

Between these 
two poles, of 
abandonment 
and an 
unqualified US 
security pledge, 
there is a prudent 
middle way. 
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EXAGGERATING TAIWAN’S STRATEGIC 
SIGNIFICANCE 

The argument for a more unconditional security promise assumes that Taiwan’s 
security is essential to the United States and the Indo-Pacific regional order. As 
the argument goes, successful Chinese invasion, especially if unresisted by 
Washington, would wreck the US strategic position in Asia and lead the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) to further military adventurism. Taiwan, in this telling, 
is the dam holding back a flood tide of aggression. 

We disagree. The United States should not abandon Taiwan outright, and we 
support continued US efforts to bolster its defence. But arguments that the 
United States should consider the security of Taiwan a vital or even existential 
interest and promise unequivocally to defend Taiwan rely on implausible 
assertions about what will happen in the event an attack succeeds.15 This is 
true about each of three such arguments: the claim that a PRC occupation of 
Taiwan would destroy US credibility, spark an accelerating drive by Beijing for 
military hegemony over the region, and provide Beijing with a decisive regional 
military advantage.16 

To take these rationales in order, China hawks claim the fall of Taiwan, 
undefended by the United States, would ruin allies’ and partners’ faith in US 
guarantees and credibility. It would represent a major step towards US eviction 
from the region, they suggest, either in the form of countries bandwagoning 
under China’s dominance or scrambling to secure themselves independently of 
America. Elbridge Colby and Jim Mitre assert, for example, that “Other states 
regard it as the canary in the coal mine — a strong indicator of how far the 
United States would go to defend them against China. If China were able to 
suborn Taiwan, the US and allied defence position would be substantially 
compromised, and US credibility seriously diminished.”17 Other observers 
agree that the United States has a massive credibility stake in the issue.18  

There are reasons to doubt these claims. Taiwan is not a treaty ally of the 
United States and choosing not to fight carries no automatic lessons for what 
the United States will do in other contingencies. The best evidence from history 
is that credibility and reputation tend to be issue-specific, rather than essential 
qualities of a great power. Other setbacks, abandonments, and stalemates — 
in Korea, Vietnam, Lebanon, Kuwait in 1990, and Iraq in 2003–2011 — have 
caused only temporary and partial effects on US credibility. Giving ground on 
one issue need not spark a comprehensive loss of faith.19 

The reputation argument also oversimplifies how allies think about crises. 
History suggests that allies want reliable support, but do not require (and 

China hawks 
claim the fall of 
Taiwan, 
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indeed usually do not want) their patron to run serious risks of immolating 
itself for others in order to prove itself, especially if doing so entraps those allies 
in a conflict. If the United States were to fight over Taiwan, it would put regional 
states in the dilemma of choosing between going to war with China or 
deserting the United States — on which they would now have to rely, more 
than ever, for security guarantees.  

One of the few studies of allied perceptions of historical Taiwan crises comes 
to precisely these conclusions. During the First Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1954–
1955, US allies were less concerned about American credibility than about how 
a US response would affect their security. The worse the crisis got, the more 
nervous allies became about entrapment. The case suggests that states are not 
looking for signs of blanket loyalty to commitments, but, as the historian Iain D 
Henry has written, for “proof that the ally’s interests align with its own.” 
Sometimes the state not directly involved in the war roots for its ally to fight — 
but “in other cases, where loyalty would not be in the observer state’s interest, 
it will want its ally to be disloyal to the other ally”. In the 1958 crisis over the 
offshore islands of Quemoy and Matsu, had the US fought for the islands, some 
allies might have gone along, “but others might have ended their alliance with 
the United States.”20  

 
 
A US Navy boatswain scans the horizon from the bridge wing aboard Arleigh 
Burke-class guided-missile destroyer USS McCampbell while conducting 
operations in the Taiwan Strait in March 2020.Image: MCS 2nd Class Markus 
Castaneda/US Indo-Pacific Command/Flickr. 
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If US allies thought that way when the military balance was lopsided in 
America’s favour and China lacked nuclear weapons, how much more anxious 
would they be in a crisis today, when a stronger and nuclear-armed China could 
threaten greater losses? Most US allies and others in the region may prefer a 
United States that stood back from a fight over Taiwan to one that tried to drag 
them into it. Many, lacking direct interest in the Taiwan issue and confronting 
massive costs from Chinese retaliation, could refuse to participate even if the 
United States did fight.21 

This issue points to a larger problem: the tendency to frame security issues in 
terms of America’s duty to reassure allies of its resolve and credibility. The 
balance of power in Asia, and the prevention of China’s dominance, is a shared 
responsibility. The shift to a more discriminating American world role will 
require recasting US relationships in the region beyond Taiwan, putting the 
question back on allies. If the United States is willing to help make it hard for 
any one power to threaten them, as well as scrutinising US credibility, what are 
they willing to do?22  

Finally, even if doubts about US credibility did grow — and choosing not to fight 
over Taiwan would raise doubts — this need not collapse America’s position. 
Predation by a belligerent power is more likely to generate balancing than 
bandwagoning in cases where there is enough capability to counterbalance.23 
Over the last year, even in response to less violent insults, China’s regional 
belligerence has produced an increasing willingness to push back and grow 
defence spending throughout the region.24 Asia contains well-armed, wealthy 
countries capable of forming a balancing coalition. In the case of an assault on 
Taiwan, security concerns would mushroom in Japan, Australia, India, 
Indonesia, and other countries. The result of an outright invasion would likely 
be increased defence spending and efforts to strengthen the already 
“thickening web” of security relationships throughout the region.25 An America 
energetically coordinating and leading such responses would be perceived as 
acting responsibly, not forfeiting its regional commitments. 

The balance of 
power in Asia, 
and the 
prevention of 
China’s 
dominance, is 
a shared 
responsibility. 
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WHETTING BEIJING’S APPETITE 

Proponents of a full US commitment to Taiwan frequently make a second, 
related claim: failure to defend Taiwan will turn China loose to ravage the Indo-
Pacific. For Colby and Mitre, “If China is able to suborn Taiwan, it will almost 
certainly lift its gaze farther afield to countries like the Philippines from an even 
stronger position.”26 Yet there is no evidence that China seeks to invade and 
conquer the Philippines — or Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, or any country in the 
region. In bidding for hegemony in Asia, China’s likely approach is to overawe 
its neighbours and create a hierarchical power relationship, not to occupy 
them.27 

China’s regional ambitions, moreover, are surely a function of its growing 
power and self-defined identity as the natural hegemon in Asia. Taiwan is not 
the key that unlocks these desires. China is already coercing Japan, the 
Philippines, Indonesia, Vietnam, Australia, and others without the benefit of 
owning Taiwan. As its military power grows, it will be able to take more direct 
action against others regardless of what happens with Taiwan. 

If anything, an invasion of Taiwan would likely hamper and delay further 
aggression, not accelerate it. The PRC would likely suffer huge losses in the 
process and spend years pacifying Taiwan, militarily and politically; it would be 
depleted, not energised for further conquest. Meanwhile, others are likely to 
redouble their defensive measures in response to a Taiwan invasion. There is 
significant untapped, latent balancing power in the region and, with US 
assistance, an attack on Taiwan will bring more of it to the fore. 

If they plan correctly, therefore, the United States and its allies and partners 
can ensure that the forcible seizure of Taiwan would impede, not advance, 
China’s goal of regional hegemony. An invasion of Taiwan is hardly a route to 
speedy expansion — more likely, it represents a crippling dead end for Beijing’s 
regional ambitions.28 We do not mean to suggest that a Chinese invasion 
should be viewed callously as a potential strategic benefit to the United States. 
A war would be a devastating tragedy for all involved. But the strategic 
consequences of a war do not demand that the United States place itself at risk 
to prevent such an outcome. 

If anything, an 
invasion of 
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THE UNSINKABLE AIRCRAFT CARRIER 

Those arguing for a more explicit US strategic promise make a third major 
argument, claiming China would gain decisive military operational advantages 
through control of the island. “Suddenly, China’s sweeping ‘nine-dash line,’ 
would become even more real and more easily enforceable by Beijing”, Joseph 
Bosco argues, and it could relocate ballistic missiles now targeting Taiwan and 
the US Navy to other ships, territories, and sea-lanes.29 For John Mearsheimer, 
Taiwan is “effectively a giant aircraft carrier sitting off China’s coast”, whose 
control would “enhance China’s ability to project military power into the 
western Pacific Ocean”.30 

Possession of Taiwan would be militarily useful to Beijing. It would allow the 
PLA to base sensors and air defence systems on the eastern side of the island, 
extending the effective vision of China’s air defence network further into the 
Pacific. Access to Taiwan’s ports and airfields would improve the PLA’s anti-
submarine coverage, and possession of the island would allow more access to 
the open ocean for the PLA Navy (PLAN)’s own submarines. 

 
 
Multiple aircraft from Carrier Air Wing 5 fly in formation over the US Navy's 
forward-deployed aircraft carrier USS Ronald Reagan, the flagship of a 
combat-ready force that protects the Indo-Pacific region. Image: MCS 2nd 
Class Kaila V Peters/US Navy/Flickr. 

These gains, while real, would not provide strategically decisive military 
advantages in any plausible contingency in the region.31 It is almost 1000 
kilometres from Hong Kong to Luzon in the Philippines, and about 2500 
kilometres from the mainland to Indonesia. Possession of Taiwan — roughly 
160 kilometres from the mainland’s coast — would only slightly close those 
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gaps. In other cases, the PLA already has mainland locations better suited to 
support military operations: Shandong Province and cities like Qingdao and 
Yantai sit right across the Yellow Sea from Korea; Hainan Island and a range of 
mainland military bases are closer to Vietnam and Thailand. In its Eastern 
Theatre Command, the PLA already has an abundance of facilities and forces 
able to execute military operations against any portion of Japan.32 

In fact, the PLA is expanding a roster of power projection capabilities which give 
it enhanced striking power regardless of Taiwan’s status. This includes an 
increasingly sophisticated PLAN with over 350 ships, including more than 50 
cruise-missile firing submarines; advanced, increasingly long-range anti-ship 
cruise missiles; and a growing amphibious and expeditionary warfare 
capability. Beijing is improving its H-6 bomber fleet and its air-launched cruise 
missile inventory and is developing a new generation of stealth bomber which 
the US Department of Defense suggests could have a range exceeding 8500 
kilometres.33 The PLA has a growing suite of long-range conventional cruise and 
ballistic missiles,34 which provide the ability to strike targets several thousand 
kilometres from the mainland. In no case does the extra 320 kilometres of 
range that would be provided by basing on Taiwan make the decisive difference 
in the ability of a large set of weapons systems to hit any potential adversary.35 

 
 
The Xian H-6K is a licence-built version of the Soviet Tupolev Tu-16 twin-
engine jet bomber, built for China's People's Liberation Army Air Force 
(PLAAF). Image: Wikimedia Commons. 

Finally, assessments of the military outcome of a Chinese invasion of Taiwan 
typically consider only half the equation — the enhanced posture China would 
gain. 36 They overlook two factors which will shape the post-war regional 
military balance: the price China pays to acquire (and keep) Taiwan, and the 
responses of others to an act of naked aggression. 
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There is no way to know precisely how costly an invasion of Taiwan would be 
for the PLA, but a range of historical rules of thumb ought to give Beijing pause. 
One 2000 analysis conducted by RAND of the air campaign concluded that the 
invasion would be “a very bloody affair” likely to witness “extraordinarily high 
attrition rates”. Projected Chinese losses after just four days of combat were as 
high as 75 per cent of the committed aircraft.37 In terms of maritime assets, 
Michael O’Hanlon argued in 2000 that the PLA would lose at least 20 per cent 
of its forces just to get its invasion fleet ashore. Losses in the airborne 
component of an invasion could reach 50 per cent.38 Admittedly, those 
analyses are somewhat dated; China’s capabilities have advanced since then, 
but so have Taiwan’s — and they could improve more. As the US Department 
of Defense forecast in 2020, an attempt to invade Taiwan would “likely strain 
China’s armed forces” by inflicting significant combat force attrition. Even 
assuming a successful landing and breakout, moreover, an invasion would likely 
plunge China into complex urban warfare and counterinsurgency.39 

A Chinese military hobbled by such losses, as well as the costs of an ongoing 
pacification campaign, would likely appear less intimidating, rather than more 
so. The PLA’s power projection capabilities would be depleted, and it would 
take years for Beijing to produce new systems to replace much of this 
equipment. The political effect inside China of such casualties is difficult to 
anticipate, but the physical attrition would hardly leave the CCP spring-loaded 
for fresh military adventures beyond Taiwan. China has not known war since 
1979, and the loss of tens of thousands of young men and women from largely 
one-child families could create dangerous political dynamics for the CCP. 

Then, too, as argued above, an invasion would likely spur many countries in the 
region (and even beyond) to boost their defence spending and intensify 
defence collaboration. China’s provocations have already led Australia, Japan, 
South Korea, and Vietnam to announce defence budget increases of between 
seven and nine per cent, and new plans to produce advanced missiles, 
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), and other systems.40 If an invasion of Taiwan 
prompted Japan, Australia, New Zealand, Vietnam, and India to increase their 
defence spending by an additional 20 per cent and the United States to boost 
its defence budget by half that percentage, the result would be over US$100 
billion in additional annual defence investments. 

Possession of Taiwan would provide some extended range for weapons 
systems, and a wider arc for China’s intelligence, surveillance, and air defence 
networks. But to obtain this, Beijing would trade a significant proportion of its 
power projection forces and trigger a substantial military build-up in the region. 
This road leads to setback, not advantage, for China. 

There is no way to 
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how costly an 
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give Beijing pause. 



COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

12 ANALYSIS 
 

THE FOLLY OF ‘ALL-IN’ 

The stakes involved in a Chinese invasion of Taiwan, including the likely 
outcomes of such an action, therefore do not mandate the US making an 
unambiguous security pledge.41 Our argument is not that there are no stakes 
involved in deterring Chinese aggression, only that the stakes for the United 
States are less than existential, and therefore smaller than China’s stakes. The 
security of Taiwan is important enough for the United States to take many 
actions, perhaps even including war depending on the context of the invasion. 
But it is not so important that the United States should rule out any option 
other than going to war. 

In addition to being unjustified, an unqualified US promise to defend Taiwan 
could be strategically disastrous. Arguments for going all-in combine a worst-
case account of the consequences of not doing so and a best-case account of 
the chances of success. They frame China as a dangerous, risk-acceptant 
aggressor, but confidently bet that Beijing is deterrable before a crisis, or will 
back down on the verge of attacking when confronted by the American 
superpower. 

The first problem with this argument is that China’s interests in Taiwan are 
intense. For Beijing, Taiwan’s status is of first-order, existential importance. 
Once committed to an invasion, it is entirely possible that the CCP “could not 
afford to accept defeat”.42 Washington will never care as much about the fate 
of Taiwan as China does.43 Before and during a war, Chinese leaders will assume 
they can and must outlast the United States. The result is an unbridgeable 
imbalance of resolve that will make it harder than in most crises to deter China 
before or during a conflict, and shape any crisis over Taiwan. 

A US decision to go ‘all in’, moreover, does not by itself solve the credibility 
problem. The risks attached to fighting and losing, or winning a pyrrhic victory, 
are greater than not fighting at all. The United States would have tried to stand 
up to China’s aggression, and either failed or been badly bloodied — and the 
lesson of failure may be starker than of the US standing aloof. This risk 
highlights a contradiction in recent US assessments of the issue. Some official 
and expert statements alike have averred both that China might attack Taiwan 
within the next few years, and that given the present-day balance of forces and 
geography, the United States “gets its ass handed to it”44 in such scenarios. If 
both claims are true, for the United States to make an unambiguous 
commitment to fight a war now would be to commit to a war it is likely to lose. 

 

For Beijing, 
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A related issue is the problem of allied responses. If the United States decides 
to fight, turns to allies for help — and they refuse, deterred by China’s threats 
of economic and military punishment as well as a lack of public support among 
their own people — then US forces would be left out on a limb. The American 
people would resent countries that deserted the United States in this desperate 
hour, and may well lose their stomach for further sacrifices to protect them. 
Choosing to fight an unpopular war for Taiwan could become a more direct 
avenue to the destruction of US relationships in the Indo-Pacific than not doing so. 

US domestic political dynamics would pose other dangers. US public support 
for a war over Taiwan is modest: one recent poll found significant majorities of 
foreign policy elites supporting US intervention, but only about 40 per cent of 
the American public backing it.45 (Even that figure likely reflects soft and 
reflexive backing; the country has not fought a major war against a peer 
adversary for two generations, and in the event of catastrophic US losses 
amidst perceptions that the war was unnecessary, public support could 
collapse very quickly.) If a president’s appeal to Congress for a war 
authorisation sparked a contentious debate and a close vote, that would partly 
undermine any intended message of US reliability. If Congress refused to 
endorse the war, it would jeopardise US credibility more comprehensively than 
US restraint. And if the United States were dragged into a lengthy, destructive 
conflict, the American people might demand an exit before winning, which 
would ruin the point of fighting in the first place. 

 
 
China's arsenal includes the Dongfeng-31 nuclear missile launcher, on display 
at the Chinese People’s Revolutionary Military Museum in 2017 to 
commemorate the 90th anniversary of the founding of the PLA.  
Image: Tyg728/Wikimedia Commons. 
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Once the United States went ‘all in’ on a conflict, however, its national security 
decision-makers would surely consider America’s place in the Asian order and 
its general reputation as a security guarantor to be at stake. They would resist 
public pressure to back out — and, if it went badly, would confront pressure to 
escalate. Sooner or later, in the spiral of hostilities, several possible pathways 
to nuclear use would open.46 Even short of a decision to employ nuclear 
weapons as the conflict continued, the United States would face intense 
operational military pressures to extend its military strikes to China’s mainland, 
where China’s nuclear and conventional forces are co-mingled.47 This, in turn, 
could perilously resemble an attack to degrade or destroy China’s nuclear 
arsenal, triggering inadvertent nuclear escalation. Such escalation could also 
be sparked by attempts at nuclear coercion or from counterforce nuclear 
attacks. Or it could be accidental or unauthorised.48 

Any conflict over Taiwan would probably draw in the US homeland. It would 
most probably escalate in cyber terms, with China going after a range of US 
critical infrastructure, especially anything directly supporting military 
deployments. Emerging technologies would also allow Beijing to strike 
kinetically at the United States — with long-range hypersonic weapons, ‘Trojan 
Horse’ missiles hidden in shipping containers prepositioned in US ports,49 or 
very long-range drones. Discussions of a Taiwan scenario sometimes treat it as 
a sort of twenty-first century Gulf War, with US forces deployed far from home 
to win a conflict from which the American people are largely insulated. A war 
with China will be nothing like that. If mutual homeland attacks do begin, the 
conflict is bound to escalate. 

Finally, there is the issue of the military cost of a conflict. No one can be certain 
how badly the US military would be mauled in a war with China, but the effects 
would likely be severe: a significant proportion of the committed forces could 
be destroyed or disabled, losses that could cripple the US military for years. 
One recent study indicates that, due to constraints on the US defence industrial 
base, it could take between 5 and 50 years for the United States to replace 
current inventories of major weapons systems.50 For years if not decades after 
a war, then, the US military would be a fraction of its present strength. So would 
China’s, but this would reduce the credibility of other US pledges around the 
world.51 

Some believe that all of these considerations will be moot if the United States 
is willing to issue a credible commitment to go ‘all in’. Such a step will deter an 
attack, the argument goes, which is the best way to prevent war. Yet such a 
policy would commit the United States to a perpetual arms race to shape a 
military balance more than 10 000 kilometres from home against a peer 
competitor who has made this contingency the centrepiece of its military 
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planning. Such an argument also oversimplifies the logic of deterrence. 
Countries choose war not just when they think they can get away with it, but 
occasionally when the strategic imperative for conflict becomes irresistible. The 
risks and costs of an attack on Taiwan, whether full-scale invasion, blockade, or 
selected strikes, are obvious. If Beijing decides to attack anyway, it will have 
decided that it has no choice — and be, at that moment, essentially 
undeterrable.52 An added increment of US military commitment will not make 
a decisive difference. Taiwan may be a case where, when the deterrent power 
of countervailing military power is most needed, the desperate urgency of one 
party to the dispute makes it essentially irrelevant. 

Finally, the hefty price tag of an unqualified commitment to protect Taiwan 
would need to be traded off against other potential investments. The United 
States must keep its eye firmly on the larger contest: the broad-based 
competition of systems and societies emerging with the PRC. Historical lessons 
on the character of such competitions,53 the geo-economic character of a wider 
contest defined by the difficulty of military conquest, and China’s emphasis on 
gradual, non-military tools of influence suggest that global economic 
engagement, technological rivalries, investments in diplomatic capability, and 
information security and cyber capabilities will be more important to the 
outcome of the larger competition than the status of Taiwan. At a time, for 
example, when the central office charged with overseeing US cybersecurity has 
been described as “underfunded, outmatched and exhausted”,54 it does not 
make sense to pour tens of billions into capabilities oriented for the defence of 
Taiwan. 

No one can be sure whether the United States would fight for Taiwan.55 The 
political and diplomatic pressures weighing on a US president — not to mention 
the specific circumstances of an attack, just how unprovoked and cold-blooded 
it turns out to be — cannot be predicted. But going all-in on Taiwan stands a 
decent chance of failing to deter China’s adventurism. If it did fail, the outcome 
of the resulting conflict may well accomplish what the hawks fear most, 
eviscerating America’s position in Asia.56 It would be a strategic error of the first 
order for the United States to leave itself no options when that moment arrives 
besides abandonment or all-out war. The United States has other, less absolute 
choices available. 
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THE ALTERNATIVE 

Taiwan’s security is not so essential to US interests as to demand a US military 
commitment, and a shift in US policy in the direction of a more formal promise 
would be dangerous. Yet, we also oppose a simple abandonment of Taiwan, 
whether on the verge of war or in the form of some geopolitical bargain.57 

While many arguments for Taiwan’s strategic weight overstate the case, it 
remains true that if China swallowed Taiwan, unmolested by outside powers 
and watched passively by the United States, the result would raise serious fears 
about US dependability, attract widespread condemnation, and furnish Beijing 
with a stronger regional military position acquired at a lower cost. It would be 
a tragic error for the United States to fight a catastrophic war over Taiwan — 
but it would also be a mistake to signal to Beijing that it could subjugate Taiwan 
without paying a high price. 

Our main argument, therefore, is not a plea for abandonment. It is about trying 
to find some way to mitigate the painful dilemma of the US position — to avoid 
war and yet deter and punish aggression, while making further aggression 
harder. This requires increasing the options available to a US president in the 
event of growing risks of Chinese action against Taiwan, based on the possibility 
that the United States could fulfill its essential interests in such a contingency 
without going ‘all in’.58 This approach is designed in part to intensify the stakes 
of the choice China would confront in attacking Taiwan — to make clear to 
Beijing that it can either have “national rejuvenation” or take Taiwan by 
intimidation or force. But it cannot have both, at least on anything like the 
schedule the CCP has set for itself — a schedule designed to culminate by 2049 
with China being firmly established as a fully developed, prosperous, regionally 
and globally predominant world leader. 

Beijing’s aggression against Taiwan can take many forms. We focus on the most 
dangerous scenario because it is the one most consequential, namely some 
kind of direct assault on Taiwan. But the most likely route to subjugating Taiwan 
might be an attempt at coercion or strangulation short of direct conquest, via 
air and maritime blockade, or an air, missile, and cyberattack to coerce Taiwan 
and break its will.59 One value of the options we propose below is that they 
provide ways of responding to such actions up and down the spectrum of 
conflict. The availability of grey zone and partial attack options for China 
demands a more complex menu of US response options. 

That menu, and the broader US policy, should have the goal of sustaining the 
basic US policy in place since at least 1979: to make clear to Beijing that its 
interests will only be served by accepting a peaceful interpretation of its 
essential goal — ending what it views as an unresolved civil war and achieving 
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a form of unification. Ruling out military action is likely to require compromises 
by Beijing in both the timing and substance of its concept of unification. The 
goal of American policy should be to make those compromises, painful as they 
may be, more attractive than the alternative, while relying predominantly on 
responses short of the threat of military intervention. 

Some will argue that only such a threat of US involvement in the war could 
divert the CCP from its demand to absorb Taiwan. Yet the United States and 
others have significant leverage because China has other goals. It is on a long-
term trajectory towards leading-nation status, both objectively and in its own 
formulation. Even short of going to war, the United States and others could 
impair that trajectory. Part of the muscle of this approach comes from the 
message, broadcast to leaders in Beijing from many other capitals, that the CCP 
will put its long-term development goals at profound risk with any military 
action against Taiwan. 

The Foundation: Strengthening Taiwan 
The first and most important component of such a US approach would be for 
the United States to serve as armourer rather than guarantor, to help Taiwan 
strengthen its own ability to defeat an invasion. Taiwan is, in fact, an eminently 
defensible nation. Both geography and weather are unfriendly to aggressors 
and tend to channel possible invasions into narrow apertures of space and 
time. Surprise is nearly impossible: China would need to build up massive 
forces in ways that would provide Taiwan with ample warning time.60 If Taiwan 
acquires, over roughly the next five years, large numbers of additional anti-ship 
missiles, more extensive ground-based air defence capabilities, smart mines, 
better trained and more effective reserve forces, a significantly bolstered 
capacity for offensive cyber warfare, a large suite of unmanned intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) and strike systems, and counterstrike 
capabilities able to hit coastal targets on the mainland, it will continually 
increase the price China will have to pay to win a war.61 

Taiwan is gradually embracing such an approach, but even given recent 
increases, it does not yet spend enough on defence to give such a strategy 
teeth.62 This has been a problem for some time: Taiwan’s defence cuts prior to 
2018, one analyst argued then, after earlier cuts between 1993 and 2002, 
suggested “either a state of denial about the threat, a gridlocked political 
system, misplaced faith in current systems and geographic advantages, or 
perhaps most disturbingly, a belief that the United States is certain to provide 
timely military assistance.”63 This is now changing, but slowly. Taiwan’s military 
reserves, which ought to be a leading tool of an island nation’s self-defence 
strategy, are poorly trained and equipped.64 Open sources suggested that as of 
2018, Taiwan was only able to fill 153 000 of 188 000 active-duty billets; reports 
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suggest that even frontline units are only manned at 60 to 80 per cent strength. 
Taiwanese military exercises are rigid, scripted, and of low value.65 Logistics 
shortfalls have reportedly even led to suicides by despondent Taiwanese 
soldiers.66 Taiwan needs a serious domestic debate over the steps required to 
more fully provide for its own defence. 

Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen posted this image to her Twitter account on 
24 March 2020, accompanied by the text, "As the world grapples with the 
severity of the #COVID19 pandemic, China's military maneuvers around 
#Taiwan have continued unabated. Whether it's national defence or preventing 
the spread of disease, our armed forces remain as vigilant as ever.”  
Image: Tsai Ing-wen/Twitter. 

Just as important as the amount Taiwan spends on defence is how it spends 
those funds. Military analysts almost universally agree that Taipei has over-
invested in large, expensive, exquisite combat systems. Weapons like modern 
fighter aircraft, large surface combatants, and even large anti-aircraft missile 
systems like the Patriot will be vulnerable to the barrage of Chinese air and 
missile attack.67 Happily, this is now changing: Taiwan’s 2017 Overall Defense 
Concept (ODC) pointed the country in the direction of what has been termed a 
“porcupine strategy” with a shift away from legacy systems to smaller, cheaper, 
more numerous and survivable, and more explicitly defensive capabilities.68 
This new approach has been manifest in some recent arms purchases69 and will 
reportedly be confirmed in Taiwan’s 2021 Quadrennial Defense Review.70 

The United States could encourage Taiwan’s planned evolution to such 
asymmetric capabilities in more direct ways. It could offer advice and direct aid 
to help Taiwan with purely defensive steps, such as national infrastructure 
resilience, stockpiles of key materials to deal with a potential blockade, and 
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cyber resilience. More ambitiously, it could encourage and directly support 
development of technologies geared less towards power projection and more 
towards repelling invasion, such as cheap anti-ship missiles and UAVs,71 the 
potential for which was again recently demonstrated in the fighting over 
Nagorno-Karabakh.72 China would object, but the United States could argue 
that this cooperation on lower-technology systems is fully in line with its long-
term commitments to reduce arms transfers. 

US efforts to strengthen Taiwan may not mitigate one source of instability in 
cross-strait relations — Taiwan’s potential to take a unilateral stance, given its 
growing sense of distinct identity. Indeed, any effort to strengthen Taiwan 
carries an unavoidable risk of emboldening its governments and increasing the 
perceived space for pro-independence behaviour. This is a risk that broader US 
policy will have to address, through strengthened efforts to make clear that 
many of the additional steps below hinge on Taiwan’s own restraint. 

Options for US Support Short of Warfighting 
The foundation for a wider US option set is therefore supporting Taiwan in an 
enhanced investment in its own defence. Yet, in the event of Beijing’s coercion, 
blockade, or attack, the United States will require more specific responses. 

There are ready-made models for an alternative approach, ones which reflect 
a well-established US tradition of supporting clients or allies short of going to 
war. Before entering the Second World War, the United States provided Lend-
Lease assistance to support Great Britain’s effort to hold out against Germany. 
During the early Cold War, it answered Soviet blockades of Berlin with airlifts 
of supplies rather than military action. It played armourer and supplier to Israel 
during several Middle East wars. During the 1980s, it provided support to 
resistance and insurgent groups — most notably in Afghanistan. Since 2014, it 
enhanced Ukraine’s resistance capacity against Russian aggression. Taiwan 
would merely be the latest in a string of US partners who benefited from these 
less-than-absolute types of support. 

The elements laid out briefly below certainly require more analysis and 
elaboration. As it develops such ideas, Washington should seek the greatest 
multilateral cooperation possible. Japanese, Australian, and European 
attitudes towards China have been hardening. None of these countries is 
anxious to join a war for Taiwan, but all might be increasingly willing to push 
the boundaries of their policy to help deter and, if necessary, punish such 
aggression in other ways.73 

The foundation for 
a wider US option 
set is therefore 
supporting Taiwan 
in an enhanced 
investment in its 
own defence. 



COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 

20 ANALYSIS 

EXTEND WARNING TIME: 

While some commentators speak in terms of a no-notice Chinese attack, most 
recognise that there would be considerable warning time before an invasion.74 
US policy should seek to extend it. Such an effort could include expanded 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) assets (including persistent 
drones),75 proliferated sensors, and space-based surveillance. Washington 
could join with allies to help fund a Taiwanese equivalent of Bellingcat76 to 
watch open-source intelligence for signs of impending invasion or blockade as 
well as grey zone harassment campaigns, and help rally global opinion if war or 
blockade loomed. This element of the strategy could be thoroughly 
multilateral, with countries such as Japan, Australia, France, and Great Britain 
joining a “strategic stability” endeavour of sensing and warning to make 
aggression less feasible.  

Unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) are a key surveillance capability. China's 
WJ-700 high-altitude, long-endurance and high-speed armed reconnaissance 
drone makes its maiden flight on 11 January 2021. Image: China Aerospace 
Science and Industry Corporation (CASIC). 

The purpose of such enhanced warning time would be not only military — 
giving Taiwan more time to mobilise reserves and prepare for missile and air 
strikes — but also political. If China confronts the prospect of being bombarded 
with warnings and condemnations as it plans for war, it may be less likely to 
start down that road. Conversely, were China to avoid such scrutiny in the 
interim pre-war crisis by launching a sudden surprise attack, it would have to 
risk doing so without proper material preparation, from a standing start. Beijing 
would face a dilemma that is familiar in any Taiwan scenario, whereby “surprise 
and deception would come at the expense of preparedness and speed of 
engagement with large-scale forces, and vice versa.”77 
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PREPARE APPROACHES TO DEAL WITH A CHINESE BLOCKADE OF 
TAIWAN: 

As noted above, CCP decision-makers could turn first to a blockade and 
associated harassment to compel Taiwan’s surrender. Such a move would 
transfer the burden of escalatory risk to Washington, which would have to force 
the blockade if it chose to deliver supplies, thus risking conflict. The United 
States could help Taiwan prepare for such a contingency by enhancing 
Taiwanese self-sufficiency in food, energy, and other necessities. It could rally 
multilateral statements opposing any such blockade and promising to deliver, 
through UN or other nongovernmental auspices, specific critical supplies such 
as medicine. It could develop and communicate specific punishments it would 
levy on China in the event of such a scenario and coordinate such punishments 
with other countries. 

DEVELOP NON-COMBAT MEANS OF SUPPORTING TAIWAN’S 
DEFENCE:  

In the event of coercion or invasion, the United States could support Taiwan in 
ways other than committing the US military. Especially during a campaign of 
coercion short of war, it could offer non-military supplies and assistance 
ranging from food and medicine to support in global financial markets. During 
the warning time before an attack, it could rush hundreds of precision weapons 
— in Lend-Lease fashion — to Taiwan, bolstering Taipei’s ability to impose costs 
on China. Washington could share its own intelligence and battlefield 
awareness during both crisis and wartime.78 

Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen inspects the Han Kwong 33 Exercise. 
Image: Office of the President, Republic of China (Taiwan)/Flickr. 
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The US effort to assist Israel during the 1973 war, Operation Nickel Grass, offers 
an interesting parallel. The Nixon administration organised a massive relief 
effort of military supplies — over 55 000 tons, delivered by air and sea, 
including transferring possession of more than 100 US F-4 fighter-bombers, A-
4 Skyhawks, and C-130 transports. Conducting such resupply for Taiwan during 
wartime would probably not be possible without engaging in the war, but the 
United States (and others) could be poised to conduct such a support operation 
in the window of strategic warning before an actual attack.79 Elements of US 
military posture in Asia could be specifically designed to provide stockpiles of 
the kinds of arms that would bolster Taiwan’s defence (or, indeed, the defence 
of any regional partner) most powerfully if airlifted or sealifted in during a 
warning period. Such a concept could be linked to enhanced roles for 
Taiwanese reserve forces, some of which could be trained to operate these 
systems. 

An especially useful form of assistance would be for the United States to 
enhance Taiwan’s cyber capabilities to help cripple a Chinese attack.80 Such a 
program could bring Taiwanese cyber experts into international information 
security networks, fund the training of cyber warriors, and even offer zero-day 
exploits81 and other directly useful intelligence and information. Openly or 
covertly, the United States might help Taiwan to build a network of state-
supported hackers abroad, groups that could continue to impose costs on 
China for months or years after an invasion or occupation has occurred. 

Even a United States that remained out of the fight, moreover, would impose 
operational military costs on the PLA. Regardless of its expectations of US 
involvement, Beijing would have to account for the possibility that the war 
would escalate accidentally, or that the United States would decide at some 
point during the fighting to jump in. To hedge against such risks, even a PLA 
fully committed to a Taiwan blockade or invasion would have to reserve 
significant forces to mitigate the danger of a delayed American blow. The 
United States could develop concepts to posture its forces before and in the 
early stages of a war in ways that maximised these hedging requirements. This 
would reduce the scope and quality of capabilities the PLA could devote to the 
actual attack, and indirectly support Taiwan’s defence. 

CONDUCT CLANDESTINE ATTACKS ON CHINESE ASSETS: 

A riskier step would be to launch deniable blows of various kinds on Chinese 
forces, to disrupt and weaken their invasion. These could include cyberattacks 
launched from global locations, with the US hand in them concealed, made to 
look like part of Taiwan’s own cyber campaign. They could include covert 
intelligence programs to sabotage Chinese infrastructure directly supporting 
the invasion. They could involve kinetic attacks from partly deniable 
capabilities: the growing potential of unmanned systems, for example 
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undersea drones, could offer new possibilities in this area, as could unmanned 
systems for deploying mines, either prepositioned or moved into position in a 
crisis. The United States could employ a small number of torpedo- and missile-
firing mini-submarines which Taiwan would claim as its own. 

In August this year, the American Institute in Taiwan (AIT) shared a photo on 
their Facebook page that shows a US Air Force Boeing KC-135 
Stratotanker refuelling a Taiwanese F-16 fighter jet. Image: AIT/Facebook. 

Such covert but direct involvement would risk escalation if the US role were 
uncovered, or suspected. It could be justified on the expectation that, as in 
many Cold War cases of proxy conflict such as US support for the Afghan 
mujahideen, China would prefer to join in the pretence — to absorb these 
blows rather than generate a direct crisis and bring down the effect of the 
whole US military. Such a dynamic might emerge only if the United States 
stayed out of the conflict in formal terms. China would have an incentive to 
accept a certain amount of harassment rather than escalate and risk drawing 
the United States in. Still, such direct but covert involvement would carry risk. 

PREPARE NON-MILITARY RETALIATION: 

A central part of any US and international strategy to deter and punish Chinese 
aggression against Taiwan must be broad-based, non-military punitive 
measures. To set the stage for these, the United States should continue recent 
efforts to increase Taiwan’s international engagement.82 The more Taiwanese 
students travel abroad (and international students visit Taiwan); the more 
Taiwan-sponsored cultural exhibitions or sporting events occur; the more 
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international organisations Taiwan can join; the more international firms do 
business in Taiwan and the more trade other countries have with it, the greater 
will be the shock of a Chinese attack. Breaking China’s effort to strangle 
Taiwan’s interaction with the world — without violating the core of the US One 
China policy — is thus an important foundation for this approach.83 

In the event of blockade or attack, the United States could lead an international 
coalition in applying economic, political, and cultural sanctions. This could 
include a program for gradual economic decoupling — something few 
countries are willing to consider today, but which could be promoted as a 
geopolitical necessity in the wake of an attack. It could include a freeze on all 
US assets in China and an end to dollar-based transactions. It could seek to 
confiscate selected Chinese-operated and owned investments around the 
world. It would involve a new effort to acquire iron-clad commitments freezing 
Chinese information technologies companies out of the digital infrastructures 
of other countries. 

The United States could begin to lay the groundwork for these steps before a 
crisis or war. US officials could generate draft prohibitions on contact with 
Chinese industry, scholars or scientists, and a total ban on educational 
exchanges, which would be put into effect after an attack. It could design and 
threaten a global public relations campaign to condemn the Chinese leadership 
and lead an effort to throw China out of a host of international organisations. 
The United States might even indicate that an attack on Taiwan would be the 
one event which would cause it to abandon its One China policy, formally 
recognise Taiwan as an independent state, and support a government in exile. 

The prospect of these actions alone may not deter China,84 but they would 
influence the balance of power after an attack. Rising powers want and need 
legitimation narratives that justify their growing influence to the international 
community.85 As well as inflicting material attrition, a comprehensive, 
persistent effort to deny China the recognition it craves would constrain its 
ability to exercise any power other than coercive influence. Robert Blackwill 
and Philip Zelikow suggest that the goal of such reputational punishment would 
be “to develop a picture in Beijing of the world that could follow a local war 
over Taiwan… China would have to redefine its future where it had provoked a 
division of the world in which a large part mobilized against China to an extent 
that had never happened before.”86 
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HELP ESTABLISH A SWIFT MULTILATERAL COUNTERBALANCING 
PRESENCE IN THE EVENT OF INVASION:  

The United States could also take steps to ensure that a Chinese attack would 
usher in a more elaborate and forward-leaning posture by the United States 
and its partners, which along with enhanced local defence efforts would 
confront Beijing with a stronger multilateral blocking position in the region. 
Most countries in the region do not favour more US forces or facilities on their 
territory, or steps to cooperate too closely with the United States in preparing 
for war against China. This would presumably change to some degree in the 
aftermath of an attack. Washington can work now to establish the outlines of 
what such a bolstered US and multilateral position would look like, along with 
added mutual support among the countries of the region. It could recruit 
European help for such a mission, grounded in Europe’s economic interests, 
and interest in the well-being of hundreds of thousands of EU citizens in the 
region.87 The United States and others could also make clear that a Chinese 
attack on Taiwan would likely lead them to take stronger positions on territorial 
disputes in the region, specifically the South China Sea. 

BOLSTERED OPTIONS NEED NOT UNDERCUT DETERRENCE: 

Some observers fear any agenda which provides the United States with options 
short of war. Former US National Intelligence Officer Paul Heer has written that, 
“Chinese leaders — like their Taiwan counterparts — have long presumed and 
planned that the United States would intervene militarily in response to a 
Chinese use of force against the island.”88 Some could argue that a US effort to 
strengthen its options short of major war would signal that it intends to stand 
aloof, encouraging China to believe that it could invade Taiwan without US 
intervention and undercutting deterrence. We disagree. First, options from our 
list, starting with significant new efforts from Taiwan, would enhance 
deterrence in concrete ways not likely to be outweighed by any doubts about 
US intentions. Second, if it chooses, the United States can reaffirm its current 
policy of ambiguity in many ways, from public statements to forward-postured 
naval forces and specific warnings in a crisis. 

Most fundamentally, it would be irresponsible for the United States to leave 
itself no option in the event of Chinese aggression other than total war; if the 
development of a wider set of credible deterrent and punitive options carries 
risks, those should be accepted and minimised. It would be strategic folly for 
the United States to implicitly burn its bridges in service of a commitment that 
is itself qualified and uncertain. 
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BACKING INTO A WAR FOR LACK OF 
OPTIONS 

This is not the first time the United States has confronted a threat to a far-off 
nation and backed itself into a Hobson’s choice89 between passivity and 
tragedy. US officials and national security experts once spoke zealously about 
the importance of Indochina and the need to affirm US credibility by holding 
the line against communism. And yet, presidents from Dwight Eisenhower 
through Richard Nixon doubted that even a vigorous US effort would bring 
success. Eisenhower saw the misery awaiting his country in a grinding 
counterinsurgency war almost 10 000 kilometres from home: “No military 
victory is possible in that kind of theater”, he worried. “Even if Indochina is 
cleared of Communists, right across the border is China with inexhaustible 
manpower.”90 Yet a consensus arose within the American national security 
establishment that the United States must stop communist progress in 
Southeast Asia. It was either go all-in and fight, or “abandon” South Vietnam 
— and the region. This mentality led to the agony of Lyndon Johnson, speaking 
to Senator Mike Mansfield in June 1965. “Mike, you either get out or you get 
in”, Johnson lamented. “I don’t think there’s much more neutral.”91 

The parallels between the dilemmas of Vietnam and Taiwan are instructive. A 
growing certainty in the United States that regional and global security hinges 
on a single contest. Claims that America’s rival has an unquenchable appetite 
in a region ripe for dominance. The conviction that there is no middle ground—
that to deter and punish aggression, the United States must prepare to fight 
the war itself. The result in Vietnam was to compel the fighting of an 
unnecessary war, and the United States may be sliding towards a similar abyss 
over Taiwan — but this time the stakes are far higher. This time, the dilemma 
could trap the United States in precisely the outcome it seeks to avert — a 
major war with a nuclear-armed China. It could lead to the devastation of the 
US military, a collapse of public support for power projection in Asia, an 
America fatally weakened for the broader competition with China and in its 
position elsewhere, and —perhaps— a nuclear exchange. Washington ought to 
think along indirect lines, rather than planning to directly engage with every 
aggression it hopes to deter. Such an approach demands fresh thinking, before 
it is too late. 
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Cover image: US 7th Fleet destroyers transit Taiwan Strait. Ensign Joseph Hurd (L) 
and Lt JG Daniel Feeney scan the horizon while standing watch in the pilot 
house as guided-missile destroyer USS John S McCain conducts routine 
underway operations in the Indo-Pacific. Image: MCS 2nd Class Markus 
Castaneda/US Indo-Pacific command/Flickr.  

1 In May 2020, for example, a senior Chinese general announced that “If the 
possibility for peaceful reunification is lost, the people’s armed forces will, 
with the whole nation, including the people of Taiwan, take all necessary 
steps to resolutely smash any separatist plots or actions”; Yew Lun Tiuan, 
“Attack on Taiwan an Option to Stop Independence, Top China General 
Says”, Reuters, 29 May 2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-
taiwan-security-idUSKBN2350AD. In January 2021, a Chinese Defence 
Ministry spokesman said simply, “independence means war”; “China 
Sharpens Language, Warns Taiwan that Independence ‘Means War’”, 
Reuters, 28 January 2021, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-taiwan-
idUSKBN29X0V3. 

2 Among China’s recent belligerent actions is the use of sand dredging equipment 
around islands in the Taiwan Strait, increasing the rate of incursions of 
Taiwan airspace, harassing Taiwanese vessels in the Strait and beyond, and 
propaganda and disinformation broadcasts including direct election 
interference. See Yimou Lee, “China’s Latest Weapon against Taiwan: The 
Sand Dredger”, Reuters, 5 February 2021, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-taiwan-china-security-idUSKBN2A51EJ; 
Lawrence Chung, “Beijing Steps Up Presence in ‘Military Grey Zones’ to 
Pressure Taiwan”, South China Morning Post, 20 June 2020, 
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3089918/beijing-
steps-presence-military-grey-zones-pressure-taiwan; Yimou Lee and Ben 
Blanchard, “‘Provocative’ China Pressures Taiwan with Fighters, Fake News 
Amid Virus Outbreak”, Reuters, 3 March 2020, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-taiwan-china-
idUSKBN20Q08M. See also Samson Ellis, “Chinese Jets Buzzing Taiwan Show 
Long-Term Risk of War with US”, Bloomberg.com, 25 June 2020, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-06-24/chinese-jets-
buzzing-taiwan-show-long-term-risk-of-war-with-u-s; and Bradley Bowman 
and Andrea Stricker, “Arm Taiwan—But Skip the Nukes”, Foreign Policy, 4 
August 2020, https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/08/04/taiwan-military-aid-
nuclear-weapons/. For a summary of these activities see US–China Economic 
and Security Review Commission, 2020 Report, Chapter 4, Taiwan, 431–491, 
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress. See also 
Ying-Yu Lin, “China’s Military Actions against Taiwan in 2021: What to 
Expect”, The Diplomat, 18 December 2020, 
https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/chinas-military-actions-against-taiwan-in-
2021-what-to-expect/; Paul D Shinkman, “China Escalates War Rhetoric over 
Taiwan: Do Not Test Our Determination”, US News and World Report, 29 
January 2021, https://www.usnews.com/news/world-report/articles/2021-
01-29/china-escalates-war-rhetoric-over-taiwan-do-not-test-our-
determination; and Michael Green and Evan Medeiros, “Is Taiwan the Next 
Hong Kong?”, Foreign Affairs, 8 July 2020, 

 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-taiwan-security-idUSKBN2350AD
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-taiwan-security-idUSKBN2350AD
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-taiwan-china-security-idUSKBN2A51EJ
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3089918/beijing-steps-presence-military-grey-zones-pressure-taiwan
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3089918/beijing-steps-presence-military-grey-zones-pressure-taiwan
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-taiwan-china-idUSKBN20Q08M
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-taiwan-china-idUSKBN20Q08M
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-06-24/chinese-jets-buzzing-taiwan-show-long-term-risk-of-war-with-u-s
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-06-24/chinese-jets-buzzing-taiwan-show-long-term-risk-of-war-with-u-s
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/08/04/taiwan-military-aid-nuclear-weapons/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/08/04/taiwan-military-aid-nuclear-weapons/
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress
https://www.usnews.com/news/world-report/articles/2021-01-29/china-escalates-war-rhetoric-over-taiwan-do-not-test-our-determination
https://www.usnews.com/news/world-report/articles/2021-01-29/china-escalates-war-rhetoric-over-taiwan-do-not-test-our-determination
https://www.usnews.com/news/world-report/articles/2021-01-29/china-escalates-war-rhetoric-over-taiwan-do-not-test-our-determination


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

28 ANALYSIS 
 

 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/east-asia/2020-07-08/taiwan-next-
hong-kong. 

3 A superb short argument for China’s continuing patience can be found in Evan S 
Medeiros and Jude Blanchette, “Beyond Colossus or Collapse: Five Myths 
Driving America’s Debates About China”, War on the Rocks, 19 March 19 
2021, https://warontherocks.com/2021/03/beyond-colossus-or-collapse-
five-myths-driving-american-debates-about-china/. See also Ryan Hass’s 
interview with former CIA Asia officer John Culver at “Understanding 
Beijing’s Motives Regarding Taiwan, and America’s Role”, The Brookings 
Institution, 30 March 2021, https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-
record/understanding-beijings-motives-regarding-taiwan-and-americas-
role/; and Denny Roy, “Rumors of War in the Taiwan Strait”, The Diplomat, 
20 March 2021, https://thediplomat.com/2021/03/rumors-of-war-in-the-
taiwan-strait/, who concludes that “the situation is not as dire as portrayed 
by those warning that Beijing will soon opt for war even in the absence of a 
major provocation from Taiwan.” See also Drew Thompson, “China Is Still 
Wary of Invading Taiwan”, Foreign Policy, 11 May 2020, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/11/china-taiwan-reunification-invasion-
coronavirus-pandemic/; Kharis Templeman, “China’s Military Incursions 
around Taiwan Aren’t a Sign of Imminent Attack”, The Diplomat, 22 October 
2020, https://thediplomat.com/2020/10/chinas-military-incursions-around-
taiwan-arent-a-sign-of-imminent-attack/; and US–China Economic and 
Security Review Commission, 2020 Report, Chapter 4, Taiwan, 465, 
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress. 

4 “Taiwan Reports Largest Ever Incursion by Chinese Air Force”, Reuters, 26 March 
2021, https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/taiwan-
reports-largest-ever-incursion-by-chinese-air-force-2021-03-26/. 

5 Sinica podcast, “Talking Taiwan with Former National Intelligence Officer Paul 
Heer”, 28 January 2021, https://supchina.com/podcast/talking-taiwan-with-
former-national-intelligence-officer-paul-heer/ at 32:45 and 42:11. 

6 US–China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2020 Report, Chapter 4, 
Taiwan, 443-453, https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-
congress. Some have even begun to suggest that Taiwan might consider 
developing a deployed nuclear arsenal to protect itself; Alex Littlefield and 
Adam Lowther, “Would a Nuclear-Armed Taiwan Deter China?”, RealClear 
Defence, 24 December 2020, 
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2020/12/24/would_a_nuclear-
armed_taiwan_deter_china_654369.html. A major survey in October 2020 
found less than 1 per cent supporting rapid unification and 60 per cent 
opposing China’s proposed “One Country, Two Systems” model. Some 75 
per cent of those polled agreed with the statement that their nation is 
already an independent entity. Dennis V Hickey, “More and More Taiwanese 
Favor Independence — and Think the US would Help Fight for It”, The 
Diplomat, 3 December 2020, https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/more-and-
more-taiwanese-favor-independence-and-think-the-us-would-help-fight-for-
it/. 

7 Jeff Jacoby, “A Better Way Forward for Biden on Taiwan”, The Boston Globe, 20 
February 2021, https://www.bostonglobe.com/2021/02/20/opinion/biden-
better-way-forward-taiwan/; Loren Thompson, “Taiwan Tripwire: A New 
Role for the US Army In Deterring Chinese Aggression”, Forbes, 26 

 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/east-asia/2020-07-08/taiwan-next-hong-kong
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/east-asia/2020-07-08/taiwan-next-hong-kong
https://warontherocks.com/2021/03/beyond-colossus-or-collapse-five-myths-driving-american-debates-about-china/
https://warontherocks.com/2021/03/beyond-colossus-or-collapse-five-myths-driving-american-debates-about-china/
https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-record/understanding-beijings-motives-regarding-taiwan-and-americas-role/
https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-record/understanding-beijings-motives-regarding-taiwan-and-americas-role/
https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-record/understanding-beijings-motives-regarding-taiwan-and-americas-role/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/11/china-taiwan-reunification-invasion-coronavirus-pandemic/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/11/china-taiwan-reunification-invasion-coronavirus-pandemic/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/10/chinas-military-incursions-around-taiwan-arent-a-sign-of-imminent-attack/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/10/chinas-military-incursions-around-taiwan-arent-a-sign-of-imminent-attack/
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress
https://supchina.com/podcast/talking-taiwan-with-former-national-intelligence-officer-paul-heer/
https://supchina.com/podcast/talking-taiwan-with-former-national-intelligence-officer-paul-heer/
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2020/12/24/would_a_nuclear-armed_taiwan_deter_china_654369.html
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2020/12/24/would_a_nuclear-armed_taiwan_deter_china_654369.html
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2021/02/20/opinion/biden-better-way-forward-taiwan/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2021/02/20/opinion/biden-better-way-forward-taiwan/


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

ANALYSIS 29 
 

 

March2021, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lorenthompson/2021/03/26/taiwan-tripwire-
a-new-role-for-the-us-army-in-deterring-chinese-
aggression/?sh=330ada738cd5; Walker D Mills, “Deterring the Dragon: 
Returning US Forces to Taiwan”, Military Review, September-October 2020, 
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-
Edition-Archives/September-October-2020/Mills-Deterring-Dragon/; 
Andrew Latham, “A Salami Slice for Taiwan’s Security”, Defense One, 1 
March 2021, https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2021/03/salami-slice-
taiwans-security/172346/. 

8 US Strategic Framework for the Indo-Pacific (2017, declassified January 2021), 7, 
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/IPS-
Final-Declass.pdf. In December 2020, then-Assistant Secretary of State of 
East Asian and Pacific Affairs David Stilwell gave a public speech which, while 
indicating that the basic components of US policy were not changing, 
promised increased economic and diplomatic ties with Taiwan. Remarks by 
David R Stilwell, Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 
the Heritage Foundation (virtual), 31 August 2020, 
https://www.ait.org.tw/remarks-by-david-r-stilwell-assistant-secretary-of-
state-for-east-asian-and-pacific-affairs-at-the-heritage-foundation-virtual/; 
US–China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2020 Report, Chapter 
4, Taiwan, 442-443, https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-
report-congress; Julian E Barnes and Amy Qin, “State Dept Moves to Ease 
Restrictions on Meeting With Taiwan Officials”, New York Times, 9 January 
2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/09/us/politics/state-dept-taiwan-
united-states-china.html. 

9 Derek Grossman, “Biden Doubles Down on Trump's Taiwan Policy, but Will It 
Last?”, RAND Blog, 5 February 2021, 
https://www.rand.org/blog/2021/02/biden-doubles-down-on-trumps-
taiwan-policy-but-will.html; David Brunnstrom and Michael Martina, “US 
Must be Prepared to Act to Impose Costs on China—Biden Security Adviser”, 
Reuters, 30 January 2021, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-china-
sullivan-idUSKBN29Y2FC; David Sacks, “Biden Administration Sends 
Important Signals for the Future of US–Taiwan Ties”, Council on Foreign 
Relations Blog, 28 January 2021, https://www.cfr.org/blog/biden-
administration-sends-important-signals-future-us-taiwan-ties. An official 
statement from the National Security Council (NSC) spokesperson on 23 
January 2021 was equally measured and grounded in existing US policy, 
noting that “The United States will continue to support a peaceful resolution 
of cross-strait issues, consistent with the wishes and best interests of the 
people on Taiwan. The United States maintains its longstanding 
commitments as outlined in the Three Communiqués, the Taiwan Relations 
Act, and the Six Assurances. We will continue to assist Taiwan in maintaining 
a sufficient self-defence capability”, https://www.state.gov/prc-military-
pressure-against-taiwan-threatens-regional-peace-and-stability/. 

10 See Michael Mazza, “Congressional Initiatives Shifting US towards Strategic 
Clarity”, American Enterprise Institute, 29 July 2020, 
https://www.aei.org/articles/congressional-initiatives-shifting-us-towards-
strategic-clarity/. One is the “Taiwan Invasion Prevention Act”, which 
essentially pre-loads US military responses to a Taiwan scenario; see 
“H.R.7855 — 116th Congress (2019–2020): Taiwan Invasion Prevention Act, 

 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/lorenthompson/2021/03/26/taiwan-tripwire-a-new-role-for-the-us-army-in-deterring-chinese-aggression/?sh=330ada738cd5
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lorenthompson/2021/03/26/taiwan-tripwire-a-new-role-for-the-us-army-in-deterring-chinese-aggression/?sh=330ada738cd5
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lorenthompson/2021/03/26/taiwan-tripwire-a-new-role-for-the-us-army-in-deterring-chinese-aggression/?sh=330ada738cd5
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/September-October-2020/Mills-Deterring-Dragon/
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/September-October-2020/Mills-Deterring-Dragon/
https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2021/03/salami-slice-taiwans-security/172346/
https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2021/03/salami-slice-taiwans-security/172346/
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/IPS-Final-Declass.pdf
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/IPS-Final-Declass.pdf
https://www.ait.org.tw/remarks-by-david-r-stilwell-assistant-secretary-of-state-for-east-asian-and-pacific-affairs-at-the-heritage-foundation-virtual/
https://www.ait.org.tw/remarks-by-david-r-stilwell-assistant-secretary-of-state-for-east-asian-and-pacific-affairs-at-the-heritage-foundation-virtual/
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/09/us/politics/state-dept-taiwan-united-states-china.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/09/us/politics/state-dept-taiwan-united-states-china.html
https://www.rand.org/blog/2021/02/biden-doubles-down-on-trumps-taiwan-policy-but-will.html
https://www.rand.org/blog/2021/02/biden-doubles-down-on-trumps-taiwan-policy-but-will.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-china-sullivan-idUSKBN29Y2FC
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-china-sullivan-idUSKBN29Y2FC
https://www.cfr.org/blog/biden-administration-sends-important-signals-future-us-taiwan-ties
https://www.cfr.org/blog/biden-administration-sends-important-signals-future-us-taiwan-ties
https://www.state.gov/prc-military-pressure-against-taiwan-threatens-regional-peace-and-stability/
https://www.state.gov/prc-military-pressure-against-taiwan-threatens-regional-peace-and-stability/
https://www.aei.org/articles/congressional-initiatives-shifting-us-towards-strategic-clarity/
https://www.aei.org/articles/congressional-initiatives-shifting-us-towards-strategic-clarity/


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

30 ANALYSIS 
 

 

Congress.gov, Library of Congress, https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-
congress/house-bill/7855?s=1&r=84. This would, in the words of two expert 
observers, “circumvent the normal process by which the president and his 
administration, prior to committing US forces to combat, consults with the 
legislative branch on the necessary scope, duration, and limitations of an 
authorization for the use of military force.” Walter Lohman and Frank 
Jannuzi, “Preserve America’s Strategic Autonomy in the Taiwan Strait”, War 
on the Rocks, 29 October 2020, 
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/preserve-americas-strategic-
autonomy-in-the-taiwan-strait/.  

11 Sinica podcast, “Talking Taiwan with Former National Intelligence Officer Paul 
Heer”, 28 January 2021, https://supchina.com/podcast/talking-taiwan-with-
former-national-intelligence-officer-paul-heer/. 

12 Dale C Copeland, The Origins of Major War (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2000). 

13 The authors do differ slightly in regard to how strongly the US should presume 
against going to war over Taiwan. For Michael Mazarr, the United States 
should develop every possible policy option that provides alternatives to 
going to war, knowing that the actual choice will be governed by the specific 
context in which it arises. For Patrick Porter, the presumption against going 
to war should be stronger. Both authors agree that ambiguity — neither 
ruling out coming to Taiwan’s defence nor promising it — remains the most 
prudent policy.  

14 This choice has been starkly framed by John Culver: to “intervene in open-
ended, financially ruinous conflict with another nuclear power for the first 
time and risk unprecedented combat losses, or be seen as standing aside in 
the face of an assault on a vibrant democracy and its 24 million citizens.” 
John Culver, “The Unfinished Chinese Civil War”, Lowy Interpreter, 30 
September 2020, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-
interpreter/unfinished-chinese-civil-war. 

15 Michael Beckley and Hal Brands, for example, two insightful observers of 
Chinese power and US strategy, nonetheless offer a typical maximalist view 
of what is at stake. “If China absorbed Taiwan”, they contend, “it would gain 
access to the island’s world-class technology, acquire an ‘unsinkable aircraft 
carrier’ to project military power into the western Pacific, and gain the 
ability to blockade Japan and the Philippines. China also would fracture US 
alliances in East Asia and eliminate the world’s only ethnically Chinese 
democracy. Taiwan is the fulcrum of power in East Asia: controlled by Taipei, 
the island is a fortification against Chinese aggression; controlled by Beijing, 
Taiwan could become a base for continued Chinese territorial expansion”; 
Michael Beckley and Hal Brands, “Competition with China Could be Short 
and Sharp”, Foreign Affairs, 17 December 2020, 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-12-
17/competition-china-could-be-short-and-sharp. 

16 An additional argument holds that a successful Chinese invasion would 
threaten the world economy through China’s control of Taiwan’s 
semiconductor industry. “The US cannot afford to have Taiwan absorbed by 
China, period, now or ever — as long as the CCP is in power. It cannot afford 
for China to possess Taiwan’s technological capacity or the prowess of its 
work force”; Walter Lohman, “Taiwan as America’s Next Singapore”, Taipei 

 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/7855?s=1&r=84
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/7855?s=1&r=84
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/preserve-americas-strategic-autonomy-in-the-taiwan-strait/
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/preserve-americas-strategic-autonomy-in-the-taiwan-strait/
https://supchina.com/podcast/talking-taiwan-with-former-national-intelligence-officer-paul-heer/
https://supchina.com/podcast/talking-taiwan-with-former-national-intelligence-officer-paul-heer/
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/unfinished-chinese-civil-war
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/unfinished-chinese-civil-war
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-12-17/competition-china-could-be-short-and-sharp
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-12-17/competition-china-could-be-short-and-sharp


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

ANALYSIS 31 
 

 

Times, 19 October 2020, 
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/editorials/archives/2020/10/19/20037
45402. We do not deal with this argument here; the issue of global 
semiconductor supplies is an important strategic question but demands 
policy action distinct from military defence of Taiwan. 

17 Elbridge Colby and Jim Mitre, “Why the Pentagon Should Focus on Taiwan”, 
War on the Rocks, 7 October 2020, 
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/why-the-pentagon-should-focus-on-
taiwan/. 

18 Walter Lohman and Frank Jannuzi argue, “It is in the interest of the United 
States to…be prepared to help defend Taiwan with military force” in part 
because an “unanswered Chinese attack on Taiwan would destabilize the 
entire region. Taiwan is the classic canary in the coal mine. Abandoning 
Taiwan would send a shock wave through American security alliances and 
would mark the end of US leadership in the Indo-Pacific.” See Walter 
Lohman and Frank Jannuzi, “Preserve America’s Strategic Autonomy in the 
Taiwan Strait”, War on the Rocks, 29 October 2020, 
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/preserve-americas-strategic-
autonomy-in-the-taiwan-strait/. 

19 See for example Ted Hopf, Peripheral Visions: Deterrence Theory and American 
Foreign Policy in the Third World, 1965–1990 (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1994); Jonathan Mercer, Reputation and International 
Politics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996); and Daryl G Press, 
Calculating Credibility: How Leaders Assess Military Threats (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 2005). Those authors are generally sceptical of the 
role of reputation and credibility as a general rule; other treatments affirm 
their importance but in qualified and contingent ways. See for example Van 
Jackson, Rival Reputations: Coercion and Credibility in US–North Korea 
Relations (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2016) and Alex Weisiger 
and Keren Yarhi-Milo, “Revisiting Reputation: How Past Actions Matter in 
International Politics”, International Organization, Vol 69, No 2 (Spring 
2015). 

20 Iain D Henry, “What Allies Want: Reconsidering Loyalty, Reliability, and Alliance 
Interdependence,” International Security, Vol 44, No 4 (Spring 2020), 47, 78. 

21 See for example Bonny Lin, “US Allied and Partner Support for Taiwan: 
Responses to a Chinese Attack on Taiwan and Potential US Taiwan Policy 
Changes”, Testimony presented before the US–China Economic and Security 
Review Commission on 18 February 2021, 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/testimonies/CTA1194-1.html; and Zack Cooper 
and Sheena Greitens, “What to Expect from Japan and Korea in a Taiwan 
Contingency,” in Henry D Sokolski, ed, New Frontiers for Security 
Cooperation with Seoul and Tokyo (Washington, DC: Nonproliferation Policy 
Education Center, 2021), 16–20, 
http://npolicy.org/article_file/2101_New_Frontiers_Occasional_Paper.pdf. 

22 For a powerful case in favour of shared deterrent responsibilities, see Michael 
Beckley, “The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia: How China’s Neighbors 
Can Check Chinese Naval Expansion”, International Security, Vol 42, No 2 
(Fall 2017); and Michael Beckley, “Balancing China: How the United States 
and Its Partners Can Check Chinese Naval Expansion”, War on the Rocks, 15 

 

https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/editorials/archives/2020/10/19/2003745402
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/editorials/archives/2020/10/19/2003745402
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/why-the-pentagon-should-focus-on-taiwan/
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/why-the-pentagon-should-focus-on-taiwan/
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/preserve-americas-strategic-autonomy-in-the-taiwan-strait/
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/preserve-americas-strategic-autonomy-in-the-taiwan-strait/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/testimonies/CTA1194-1.html
http://npolicy.org/article_file/2101_New_Frontiers_Occasional_Paper.pdf


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

32 ANALYSIS 
 

 

November 2017, https://warontherocks.com/2017/11/balancing-china-
united-states-partners-can-check-chinese-naval-expansion/. 

23 Stephen M Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca: Cornell, 1987); Eric J Labs, “Do 
Weak States Bandwagon? Security Studies, Vol 1, Iss 3 (1992), 383–416; Yuan-
Kang Wang, Harmony and War: Confucian Culture and Chinese Power 
Politics (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010). 

24 Salvatore Babones, “China’s Neighbors are Stronger Than We Think”, Foreign 
Policy, 18 March 2021, https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/18/china-india-
japan-quad-biden-indo-pacific-military-geopolitics/. See also Zachary Haver, 
“China Faces Pushback after Adoption of Controversial Coast Guard Law”, 
Radio Free Asia, 22 February 2021, 
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/china/coastguard-law-
02222021194942.html. 

25 Scott W Harold, Derek Grossman, Brian Harding, Jeffrey W Hornung, Gregory 
Poling, Jeffrey Smith, and Meagan L Smith, The Thickening Web of Asian 
Security Cooperation: Deepening Defence Ties Among US Allies and Partners 
in the Indo-Pacific (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2019). 

26 Elbridge Colby and Jim Mitre, “Why the Pentagon Should Focus on Taiwan”, 
War on the Rocks, 7 October 2020, 
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/why-the-pentagon-should-focus-on-
taiwan/. 

27 The former US National Intelligence Officer Paul Heer put it this way: “China is 
not seeking to destroy the US system or to supplant the United States as the 
global hegemon. Indeed, Beijing has almost certainly calculated that global 
hegemony is unachievable, unnecessary to secure China’s interests, and not 
something to be particularly wished for. Chinese leaders probably recognize 
that pursuing global hegemony would be counterproductive, and 
destabilizing in ways that would not be conducive to China’s interests or its 
security. They probably also calculate — based in part on having observed 
the US example — that possessing it would be both burdensome and 
unsustainable. Given this cost-benefit analysis, Beijing is prepared to settle 
for something less than global predominance, which is why Chinese leaders 
talk a lot about global ‘multipolarity’; Paul Heer, “Understanding US–China 
Strategic Competition”, The National Interest, 20 October 2020, 
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/understanding-us-china-strategic-
competition-171014. 

28 In a major recent study, Robert Blackwill and Philip Zelikow agree that the 
domino theory argument in relation to US credibility and Chinese 
adventurism after a Taiwan scenario is vague and unproven. “This argument 
has a quality of domino theory, showing all the weaknesses displayed half a 
century ago in regard to Vietnam, and it is far from certain that the Taiwan 
dominoes would fall in this disastrous way. But that does not make this 
domino scenario any less compelling for many today. However, as with all 
domino theories, there is no way to know in advance if worst-case 
projections would actually occur.” Robert D Blackwill and Philip Zelikow, The 
United States, China, and Taiwan: A Strategy to Prevent War”, Council on 
Foreign Relations Special Report No 90, February 2021, 5, 
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-
and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf. 

 

https://warontherocks.com/2017/11/balancing-china-united-states-partners-can-check-chinese-naval-expansion/
https://warontherocks.com/2017/11/balancing-china-united-states-partners-can-check-chinese-naval-expansion/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/18/china-india-japan-quad-biden-indo-pacific-military-geopolitics/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/18/china-india-japan-quad-biden-indo-pacific-military-geopolitics/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/china/coastguard-law-02222021194942.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/china/coastguard-law-02222021194942.html
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/why-the-pentagon-should-focus-on-taiwan/
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/why-the-pentagon-should-focus-on-taiwan/
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/understanding-us-china-strategic-competition-171014
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/understanding-us-china-strategic-competition-171014
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

ANALYSIS 33 
 

 

29 Joseph Bosco, “Taiwan and Strategic Security”, The Diplomat, 15 May 2015, 
https://thediplomat.com/2015/05/taiwan-and-strategic-security/. 

30 John Mearsheimer, “Say Goodbye to Taiwan”, The National Interest, 25 
February 2014, https://nationalinterest.org/article/say-goodbye-taiwan-
9931. 

31 James Steinberg and Michael O’Hanlon write that, while a Chinese takeover 
would “extend the PLA’s starting point for projecting force” as much as 320 
kilometres further east, this would “not be a radical shift in the geostrategic 
scales”; Steinberg and O’Hanlon, Strategic Reassurance and Resolve: US–
China Relations in the Twenty-First Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2014), 242–243. 

32 US Department of Defense, Military and Security Developments Involving the 
People’s Republic of China 2020, 98, 
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-
CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF. Ian Easton includes a map (in 
The Chinese Invasion Threat: Taiwan’s Defense and American Strategy in 
Asia (Manchester: Eastbridge Books, 2017), 254), designed to demonstrate 
Taiwan’s strategic centrality which does something close to the opposite. It 
demonstrates that the island is just over 2000 kilometres to Tokyo, over 
8000 to Hawaii, 2700 to Guam, over 1400 to Seoul and 3200 to Singapore. 
If you take his map and move the centre of measurements just slightly to the 
left — to place it over far eastern mainland China — the ranges do not 
change in strategically significant ways. The one place where territories lie 
within the potentially extended arc of a Taiwan-based intelligence and air 
defence network is two sets of Japanese-administered islands which lay 
roughly 160 to 320 kilometres west or north-west of Taiwan: the contested 
Senkaku Islands and the islands of Taketomi, Ishigaki, Tarama, and Miyako. 
Even here, however, the improved strategic position offered by bases on 
Taiwan is hardly essential. It would reduce the range to the Senkakus, for 
example, from about 420 kilometres to about 220, and to Ishigaki from 
about 525 kilometres to about 270. Given the significant number of Chinese 
strike systems with ranges well beyond 500 kilometres, and its expanding 
naval expeditionary capability, it is not clear that an extra 240 kilometres of 
range would make the decisive difference in any fight over these islands 

33 All these examples, and the data, are drawn from US Department of Defense, 
Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 
2020, 44–46, 51, 75–76, 
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-
CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF. 

34 For a recent summary of advances, see Ma Xiu and Peter W. Singer, “What Do 
We Know about China’s Newest Missiles?”, Defense One, 19 March 2021, 
https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2021/03/what-do-we-know-about-
chinas-newest-missiles/172782/. See also CSIS ChinaPower, “How are China’s 
Land-based Conventional Missile Forces Evolving?”, 2020, 
https://chinapower.csis.org/conventional-missiles/. 

35 US Department of Defense, Military and Security Developments Involving the 
People’s Republic of China 2020, 54, 
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-
CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF. 

 

https://thediplomat.com/2015/05/taiwan-and-strategic-security/
https://nationalinterest.org/article/say-goodbye-taiwan-9931
https://nationalinterest.org/article/say-goodbye-taiwan-9931
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2021/03/what-do-we-know-about-chinas-newest-missiles/172782/
https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2021/03/what-do-we-know-about-chinas-newest-missiles/172782/
https://chinapower.csis.org/conventional-missiles/
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

34 ANALYSIS 
 

 

36 Some commentators focus on the essential role of Taiwan in bottling up China’s 
submarine fleet, which must traverse narrow channels around the island to 
get to the open ocean. Yet the location and potential operating areas for 
Chinese submarines reduce the significance of this role. China has 
alternative bases from which to sortie its submarines; see Damen Cook, “A 
Closer Look at China’s Critical South China Sea Submarine Base”, The 
Diplomat, 18 March 2017, https://thediplomat.com/2017/03/a-closer-look-
at-chinas-critical-south-china-sea-submarine-base/; Brad Lendon, “Satellite 
Photos Appear to Show Chinese Submarine Using Underground Base”, 
CNN.com, 21 August 2020, https://edition.cnn.com/2020/08/21/asia/china-
submarine-underground-base-satellite-photo-intl-hnk-scli/index.html. It 
could send its boats to sea days or weeks before a conflict. And the regional 
anti-submarine warfare (ASW) problem does not offer a simple analogy to 
Cold War ASW chokepoints: “The geography of the Indo-Asia-Pacific region 
also forces Chinese submarines to navigate through chokepoints to operate 
beyond the first island chain and into the Indo-Asia-Pacific region, but there 
is no single chokepoint for undersea warfare (USW) forces to concentrate 
their search effort. Chinese submarines based in the North or East Sea Fleets 
can exit the East China Sea to the North via the Straits of Tsushima; the east 
via the Tokara Strait in the Ryukyu Island chain or the Miyako Strait further 
to the south; or to the south via the Taiwan Strait.” Sean R Liedman, 
“Taming Sea Dragons: Maintaining Undersea Superiority in the Indo-Asia-
Pacific Region”, Center for a New American Security, 1 October 2017, 10. For 
another argument about the challenges with this analogy, see Andrew 
Metrick, “(Un)minding the Gap”, Proceedings, US Naval Institute, Vol 145, No 
10, October 2019, 
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2019/october/unmind-gap. 

37 David A Shlapak, David T Orletsky, and Barry Wilson, Dire Strait? Military 
Aspects of the China-Taiwan Confrontation and Implications for US Policy 
(Santa Monica, CA: The RAND Corporation, 2000), 24, 27–29. 

38 Michael O’Hanlon, “Why China Cannot Conquer Taiwan”, International 
Security, Vol 25, No 2 (Fall 2000), 65–67, 71. 

39 US Department of Defense, Military and Security Developments Involving the 
People’s Republic of China 2020, 114, 119, 
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-
CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF.  

40 Australian Broadcasting Corporation, “Australia to Produce Its Own Guided 
Missiles as Part of Multi-Billion Dollar Defence Manufacturing Plan”, 31 
March 2021, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-03-31/government-
weapons-facility-guided-missiles-made-in-australia/100039990. 

41 Robert Blackwill and Philip Zelikow agree that vital US interests are simply not 
at stake in Taiwan’s security. After listing a number of US interests in the 
region and beyond, they conclude that “Taiwan obviously does not qualify 
directly in any of these vital US national interests —contrasted with Europe, 
Canada and Mexico, and members of the United States’ Asian alliances.” 
They also agree that Chinese possession of Taiwan would not produce 
military advantages so decisive that preventing such an outcome is a vital US 
interest. Blackwill and Zelikow, “The United States, China, and Taiwan”, 4, 
61-63, https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-
china-and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf. 

 

https://thediplomat.com/2017/03/a-closer-look-at-chinas-critical-south-china-sea-submarine-base/
https://thediplomat.com/2017/03/a-closer-look-at-chinas-critical-south-china-sea-submarine-base/
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/08/21/asia/china-submarine-underground-base-satellite-photo-intl-hnk-scli/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/08/21/asia/china-submarine-underground-base-satellite-photo-intl-hnk-scli/index.html
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2019/october/unmind-gap
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-03-31/government-weapons-facility-guided-missiles-made-in-australia/100039990
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-03-31/government-weapons-facility-guided-missiles-made-in-australia/100039990
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

ANALYSIS 35 
 

 

42 Lonnie Henley, Testimony before the US–China Economic and Security Review 
Commission, Hearing on Cross-Strait Deterrence, “PLA Operational Concepts 
and Centers of Gravity in a Taiwan Conflict”, 18 February 2021, 4, 
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2021-
02/Lonnie_Henley_Testimony.pdf. 

43 As former US National Intelligence Officer John Culver has written, Beijing 
“seems convinced that it has an asymmetrical interest in the outcome 
compared to the United States.” Culver, “The Unfinished Chinese Civil War”, 
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/unfinished-chinese-civil-war. 

44 Sydney J Freedberg, “US ‘Gets Its Ass Handed To It’ in Wargames: Here’s a $24 
Billion Fix”, Breaking Defense, 7 March 2019, 
https://breakingdefense.com/2019/03/us-gets-its-ass-handed-to-it-in-
wargames-heres-a-24-billion-fix/. 

45 Craig Kafura et al, “Divisions on US-China Policy: Opinion Leaders and the 
Public”, Chicago Council on Foreign Relations, 1 February 2021, 
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/research/public-opinion-
survey/divisions-us-china-policy-opinion-leaders-and-public. 

46 Mike Sweeney, “Why a Taiwan Conflict Could Go Nuclear” Defence Priorities, 
March 2021, https://www.defensepriorities.org/explainers/why-a-taiwan-
conflict-could-go-nuclear. 

47 Indeed, one RAND study made clear that given the unfavourably shifting 
military balance specifically in the air war, including long-range Chinese 
strikes on US regional airfields, the United States would face intense 
pressure to respond in kind and hit airfields throughout mainland China. 
David A Shlapak, Questions of Balance: The Shifting Cross-Strait Balance and 
Implications for the US (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2010), 131–
132. 

48 Caitlin Talmadge, “Would China Go Nuclear? Assessing the Risk of Chinese 
Nuclear Escalation in 

a Conventional War with the United States”, International Security, Vol 41, No 4, 
Spring 2017, 90; Fiona S Cunningham and M Taylor Fravel, “Dangerous 
Confidence? Chinese Views on Nuclear Escalation”, International Security, 
Vol 44, Iss 2 (2019), 61–109. 

49 Jonathan Broder, “Bombs in the Box: China’s Trojan Horse Navy”, SpyTalk, 28 
April 2021, https://www.spytalk.co/p/bombs-in-the-box-chinas-trojan-
horse/comments. 

50 Mark F Cancian, “Industrial Mobilization: Assessing Surge Capabilities, Wartime 
Risk, and System Brittleness”, Center for Strategic and International Studies, 
December 2020, 38, https://www.csis.org/analysis/industrial-mobilization-
assessing-surge-capabilities-wartime-risk-and-system-brittleness. 

51 Jonathan D Caverley and Peter Dombrowski, (“Cruising for a Bruising: Maritime 
Competition in an 

Anti-Access Age”, Security Studies, Vol 29, No 4 (2020), 699), worry that “the 
significant forward US naval presence in the Western Pacific, if routed, 
would represent a massive reversal of power.” 

 

https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/Lonnie_Henley_Testimony.pdf
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/Lonnie_Henley_Testimony.pdf
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/unfinished-chinese-civil-war
https://breakingdefense.com/2019/03/us-gets-its-ass-handed-to-it-in-wargames-heres-a-24-billion-fix/
https://breakingdefense.com/2019/03/us-gets-its-ass-handed-to-it-in-wargames-heres-a-24-billion-fix/
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/research/public-opinion-survey/divisions-us-china-policy-opinion-leaders-and-public
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/research/public-opinion-survey/divisions-us-china-policy-opinion-leaders-and-public
https://www.defensepriorities.org/explainers/why-a-taiwan-conflict-could-go-nuclear
https://www.defensepriorities.org/explainers/why-a-taiwan-conflict-could-go-nuclear
https://www.spytalk.co/p/bombs-in-the-box-chinas-trojan-horse/comments
https://www.spytalk.co/p/bombs-in-the-box-chinas-trojan-horse/comments
https://www.csis.org/analysis/industrial-mobilization-assessing-surge-capabilities-wartime-risk-and-system-brittleness
https://www.csis.org/analysis/industrial-mobilization-assessing-surge-capabilities-wartime-risk-and-system-brittleness


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

36 ANALYSIS 
 

 

52 As former US intelligence officer Lonnie Henley puts it, for China, “The military 
cost [of invading Taiwan] is only one of myriad reasons not to do it, and not 
the most important reason by far. If they decide they must do so anyway, 
they will have made that decision in full acceptance” of the massive costs 
involved. Henley, “PLA Operational Concepts and Centers of Gravity in a 
Taiwan Conflict,” 5, https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2021-
02/Lonnie_Henley_Testimony.pdf. 

53 Michael J Mazarr, Jonathan S Blake, Abigail Casey, Tim McDonald, Stephanie 
Pezard, and Michael Spirtas, Understanding the Emerging Era of 
International Competition: Theoretical and Historical Perspectives (Santa 
Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2018). 

54 Eric Geller, “America’s Ditigal Defender is Underfunded, Outmatched and 
‘Exhausted’”, Politico, 30 March 2021, 
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/03/30/cisa-cybersecurity-problems-
478413. 

55 Former Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd has referred to one risk facing 
any Chinese aggression as “the deep unpredictability of US domestic politics, 
which would determine the nature of the US response if and when such a 
crisis arose.” Kevin Rudd, “Short of War: How to Keep US–Chinese 
Confrontation from Ending in Calamity”, Foreign Affairs, March-April 2021, 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-02-05/kevin-
rudd-usa-chinese-confrontation-short-of-
war?utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=pre_release&utm_campaign
=mktg_newsletter_short_of_war&utm_content=20210205&utm_term=new
sletter-prerelease. 

56 Niall Ferguson recently worried that a conflict over Taiwan would “turn out to 
be to the American empire what Suez was to the British Empire in 1956: the 
moment when the imperial lion is exposed as a paper tiger.” Ferguson, “A 
Taiwan Crisis May Mark the End of the American Empire”, Bloomberg 
Opinion, 22 March 2021, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2021-03-21/niall-ferguson-a-
taiwan-crisis-may-end-the-american-empire. Such an outcome is far more 
likely if the United States fights and loses — especially if the resulting 
conflict escalates to catastrophic levels — than if it sidesteps a war while 
calmly and brutally imposing a wide range of costs that fatally weaken 
China’s bid for hegemony. 

57 For arguments to take some variant of these approaches, see Charles L Glaser, 
“A US–China Grand Bargain? The Hard Choice between Military Competition 
and Accommodation”, Quarterly Journal: International Security, Vol 39, No 4 
(Spring 2015), 49–90; and Lyle J Goldstein, “How Progressives and 
Restrainers Can Unite on Taiwan and Reduce the Potential for Conflict with 
China”, Responsible Statecraft, 17 April 2020, 
https://responsiblestatecraft.org/2020/04/17/how-progressives-and-
restrainers-can-unite-on-taiwan-and-reduce-the-potential-for-conflict-with-
china/. 

 
58 Our argument parallels in some ways that of the recent study by Robert 
Blackwill and Philip Zelikow. They worry that the United States would be 
paralysed at such a moment — a paralysis that would emerge not because 
of “presidential weakness or timidity” but “because the most powerful 

 

https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/Lonnie_Henley_Testimony.pdf
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/Lonnie_Henley_Testimony.pdf
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/03/30/cisa-cybersecurity-problems-478413
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/03/30/cisa-cybersecurity-problems-478413
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-02-05/kevin-rudd-usa-chinese-confrontation-short-of-war?utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=pre_release&utm_campaign=mktg_newsletter_short_of_war&utm_content=20210205&utm_term=newsletter-prerelease
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-02-05/kevin-rudd-usa-chinese-confrontation-short-of-war?utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=pre_release&utm_campaign=mktg_newsletter_short_of_war&utm_content=20210205&utm_term=newsletter-prerelease
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-02-05/kevin-rudd-usa-chinese-confrontation-short-of-war?utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=pre_release&utm_campaign=mktg_newsletter_short_of_war&utm_content=20210205&utm_term=newsletter-prerelease
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-02-05/kevin-rudd-usa-chinese-confrontation-short-of-war?utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=pre_release&utm_campaign=mktg_newsletter_short_of_war&utm_content=20210205&utm_term=newsletter-prerelease
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-02-05/kevin-rudd-usa-chinese-confrontation-short-of-war?utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=pre_release&utm_campaign=mktg_newsletter_short_of_war&utm_content=20210205&utm_term=newsletter-prerelease
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2021-03-21/niall-ferguson-a-taiwan-crisis-may-end-the-american-empire
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2021-03-21/niall-ferguson-a-taiwan-crisis-may-end-the-american-empire
https://responsiblestatecraft.org/2020/04/17/how-progressives-and-restrainers-can-unite-on-taiwan-and-reduce-the-potential-for-conflict-with-china/
https://responsiblestatecraft.org/2020/04/17/how-progressives-and-restrainers-can-unite-on-taiwan-and-reduce-the-potential-for-conflict-with-china/
https://responsiblestatecraft.org/2020/04/17/how-progressives-and-restrainers-can-unite-on-taiwan-and-reduce-the-potential-for-conflict-with-china/


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

ANALYSIS 37 
 

 

country in the world did not have credible options prepared for the most 
dangerous military crisis looming in front of it.” Blackwill and Zelikow, “The 
United States, China, and Taiwan”, 2, 
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-
and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf. 

59 Former US Defense Intelligence Officer Lonnie Henley maintains that a 
blockade is the most significant threat to Taiwan and the US commitment. 
See Henley, “PLA Operational Concepts and Centers of Gravity in a Taiwan 
Conflict”, https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2021-
02/Lonnie_Henley_Testimony.pdf. See also Blackwill and Zelikow, “The 
United States, China, and Taiwan”, 30–40, 
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-
and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf. 

60 Tanner Greer, “Taiwan Can Win a War with China”, Foreign Policy, 25 
September 2018, https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/09/25/taiwan-can-win-a-
war-with-china/. 

61 One useful summary of such a strategy is Jim Thomas, Iskander Rehman, and 
John Stillion, “Hard ROC 2.0: Taiwan and Deterrence Through Protraction”, 
Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 21 December 2014, 
https://csbaonline.org/research/publications/hard-roc-2-0-taiwan-and-
deterrence-through-protraction. There is some recent evidence that Taiwan 
is moving in this direction; see Ben Blanchard, “Taiwan Says has Begun 
Production of Long-Range Missile”, Reuters, 25 March 2021, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/taiwan-says-has-begun-mass-
production-long-range-missile-2021-03-25/. 

62 Grant Newsham, “Taiwan’s Tightwad Defense Spending an Expensive Risk”, 
Asia Times, 17 July 2020, https://asiatimes.com/2020/07/taiwans-tightwad-
defense-spending-a-rising-risk/. 

63 William S Murray, “Revisiting Taiwan’s Defence Strategy” Naval War College 
Review, Vol 61, No 3 (Summer 2008), 15. Defence spending in 2019 grew 
only 0.2 per cent to US$10.5 billion, or just over 16 per cent of total Taiwan 
government spending; Taipei announced further proposed growth to 
US$11.4 and US$11.9 billion in 2020 and 2021 respectively; US–China 
Economic and Security Review Commission, 2020 Report, Chapter 4, 
Taiwan, 469–470, https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-
report-congress. 

64 See for example Michael Beckley, “China Keeps Inching Closer to Taiwan”, 
Foreign Policy, 19 October 2020, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/10/19/china-keeps-inching-closer-to-
taiwan/. 

65 US–China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2020 Report, Chapter 4, 
Taiwan, 469, https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-
congress. 

66 Paul Huang, “Taiwan’s Military has Flashy American Weapons but No Ammo”, 
Foreign Policy, 20 August 2020, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/08/20/taiwan-military-flashy-american-
weapons-no-ammo/. 

 

https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/Lonnie_Henley_Testimony.pdf
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/Lonnie_Henley_Testimony.pdf
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/09/25/taiwan-can-win-a-war-with-china/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/09/25/taiwan-can-win-a-war-with-china/
https://csbaonline.org/research/publications/hard-roc-2-0-taiwan-and-deterrence-through-protraction
https://csbaonline.org/research/publications/hard-roc-2-0-taiwan-and-deterrence-through-protraction
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/taiwan-says-has-begun-mass-production-long-range-missile-2021-03-25/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/taiwan-says-has-begun-mass-production-long-range-missile-2021-03-25/
https://asiatimes.com/2020/07/taiwans-tightwad-defense-spending-a-rising-risk/
https://asiatimes.com/2020/07/taiwans-tightwad-defense-spending-a-rising-risk/
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/10/19/china-keeps-inching-closer-to-taiwan/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/10/19/china-keeps-inching-closer-to-taiwan/
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/08/20/taiwan-military-flashy-american-weapons-no-ammo/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/08/20/taiwan-military-flashy-american-weapons-no-ammo/


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

38 ANALYSIS 
 

 

67 Murray, “Revisiting Taiwan’s Defence Strategy.” The US has been part of the 
problem, trying to brutally coerce Taiwan, as recently as 2001, into buying a 
large suite of legacy weapons platforms including submarines and P-3C 
patrol aircraft. 

68 See for example Michael A Hunzeker and Alexander Lanoszka, “A Question of 
Time: Enhancing Taiwan’s Conventional Deterrence Posture”, Center for 
Security Policy Studies, George Mason University, November 2018, 
http://csps.gmu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/A-Question-of-Time.pdf; 
Michael Hunzeker and Brian Davis, “The Defence Reforms Taiwan Needs”, 
Defence One, 10 August 2020, 
https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2020/08/defense-reforms-taiwan-
needs/167558/; and “China’s Might is Forcing Taiwan to Rethink its Military 
Strategy”, The Economist, 26 January 2019, 
https://www.economist.com/asia/2019/01/26/chinas-might-is-forcing-
taiwan-to-rethink-its-military-strategy. 

69 US–China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2020 Report, Chapter 4, 
Taiwan, 467–468, https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-
report-congress. William Murray has offered one of the best summaries of 
what such an asymmetric strategy would look like. Key elements of his 
proposed strategy including hardening and enhanced resilience for 
command and control and military facilities; a stronger and more redundant 
national power and communications infrastructure; a more professional 
volunteer force equipped with the most modern anti-invasion weapons; 
large numbers of decoys; use of smaller and more concealable systems, such 
as man-portable and small, truck-mounted anti-aircraft systems and anti-
ship missiles; and stockpiles of critical materials to withstand a blockade for 
weeks or months. Such an approach, he argued, “would shift the 
responsibility for Taiwan’s defence to Taiwan, rendering US intervention in a 
cross-strait battle a last resort instead of the first response.” Murray, 
“Revisiting Taiwan’s Defence Strategy”, 13, 30–31. 

70 Michael Hunzeker and Alexander Lanoszka, “Taiwan Wants More Missiles. 
That’s Not a Bad Thing”, Defense One, 24 March 2021, 
https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2021/03/taiwan-wants-more-missiles-
s-not-bad-thing/172887/. 

71 Ibid.  

72 Jack Detsch, “The US Army Goes to School on Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict”, 
Foreign Policy, 30 March 2021, https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/30/army-
pentagon-nagorno-karabakh-drones/. 

73 See for example Antoine Bondaz and Bruno Tertrais, “Europe Can Play a Role in 
a Conflict Over Taiwan. Will It?”, World Politics Review, 23 March 2021, 
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/29515/europe-can-help-
prevent-a-taiwan-war; David Hutt, “The EU is Unprepared for a Taiwan 
Crisis”, Internationale Politik, 26 March 2021, Issue 2, Spring 2021 (April), 
https://ip-quarterly.com/en/eu-unprepared-taiwan-crisis; and Pierre 
Morcos, “How Franco-Australian Security Cooperation Can Help Stabilize the 
Indo-Pacific”, War on the Rocks, 5 April 5 2021, 
https://warontherocks.com/2021/04/how-franco-australian-cooperation-
can-help-stabilize-the-indo-pacific/. 

 

http://csps.gmu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/A-Question-of-Time.pdf
https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2020/08/defense-reforms-taiwan-needs/167558/
https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2020/08/defense-reforms-taiwan-needs/167558/
https://www.economist.com/asia/2019/01/26/chinas-might-is-forcing-taiwan-to-rethink-its-military-strategy
https://www.economist.com/asia/2019/01/26/chinas-might-is-forcing-taiwan-to-rethink-its-military-strategy
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2020-annual-report-congress
https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2021/03/taiwan-wants-more-missiles-s-not-bad-thing/172887/
https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2021/03/taiwan-wants-more-missiles-s-not-bad-thing/172887/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/30/army-pentagon-nagorno-karabakh-drones/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/30/army-pentagon-nagorno-karabakh-drones/
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/29515/europe-can-help-prevent-a-taiwan-war
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/29515/europe-can-help-prevent-a-taiwan-war
https://ip-quarterly.com/en/eu-unprepared-taiwan-crisis
https://warontherocks.com/2021/04/how-franco-australian-cooperation-can-help-stabilize-the-indo-pacific/
https://warontherocks.com/2021/04/how-franco-australian-cooperation-can-help-stabilize-the-indo-pacific/


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

ANALYSIS 39 
 

 

74 Ian Easton, The Chinese Invasion Threat: Taiwan’s Defense and American 
Strategy in Asia (Manchester: Eastbridge Books, 2017), 80–96. 

75 Thomas G Mahnken, Travis Sharp, and Grace B Kim, “Deterrence by Detection: 
A Key Role for Unmanned Systems in Great Power Competition” Center for 
Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 14 April 2020, 
https://csbaonline.org/research/publications/deterrence-by-detection-a-
key-role-for-unmanned-aircraft-systems-in-great-power-competition. 

76 Bellingcat is a British investigative journalism website that specialises in fact-
checking and open-source intelligence, see www.bellingcat.com. 

77 Patrick Porter, The Global Village Myth: Distance, War and the Limits of War 
(Washington DC: Georgetown University Press, 2015), 176. 

78 Easton, The Chinese Invasion Threat, 82–83; and David A Shlapak, David T 
Orletsky, and Barry A Wilson, Dire Strait? Military Aspects of the China-
Taiwan Confrontation and Options for US Policy (Arlington, VA: The RAND 
Corporation, 2000), 50, 
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monograph_reports/2007/
MR1217.pdf. 

79 Blackwill and Zelikow, “The United States, China, and Taiwan”, 44. 

80 Some open-source reports suggest that Taipei has been preparing to do just 
this; Easton, The Chinese Invasion Threat, 23. 

81 A ‘zero-day exploit’ is a cyberattack that occurs on the same day a weakness is 
discovered in software, before a ‘fix’ becomes available. 

82 One recent example is described in Shannon Tiezzi, “Lithuania’s Outreach to 
Taiwan is Another Blow to China’s Europe Diplomacy”, The Diplomat, 4 
March 4, https://thediplomat.com/2021/03/lithuanias-outreach-to-taiwan-
is-another-blow-to-chinas-europe-diplomacy/. For an assessment of the 
potential for expanded US trade ties see Evan A Feigenbaum and Barbara 
Weisel, “Deepening the US–Taiwan Economic Partnership”, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, 4 March 
2021,https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/03/04/deepening-u.s.-taiwan-
economic-partnership-pub-83978. Some European politicians are also 
advocating for stronger trade ties; Finbarr Bermingham, “Europe’s Biggest 
Party Set to Take Tougher Line on China, Push Taiwan Investment Deal”, 
South China Morning Post, 10 March 2021, 
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3124748/europes-
biggest-party-set-take-tougher-line-china-push-taiwan. 

83 Former US intelligence officer John Culver has argued that “There are an array 
of steps the United States can take with regard to Taiwan on trade, 
multinational democratic forums, health policy, and even security affairs 
that neither stretch Washington’s standard invocation of the Three 
Communiques, the Taiwan Relations Act, and other assurances nor risk 
abandonment.” See John Culver and Ryan Hass, “Understanding Beijing’s 
Motives Regarding Taiwan, and America’s Role”, 
https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-record/understanding-beijings-motives-
regarding-taiwan-and-americas-role/. 

84 Mark Cozad concludes that China may be confident of its ability to intimidate 
others to prevent non-military punishment, and that “it is highly unlikely 

 

https://csbaonline.org/research/publications/deterrence-by-detection-a-key-role-for-unmanned-aircraft-systems-in-great-power-competition
https://csbaonline.org/research/publications/deterrence-by-detection-a-key-role-for-unmanned-aircraft-systems-in-great-power-competition
http://www.bellingcat.com/
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monograph_reports/2007/MR1217.pdf
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monograph_reports/2007/MR1217.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2021/03/lithuanias-outreach-to-taiwan-is-another-blow-to-chinas-europe-diplomacy/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/03/lithuanias-outreach-to-taiwan-is-another-blow-to-chinas-europe-diplomacy/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/03/04/deepening-u.s.-taiwan-economic-partnership-pub-83978
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/03/04/deepening-u.s.-taiwan-economic-partnership-pub-83978
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3124748/europes-biggest-party-set-take-tougher-line-china-push-taiwan
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3124748/europes-biggest-party-set-take-tougher-line-china-push-taiwan
https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-record/understanding-beijings-motives-regarding-taiwan-and-americas-role/
https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-record/understanding-beijings-motives-regarding-taiwan-and-americas-role/


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 
 

40 ANALYSIS 
 

 

that fear of international blowback would deter China from taking action.” 
Cozad, “Factors Shaping China’s Use of Force Calculations Against Taiwan”, 
Testimony presented before the US–China Economic and Security Review 
Commission on 18 February 2021, 10, 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/testimonies/CTA1195-1.html. 

85 Stacie E Goddard, When Right Makes Might: Rising Powers and World Order 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2018); Manjari Chatterjee Miller, Why 
Nations Rise: Narratives and the Path to Great Power (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2021). 

86 Blackwill and Zelikow, “The United States, China, and Taiwan”, 47, 
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-
and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf. 

87 Bondaz and Tertrais, “Europe Can Play a Role in a Conflict Over Taiwan”, 
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/29515/europe-can-help-
prevent-a-taiwan-war. 

88 Paul Heer, “The Inconvenient Truth about Taiwan’s Place in the World”, The 
National Interest, 27 September 2020, 
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/inconvenient-truth-about-
taiwan%E2%80%99s-place-world-169659?page=0%2C1. 

89 A ‘Hobson’s choice’ is a scenario in which only one option is actually available. 

90 Later, in a January 1954 National Security Council (NSC) meeting, he told his 
senior staff that “There was just no sense in even talking” about US forces 
taking the place of French troops, as the NSC meeting minutes record. “If we 
did so, the Vietnamese could be expected to transfer their hatred of the 
French to us. I can not tell you, said the President with vehemence, how 
bitterly opposed I am to such a course of action. This war in Indochina would 
absorb our troops by divisions!” Dwight D Eisenhower, The Eisenhower 
Diaries, ed. Robert H Ferrell (New York: W W Norton, 1981), 190. 

91 University of Virginia, Miller Center, Presidential Recordings Digital Edition, 
“Lyndon Johnson and Mike Mansfield on 8 June 1965”, 
https://prde.upress.virginia.edu/conversations/4002498. 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/testimonies/CTA1195-1.html
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/the-united-states-china-and-taiwan-a-strategy-to-prevent-war.pdf
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/29515/europe-can-help-prevent-a-taiwan-war
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/29515/europe-can-help-prevent-a-taiwan-war
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/inconvenient-truth-about-taiwan%E2%80%99s-place-world-169659?page=0%2C1
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/inconvenient-truth-about-taiwan%E2%80%99s-place-world-169659?page=0%2C1
https://prde.upress.virginia.edu/conversations/4002498


COUNTERING CHINA’S ADVENTURISM OVER TAIWAN: A THIRD WAY 

ANALYSIS 

ABOUT THE AUTHORS 

 

 Patrick Porter is Professor of International Security and Strategy at the 
University of Birmingham. He is also Senior Associate Fellow at the Royal 
United Services Institute, London. His research interests are great power 
politics, grand strategy, realism, the causes and consequences of major powers’ 
decline, the Iraq war of 2003, foreign and defence policy in the US and UK, and 
the intellectual life of major powers and their foreign policy establishments. He 
has written four books. Blunder: Britain's War in Iraq (Oxford University Press, 
2018), The False Promise of Liberal Order: Nostalgia, Delusion and the Rise of 
Trump (Polity, 2020), The Global Village Myth: Distance, War and the Limits of 
Power (Georgetown University Press, 2015) and Military Orientalism: Eastern 
War through Western Eyes (Columbia University Press, 2009). He has published 
lead articles in International Security and Security Studies, as well as in the 
Journal of Strategic Studies, International Affairs, the Washington Quarterly, 
Security Dialogue, Diplomacy and Statecraft, and War in History. He also writes 
opinion pieces in The National Interest, Politico, The Critic, The New Statesman, 
the Australian Financial Review, and The American Conservative. He has 
appeared as an expert witness before the parliamentary Defence Select 
Committee, the Foreign Affairs Select Committee, and the Joint Committee on 
the National Security Strategy. He is currently Senior Academic Advisor for 
RAND Europe’s Global Strategic Partnership with the UK Ministry of Defence 
(MOD)’s Development, Concepts and Doctrine Centre (DCDC). 
 

Michael J Mazarr is a senior political scientist at the RAND Corporation. 
Previously he worked at the US National War College, where he was Professor 
and Associate Dean of Academics; and has been President of the Henry L 
Stimson Center; Senior Fellow at the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies; Senior Defence Aide on Capitol Hill; and a Special Assistant to the 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. His primary interests are US defence policy 
and force structure, disinformation and information manipulation, East Asian 
security, nuclear weapons and deterrence, and judgment and decision-making 
under uncertainty. Mazarr holds a PhD in public policy from the University of 
Maryland. 

 

 

 

Patrick Porter 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Michael Mazarr 



 

 

 

31 Bligh Street 
Sydney NSW 2000 

Tel. +61 2 8238 9000 
Fax +61 2 8238 9005 

lowyinstitute.org 
@LowyInstitute 


	MAZARR PORTER PDF Cover
	About the authors

	MAZARR PORTER PDF Contents
	KEY POINTS
	EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
	INTRODUCTION
	Exaggerating Taiwan’s Strategic Significance
	Whetting Beijing’s Appetite
	The Unsinkable Aircraft Carrier
	The Folly of ‘All-In’
	The Alternative
	The Foundation: Strengthening Taiwan
	Options for US Support Short of Warfighting
	Extend Warning Time:
	Prepare Approaches to Deal with a Chinese Blockade of Taiwan:
	Develop Non-Combat Means of Supporting Taiwan’s Defence:
	Conduct Clandestine Attacks on Chinese Assets:
	Help Establish a Swift Multilateral Counterbalancing Presence in the Event of Invasion:


	Backing into a War for Lack of Options
	Notes


