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TAIWAN’S ROLE IN EAST ASIAN SECURITY:
OVERLOOKED ACTOR IN A PIVOTAL POSITION

Taiwan is party to the same territorial disputes in the South China Sea and East China Sea
as China, and the claims of the two are practically equal. China considers Taiwan s in-
volvement as support for its own claims, as well as a symbol of Taiwan s adherence to the
One China principle.

e recent switch in Taiwan s ruling party may lead to fundamental changes in Taiwan s
position. Taiwan could be downplaying the historical claims, and focus on factual juris-
diction. If the Democratic Progressive Party remains in power after 2020, it is possible
that Taiwan will discard some or all of its claims in the South China Sea.

ese changes are part of the process of normalizing Taiwan as a state actor by cutting
the historical ties to China. isis not regarded in positive terms by China, but by pro-
ceeding in gradual steps Taiwan may avoid hostile reactions.

Showing support for this process is the most tenable way for the international com-
munity to promote peace and stability in the region. Further sidelining Taiwan would
amount to giving China a free hand and increase the risk of a military con ict.
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TAIWAN’S ROLE IN EAST ASIAN SECURITY:
OVERLOOKED ACTOR IN A PIVOTAL POSITION

INTRODUCTION

Taiwan’s position in East Asian security is highly com-
plex. Its statehood is not recognized by any state in
East Asia, and therefore it is sidelined in all regional
security institutions. At the same time, China insists
on maintaining the military option for reunification,
and there is strong and explicit US interest in Taiwan’s
security. e recent expansion of the US-Japanese se-
curity alliance to “surrounding areas” makes Taiwan
one of the potential hotspots for great-power conflicts.
Taiwan’s military importance has increased since 2013
when the Chinese Navy started using the Bashi Chan-
nel, south of Taiwan and north of the Philippines, as its
main access route to the Pacific. It previously used the
Miyako Strait, north of Taiwan and south of Okinawa,
where the USA has greater presence. Furthermore,
Taiwan maintains the same territorial demands in both
the East China Sea and South China Sea as China, but
this seldom gets so much as a mention when discussing
the disputes in those regions.

This paper discusses the current state of affairs
regarding Taiwan’s role in East Asian security poli-
tics, especially with regard to the territorial disputes
in the South China Sea and East China Sea. In recent
years, di erences with regard to the justification for
the claims have also emerged, with Taiwan indicating
potential willingness to adhere to the United Nations
Law of the Seas (UNCLOS) principles at the expense
of traditional claims mostly based on historical rights.
In addition, the change in the ruling party in Taiwan,
which last occurred in 2016, may be leading to funda-
mental changes in Taiwan’s position. e Kuomintang
(KMT) governments, which ruled Taiwan until 2000,
and again in 2008—2016, have protected the symbols of
“One China”, including the territorial claims, whereas
the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) has its roots
in the Taiwanese democratization and independence
movement and views the territorial claims primarily
as a burden.

In this paper, “Taiwan” is used as a generic name
referring to the territories which are currently under
the actual control of the Republic of China on Taiwan,
as well as its government. Where needed for clarity,
the term “Republic of China” (ROC) is used, instead of
Taiwan. ischoice of nomenclature does not point to

taking sides in the so-called Taiwan Issue, referring to
the division of China into two polities since 1949, but
nor does it deny the factual existence of two Chinese
governments. Correspondingly, “China” is used to re-
fer both to the territories under the actual control of
the People’s Republic of China (PRC), as well as its gov-
ernment, and a larger historical-geographical-cultural
entity which may or may not include Taiwan, depend-
ing on the interpretation.

THE ALL-IMPORTANT BACKGROUND FACTOR:
THE TAIWAN ISSUE

e Taiwan Issue cannot be disregarded when look-
ing at Taiwan’s role in East Asian security. e PRC’s
policy is embedded in the One China principle, which
means that Taiwan is to be considered an inalienable
part of China and that reunification is the only accept-
able outcome of the Taiwan Issue. Since 1979, China
has maintained that the goal is peaceful reunification
under the “one country, two systems” model. Howev-
er, the military option is explicitly maintained as a last
resort. erefore, a military conflict between Taiwan
and China is a real possibility. Such a conflict could
also involve the USA. While the Mutual Defence Treaty
between the USA and Taiwan was abrogated in 1979
when the USA recognized the PRC instead of the ROC,
the USA is required to help Taiwan to maintainasu -
cient self-defence capability, according to the Taiwan
Relations Act. The Act also states that any efforts to
determine the status of Taiwan by other than peaceful
means endangers US interests.

China requires other countries that have diplomat-
ic relations with it to abide by the One China policy.
What this means is that any country that recognizes
the PRC must break o cial relations with the ROC. As
aresult, Taiwan as the Republic of China is recognized
by only 20 states, most of which are in Latin America.
From the US viewpoint, the One China policy does not
mean that the USA explicitly recognizes Taiwan as a
part of China. On the contrary, the USA has stressed
on various occasions that the future of Taiwan should
be decided by the Taiwanese people. e EU similarly
recognizes the government of the PRC as the sole legal
government of China. At the same time, it insists that
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Map 1. e territory of the Republic of China on Taiwan

(excl. Taiping Island and Zhongzhou Reef)

any arrangement between the two sides of the Taiwan
Strait can only be achieved on a mutually acceptable
basis, “with reference also to the wishes of the Tai-
wanese population”.1

While the military option is the last resort, it is not
that remote. If Taiwan does anything to endanger the
One China principle from the Chinese perspective,
China might feel compelled to act. e reunification is
unquestionably a part of the realization of the Chinese
Dream, or the “great rejuvenation of the Chinese na-
tion”, and while that goal has been set for 2049, which
is still three decades away, the fact is that a military
solution is the only option available for resolving the
Taiwan Issue in the short term. Some voices in China
are calling for action sooner rather than later, through
fear of the possibly growing US presence in East Asia
in the future, and because of the concern that the Tai-
wanese identity is seemingly becoming more and more
anti-Chinese.

1 European Union External Action Service: “Taiwan and the EU”, 17 May 2016.
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/taiwan_en/2000/Taiwan%20and%20
the%?20EU, accessed 9 February 2018.

THE DEFINITION OF TAIWAN AND ITS TERRITORY

e Taiwan Issue manifests itself even with regard to
the definition of the territory of the current polity of
Taiwan. This in turn has major implications for the
territorial disputes in the East and South China Seas.
In addition to the Taiwanese main island, the ROC is
in factual control of Penghu, Jinmen and Mazu in the
Taiwan Strait, and Dongsha, Taiping and Zhongzhou in
the South China Sea (see Map 1). e views in the de-
bate range from claiming all of Mainland China, which
is the position enshrined in the ROC Constitution, to
regarding only the Taiwanese main island and Penghu
as parts of the territory, which is a view supported by
many independence activists. e ROC Constitution
also makes reference to Mongolia, but its independence
was recognized de facto in 2002. Moreover, the claims
of sovereignty over the Mainland were relinquished
even earlier in practice.

e ROC also has a peculiar relationship with the
Ryukyu (Liugiu in Chinese) Islands, and maintains
representation in Naha, Okinawa, as if the Ryukyu Is-
lands were an independent state. e “Sino-Ryukyu-
an Cultural and Economic Association, Ryukyu O ce”
falls directly under the ROC Foreign Ministry and not
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the Representative O ce in Tokyo. isisaremnant
of the historical fact that the Kingdom of Ryukyu was
a tributary state of China until being annexed by Ja-
panin 1879. e DPP has been critical of government
funding for the Sino-Ryukyuan Cultural and Economic
Association.?

e curious arrangement is also related to the dis-
pute over the Senkaku Islands (known as Diaoyutai in
Taiwan). e islands are located between Taiwan and
the former Kingdom of Ryukyu, and it can be argued
that, historically, they were under the jurisdiction of
oneor the other. isargument can be used to counter
Japan’s claim over the Senkaku Islands, especially if
one questions Japan’s right over the Ryukyu Islands at
the same time.

With regard to the independence movement’s poli-
cies, the basis is the understanding that “Taiwan” only
consists of those territories which the Qing Empire
ceded to Japan in the Treaty of Shimonoseki (1895),
namely the main island and Penghu. e same areas are
also mentioned in the Treaty of San Francisco (1951) in
which Japan renounced its sovereignty over Taiwan.

is means that all the other areas currently controlled
by the ROC, namely Jinmen, Mazu, Dongsha, Taiping
and Zhongzhou, are not considered part of Taiwan by
the independence advocates. In addition, they do not
consider the territorial claims in the South China Sea
and the East China Sea to be a concern of a future in-
dependent Taiwan.

e DPP shares the same roots as the independence
movement, but in 2001 o cially distanced itself from
the more radical views and declared that Taiwan does
not need to seek independence, since the Republic of
China on Taiwan is already an independent country.3 It
thus considers the territory of Taiwan the same as that
under the ROC’s factual control. However, voices from
the KMT are questioning President Tsai Ing-wen’s
commitment to the territorial status quo, expressing
fears that she might join the independence activists.

ese voices should probably be regarded as political
smear campaigning, at least in regard to Jinmen and
Mazu.

e island groups of Jinmen and Mazu are located
just within 10 nautical miles from the coast of Fuji-
an, 100 nautical miles from Taiwan. ey are the most
concrete reminder that there is just one China with
no border line clearly separating Taiwan from the

2 “Zhong-Liu Wen-Jing Xiehui 1 nian jin 200 wan buzhu re yi, liwei ti’an quan
shan.” Liberty Times Net, 29 Nov. 2017. http://news.|tn.com.tw/news/politics/
breakingnews/2267832, accessed 12 February 2018.

3 Mattlin; Mikael. 2011. Politicized Society. e Long Shadow of Taiwan s
One-Party Legacy. NIAS Press, Copenhagen: 155.

Mainland. The Communist forces didn’t try to con-
quer them and nor did the KMT forces surrender them.
What is more, the Mutual Defence Treaty between the
USA and the ROC did not cover them. Today, Jinmen
and Mazu have a combined population of 140,000.
It is therefore unthinkable that a future independ-
ent Taiwan could leave the people on those islands to
their own devices. Evacuating the islands would be an
equally unrealistic option.

THE SOUTH CHINA SEA AND THE U-SHAPED LINE

Due to the historical legacies described above, Taiwan
is party to the territorial disputes in the South China
Sea and East China Sea. Chinese claims predate 1949,
and hence the governments of both the People’s Re-
public of China and the Republic of China maintain
them. e so-called U line, which shows the extent
of China’s territorial claims in the South China Sea —
a nine- or eleven-dash line drawn in the shape of a
cow’s tongue, almost touching the coastlines of the
other littoral states — dates from 1947, the era before
the PRC (see Map 2). Consequently, the U line is drawn
on maps in both China and Taiwan.

While the claims of China and Taiwan are practi-
cally identical, both occupy di erent land features in
the South China Sea. Taiwan is in control of the Dong-
sha (also known as the Pratas Islands), the largest land
feature of the Spratlys, namely Taiping (also known as
Itu Aba), as well as a smaller reef in its vicinity, Zhong-
zhou. e KMT actually maintains that the territorial
claims of the ROC are stronger than those of the PRC
historically, since the former has maintained control
over Taiping Island since 1946.

From the KMT’s point of view, upholding the ter-
ritorial claims in the South China Sea is an important
manifestation of the One China ideal. China regards
Taiwan’s withholding of the claims as serving its own
claims, and as a symbol of commitment to the One
China principle. From the US perspective, Taiwan’s
presence in the Dongsha and Taiping islands prevents
China from occupying them. e KMT has been main-
taining a careful balance between China and the USA,
trying to be neither too close to China nor provoke it.
It even considers the claims — or rather, the theoretical
threat of relinquishing the claims — as bargaining chips
towards China and the USA.
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Map 2: e South ChinaSea. e map by the Ministry of the Interior, Republic of China,
shows the original U-shaped line from 1947.

Source: Wikimedia Commons/Republic of China. Graph: FIIA.
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