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From Conflicts to Peace
By Cheng Sijin
The United States and China share a long history of repeated conflicts and tension during the first half of the Cold War, a full-blown rival relationship subject to frequent challenges. This tumultuous past may help preserve peace and stability between the two states in the future, however, if both sides can learn from one another’s established patterns of behavior and dispel dangerous myths that may contribute to confrontations over issues such as Taiwan. 
Although Europe was the initial stage of contention between the United States and the Soviet Union in the burgeoning Cold War, the first shot was fired on the Korean Peninsula. The war soon took on enormous significance when U.S. intervention and the rapid advance of United Nations forces brought China into the war, after repeated threats aimed at deterring the United States failed to stop it from crossing the 38th parallel. China’s entry shocked Washington policymakers, who discounted the possibility of Chinese intervention, citing the weakness of the regime, and relied on its own reassurances as a means of deterrence. The ensuing war forced both sides to reevaluate their perceptions of each other’s propensity for war and led to an entrenched U.S. containment policy. 
In this context, it is remarkable that the two states, though subsequently driven to the brink of direct military confrontation on several occasions, somehow managed to avoid it. In the two Taiwan Straits crises in the 1950s, Chinese shelling of offshore islands did not result in war between the United States and China despite the mutual defense treaty between the United States and the Republic of China. When the United States increased its presence in South Vietnam in the early 1960s, it became Beijing’s imperative to deter the United States from enlarging the conflict into North Vietnam and possibly China. By sending military advisors and engineer corps to North Vietnam, Beijing demonstrated its resolve and successfully prevented the enlargement of the war. Both parties drew heavily on the lessons learned from Chinese intervention in the Korean War; the United States tried to limit the scope of its operation in Vietnam, while China learned new ways to strengthen the credibility of its threats. 
Sino-American conflicts have largely fallen into deterrence scenarios. Deterrence, the attempt to dissuade an enemy from undertaking an undesirable action by threatening the use of force in retaliation, has been studied mostly as a one-shot interaction, with the primary focus on the values both sides place on the immediate issue. Yet both parties in a crisis look beyond immediate interests when pondering their policies: not only may both consider the shadow that their actions cast in the future, they are also influenced and restrained by the legacies of the past. Thus deterrence cases must be studied over time because deterrence is established through engagement in the long run. Elli Lieberman argues that "a defender cannot establish the requirements of deterrence, a credible threat based on a demonstrated capability and will, in any single deterrence episode"1  and asserts that "requirements for deterrence stability can only be created through war."2  Only by defeating the opponent repeatedly and unequivocally can a reputation for resolve be established and deterrence achieved. It seems that the Korean War, through its protracted violence, successfully convinced both China and the United States that a decisive victory by either party was unlikely and the cost exorbitant, which explains China’s more restrained support for the North Korean government after the war and American caution from provoking Beijing in the Vietnam War. 
Do such lessons from the past still carry any weight in the dramatically different political landscape today? Some argue that China and the United States should leave the painful history behind and focus on more immediate issues. Negligence of the past, however, may revitalize dangerous misperceptions that have previously led to bloodshed. Admittedly, the rapprochement of the two states and the peaceful resolution of the Cold War have transformed the relationship between the two former adversaries and their interests. China’s status as a major power in East Asia is recognized by the United States and compatible with the latter’s extensive global interests. No longer are the two countries poised in a competition over fundamental concerns, ready to resort to the use of force as sometimes the only feasible solution to disputes. Yet there remain areas of disagreement, even contention. 
Taiwan is, and will remain, the most likely reason for direct military confrontation between China and the United States. Although both sides have agreed since 1972 that there is only one China and that Taiwan is part of China, the United States could benefit enormously if Taiwan remains an independent entity outside the PRC’s jurisdiction. It links the future of Taiwan with U.S. security interests in Asia and retains the choice of resisting any use of force or coercion on the part of Beijing, as stipulated in the legally binding Taiwan Relations Act. On the other hand, China has both political and emotional reasons to insist on the unification of Taiwan and refuses to forgo violence as a last resort. Although China does not possess the military might to take over Taiwan with confidence, which is a powerful deterrent, the disparity of interests over Taiwan is still a cause for serious concern. 
China, Taiwan, and the United States are locked into a complicated mutual deterrence, maintained by a delicate balance between warnings by Beijing and ambiguity by Washington. Taiwan, on the other hand, is exerting greater influence in shaping the dynamics of this mutual deterrence relationship as it evolves from an authoritarian regime exiled from the mainland to an indigenous democracy, with an increasingly assertive drive for recognition. 
The 25 years of tumultuous history between the two countries could strengthen the deterrence relationship by providing invaluable lessons to policymakers on both sides. In recent years, scholars and key analysts in the Chinese military have emphasized U.S. aversion to casualties during military clashes. They point to its overwhelming reliance on air campaigns in post-Cold War conflicts and its hasty withdrawal from Somalia after the loss of a dozen peacekeepers as evidence that the United States would base its intervention decisions on the possibility of incurring casualties. As a result, some have spoken confidently that were the United States to intervene over Taiwan, China could force a quick end to its involvement by targeting specifically United States personnel. Such a perception of an easily discouraged United States could weaken the deterrent effects of a strong American military presence in East Asia and its undisputed prowess. 
However, a careful reading of U.S. military policies during the Cold War questions such an exaggerated picture of American sensitivity to body count. Despite the loss of tens of thousands of troops in the first year after confronting Chinese forces in Korea, U.S. forces stayed for two more years without gaining much territory. In Vietnam, mounting domestic opposition, the highest casualty figure in post-World War II U.S. military history, and a change in administration did not bring forth immediate withdrawal. The United States might be reluctant to initiate a war when casualties are likely to be high, but when convinced that its national interests are threatened, it is just as likely to tolerate the human costs of war. History does not support the perception of an indecisive administration ready to pull back at the first cry of domestic protest. 
The United States should also learn from Chinese use of force that verbal promises are too weak to alleviate Chinese concern with its security. Despite U.S. reassurances to the contrary, China considered the rapidly advancing United Nations troops a real menace to the short-term and long-term security of the state and chose to intervene on behalf of North Korea. The Chinese government was also prone to associating domestic instability with foreign intervention, making it dangerous to assume that as long as China is clearly the weaker party of the conflict, it would shun open confrontation. Washington should understand that the Chinese government has both strategic and political reasons to prevent Taiwan from declaring independence; although it seems that Taiwan is already enjoying de facto independence, a legal confirmation, if unchallenged, would undermine the very legitimacy of the communist regime and carry hefty domestic political costs. 
The irony of this scenario, of course, is that the United States might fight with China over the latter’s attempts to reunify a piece of territory that both accept as part of China. Open conflicts can be avoided if both sides manage their relations with Taiwan carefully and maintain the strength of deterrence. The basis for Sino-American cooperation lies in their common interests in avoiding conflict. As long as both sides perceive each other’s security interests accurately and take the possibility of war seriously, deterrence can remain strong in the Taiwan Straits and peace may be achieved. 
A history rich in confrontations and fierce competition may be a strange place to look for source of cooperation. However, this past, if understood and applied judiciously, serves as the best guide to the future. If, as statesmen sometimes argue, some wars have to be fought now so that they do not have to be fought in the future, the least we can do today is to draw upon the lessons taught in blood and treasure peace when it is viable.
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