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The Sino-American relationship has gone through tremendous swings in recent years, from the highs after the Clinton-Jiang summits to the lows after the accidental bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade, with many ups and downs in between. The Taiwan problem is today, as it has been historically, the most contentious issue in Sino-U.S. relations. And it often becomes the basis for the theory of inevitable Sino-American conflict. Management of differences about Taiwan has posed a serious challenge to both the Chinese and U.S. governments.

Different Views about the Taiwan Issue

· China 

Both Chinese leaders and the common populace on the mainland have an ingrained belief that Taiwan is an inseparable part of China. The Chinese people have a strong sense of national unity. They will not forget the humiliating modern history when foreign invaders willfully divided Chinese territories like a cake. Reunification with Taiwan, therefore, reflects the Chinese national interest of maintaining territorial integrity. It accounts for Beijing’s firm position on the "one-China" policy and its insistence that reunification be regarded as an internal affair.

· The United States 

As a nation established by the Declaration of Independence and based on the western value of democracy, Americans are likely to view Beijing’s reunification with Taiwan not as a happy historical reunion, but as a practice that will harm Taiwan’s democratic development. Americans tend to think of their democracy in the spirit of Manifest Destiny, that "The spread of American democracy is the task of the American people, who were chosen to do the Lord’s work." That is, it is not something to be applied only to Americans, but to all humans. On that account, Washington will not feel improper by continuing to sell arms to Taiwan, which, it believes, is a way to exhibit U.S. defense of democracy that transcends national boundaries.

Cross-Strait Tension and U.S.-China Relations

The mainland-Taiwan relationship remains an immediate area of concern in U.S.-China relations. If the Taiwan issue is gravely mishandled, it could spark a string of unanticipated consequences, the worst of which would be a military confrontation between China and the United States.

In 1995, President Clinton’s abrupt decision to allow Lee Teng-hui’s visit to the United States – a first-of-a-kind trip for a Taiwan leader – suddenly strained relations between China and the United States. Correspondingly, cross-Strait dialogue was suspended. The successful Clinton-Jiang summit in 1997, however, injected new vitality into the Sino-American relationship. Cross-Strait relations improved significantly, paving the way for the resumption of dialogue.

In 1999, Lee Teng-hui’s "special state-to-state" announcement generated a new crisis in U.S.-China relations. After careful consideration, senior Chinese leaders decided not to take immediate military action against Taiwan and opted for diplomatic means to defuse the crisis – denunciating Lee’s statements via the media and, at the same time, looking to Washington to cooperate by putting Sino-U.S. relations back on a positive track.

In response, Washington acted quickly by reaffirming its strong commitment to a "one-China" policy and publicly announcing three pillars on which the U.S.-PRC-Taiwan triangular relationship is based: "one China, cross-Strait dialogue and peaceful resolution."

Let’s imagine the counter-factual situation: if China had launched an attack against the island, and if the United States had made a quick military response, warfare between the United States and China might have become inevitable, the result of which could well be hostility between the two countries for many, many decades.

In short, an increase in cross-Strait tension would have an immediate impact on Sino-U.S. relations and would make difficult, if not impossible, cooperation between the United States and China on many issues. Unless a modus vivendi is reached across the Taiwan Strait, accompanied by facilitation from the United States, cross-Strait tension is likely to provoke a Sino-American crisis at any possible time.

Suggestions for Both Governments to Consider

· China 

1. Peaceful Solution. Since, from the PRC’s viewpoint, reunification is an inevitable trend and a matter beyond dispute and bargaining, it is necessary for Chinese authorities to keep calm and react prudently to perceived expressions of independence sentiment on the island. 

If Beijing can manage its differences with Taipei peacefully, other nations will hold a more positive view toward reunification. If Beijing instead employs military force to propel its cross-Strait objectives, it will face increased misperceptions and wariness in the United States, Asian states and other countries. They are likely to assume a negative attitude toward China and take sides on Taiwan’s independence, a result the Chinese government definitely would not want to see.

In The Art of War, Master Sun claims, "Best of all is to make an army yield without a single battle." The Taiwan issue calls for the Chinese government to be resourceful, to win back Taiwan by adopting a more flexible and creative approach. After all, the Chinese people have suffered too much bloodshed over the past hundred years; the masses on both sides of the Taiwan Strait yearn for peace and stability.

2. No Public Deadline for Reunification. An attempt to set a public deadline on reunification is likely to backfire. The mental picture of a clock counting down to a deadline is likely to tighten up the cross-Strait atmosphere and allow U.S. troops time to mobilize and deploy forces to the area. This would be a great mistake and is not necessary. 

Given the complexities of the Taiwan issue, the PRC would be better off handling the reversion of Taiwan to Chinese sovereignty differently from that of Hong Kong and Macao. An ultimatum to Taiwan would only make the matter worse.



Nevertheless, Beijing can use an internal timetable, based on a series of steps toward the final goal of reunification. Such a timetable would sensitize people on Taiwan to the PRC’s concerns about reunification, but it wouldn’t force or hasten the pace of changing the status quo on both sides of the Strait. It would thus allow enough time for some kind of convergence, politically and socially, to occur before reunificiation would be regarded as attainable or acceptable in the eyes of the people on either side.

· The United States 

1. Comply with the Joint Communiqués. Washington should adhere to the "one-China" policy, as written in the 1972 Shanghai Communiqué, that "there is but one China and that Taiwan is a part of China. The United States government does not challenge that position." The U.S. carrier deployment, a sign of an explicit security guarantee, provided a false sense for the people on Taiwan that the United States would back them no matter what and, therefore, boosted pro-independence sentiment on the island. It is essential for the United States not to merely speak about a "one-China" policy but, in action, to uphold the credibility of its commitment to this policy. This will prevent a misperception on the part of Taiwan authorities, that they’re encouraged to attempt "one China, one Taiwan" or even "Taiwan independence." It is advisable that Washington expand its bottom line to include "one China," not just peaceful resolution. 

In addition, the U.S. government should abide by the 1982 communiqué by exercising restraint in arms sales to Taiwan. Whether its commitment to Taiwan is motivated by a shared history, common democratic values or economic gains, Washington also should take into full consideration the grave consequences of a heavy military buildup in the Taiwan Strait.

2. Promote Cross-Strait Dialogue. The U.S. government could serve as a catalyst in facilitating cross-Strait discussions and helping both sides clarify issues and search for better solutions. At the same time, Washington should note that it cannot settle the deeply grounded differences of political viewpoints and divergent interpretations of history, which lie at the core of cross-Strait tension. 

Instead of introducing new controversy by trying to propose a formula to solve the Taiwan problem, Washington could play a helpful role by enunciating to both Beijing and Taipei the benefits of exercising caution and restraint. Washington also can keep both sides from taking rash unilateral action (deadlines for reunification in Beijing’s case, a declaration of independence in Taipei’s case) to terminate a 50-year estrangement.

Both United States and China – Unofficial Track II Dialogue

Official dialogue between Taipei and Beijing often comes to a halt due to divergence on certain issues, especially the disagreement over the term "one China." The absence of political discussions could bring about dangerous actions and trends based on misunderstandings and misperceptions on both sides of the Strait and make Sino-American relations much more precarious. Under such circumstances, an unofficial "Track II" dialogue should be considered as a valuable supplement to the official one. Such dialogue incorporates the "one China" principle without insisting on Taiwan’s explicit avowal as a precondition for talks.

The unofficial dialogue can be conducted on a regular basis with the participation of well-informed Chinese and American experts in the field. During the discussions, the participants from mainland China, Taiwan and America can engage in a frank exchange of views on issues of concern, identify points of potential convergence and divergence in Sino-American relations and thus promote better understanding of each other’s perceptions, interests, objectives and policies.

Conclusion

On the whole, several things are required for the improvement of Sino-American relations regarding the Taiwan issue. First is a better understanding of the intricacy and importance of the Taiwan problem, giving fullest consideration to the divergent views on Taiwan in both countries. Second is a mutual commitment to manage differences about the Taiwan issue and improve bilateral ties. Third is to have realistic expectations, demands and policies concerning the solution to the Taiwan problem.

Big nations like the United States and China are still the primary loci of decisions about war and peace. It is therefore necessary for both governments to reconcile differences and enhance cooperation in an effort to preserve world peace and stability.
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