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ABSTRACT
AMBIGUITY AND TRIANGLES: US POLICY AND ACTION DURING THE
REFERENDUM CRISIS OF 2003-4
Wm. David Frost
March 30, 2007
During the 2004 Presidential Election in the Republic of China, President Chen Shui-bian
proposed two referenda. These referenda dealt with relations with the People's Republic
of China. The People's Republic of China reacted very strongly against the referenda,
even before the full nature of the referenda was known, and tensions ran high between the
two states through the run-up to the election.
United States President George W. Bush also made statements against the
referenda, but did not take mueh action to exert pressure on the ROC. Instead the US
worked instead to maintain strong relations with both while maintaining the rhetoric of
working to relieve tension. In effect, the US talked deterrence while instead maintaining
the strategic triangle at work.
This work breaks down US reaction to the crisis through the two systems of
deterrence and strategic triangle theory, in order to better understand the priorities and
actions of the Bush administration. In doing so, it becomes evident that the ROC, while
not achieving everything its leadership hoped, came out best from the crisis, while the
PRC lost credibility. Moreover, while the credibility of the US commitment to peace
might have been strained, the US did not benefit or lose too much from the crisis. While

it may still be too early to be certain, it seems that the Bush administration's decision to
protect American relationships with both the PRC and ROC was the best approach open.
IV

TABLE OF CONTENTS
PAGE
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ....................................................... iii
ABSTRACT ........................................................................ .iv
CHAPTER
1.

INTRODUCTION ................................................ 1

II.

THEORY AND LITERATURE REVIEW ................... .4

III.

HISTORY OF THE TAIWAN STRAIT ISSUE ............. 14

IV.

POLICY AND ACTION ........................................ 21

V.

CONCLUSIONS .................................................. 45

ENDNOTES ......................................................................... 52
REFERENCES ...................................................................... 60
CURRICULUM VITAE ............................................................ 62

v

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Relations between the People's Republic of China (PRC) and the Republic of
China (ROC) have been tense ever since the end of the Chinese Civil War in 1949. Since
the end of the Cold War, the United States (US) has tried to maintain good relations with
both the PRC and the ROC despite the antagonism between them, and has often tried to
act to keep tensions between the two from turning into war. However, in recent years,
with its attention drawn largely away from East Asia to the Middle East, the ability of the
United States to affect outcomes in the region has eroded considerably.
On December 6, 2003, during the run-up to an election in the Republic of China
(or, more commonly, Taiwan), President Chen Shui-bian declared his wish to hold a
referendum that, if passed, would demand the People's Republic of China to point its
missiles in a different direction. He also wished to introduce a second referendum to
demand that China renounce the use of force in order to reunite the country. I The
Chinese Premier, Wen Jiabao, after meeting with US President George W. Bush, said that
he felt that the referendum was an attempt to split Taiwan from China, and would not be
tolerated. President Bush backed up Wen, claiming that President Chen should not do
anything that unilaterally changed the status quo.
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Thus began the worst crisis in the Taiwan Strait since 1996, when President
Clinton sent two carrier groups into the Strait. The Chinese rhetoric increased quite

significantly while Chen alternated between claiming the referendum as the ROC's right
and claiming that it was not as bad as the PRC made it out to be. The United States, on
the other hand, felt locked into a position that amounted to no position; it consistently
stated merely that it was opposed to any "unilateral change in the status quo." As the
situation progressed, small changes were made in rhetoric, but no conclusion was reached
and the ROC went through with the referenda. Through the whole crisis, the US, while
talking often, made few demands and committed few actions.
This was due to a decision in Washington that prioritized the relationships with
the PRC and the ROC, rather than reducing tensions. Rather than supporting the PRC, as
some suggested it did, the US was instead issuing the right words to avoid offending
either side, while simultaneously asking for calm. Due to the importance of both the
PRC and the ROC to US Asian policy and the irreconcilable conflict between the two,
Washington is stuck trying to preserve its version of the status quo despite efforts by
either Taiwan or China to change it. Moreover, while most previous administrations
were able to tack back and forth between the two, shifting support from one side to the
other to keep both sides happy and docile, this administration completely lacked either
the attention or the means to do so. The US instead tried, in the 2004 crisis, for "cheap
ambiguity." The US maintained ambiguous talk, but this was merely "cheap talk." The
US imposed no penalties and offered no inducements to either side.
Its actions thus comport more closely to what is expected from strategic triangles
theory than to deterrence theory. This is important for understanding how future crises
might play out during this same administration.

This can be seen more clearly by

examining the actions taken by the US, the PRC, and the ROC, and the interplay of those
actions, during the "referendum crisis" of 2004. This examination of the different moves
2

and strategies undertaken by the three players will show that, at the time of the crisis, the
United States was much more interested in preserving its relationships then in resolving
the crisis.
This thesis has been broken down into three chapters. The first chapter examines
the theories that are most often used to examine the Taiwan Strait crisis, deterrence and
strategic triangle theory, and the relative strengths and weaknesses of each, and explain
why both theories are needed together to study the crisis.

The second chapter will

examine the historical background of Taiwan and its unique status. The third chapter is
the analysis of the referendum and US policy, and how US policy followed the logic of
strategic triangles, rather than deterrence.

This includes an overview of US policy,

focusing on the communiques and the Taiwan Relations Act, as well as general
interpretations of the policies and interests of the PRC and ROC. All this is followed by
a swift conclusion and overview of the arguments involved.
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CHAPTER II
THEORY AND LITERATURE REVIEW

The Taiwan Straits problem is one of the most salient flash points in the world
today. Any discussion of the literature of the problem will be, by necessity, abbreviated.
However, an attempt to discuss the relevant theories and concepts is essential.

It must be understood that this analysis is, in a sense, exploratory.

The

referendum crisis, while occasionally mentioned in other analyses,3 has not been studied
in the depth it deserves. It is amazing that, three years later, there have been no scholarly
works focusing exclusively on the referendum crisis.
The two most employed theoretical models for examining the Taiwan Strait crisis
are deterrence theory and strategic triangle theory.

Both, for the purposes of this

analysis, have their strengths and weaknesses. Deterrence theory is strong in that it can
give insights into both how policy is formed and what policy should be, but it has several
difficulties in handling games with three autonomous actors. Strategic triangle theory, on
the other hand, is made for three-party games and helps to explain relationships among
them, but is not as useful for examining what policy should be. Therefore, both theories
must be used in conjunction to examine and analyze the referendum fully.
US policy towards the Taiwan Strait is most often viewed through the lens of
deterrence theory. Since American policy in the Taiwan Straits is to prevent either China
or Taiwan from doing anything that would lead to war, it would seem to follow naturally
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that deterrence theory would be able to give clear insights into how the US should behave
in order to get its maximal outcome. However, deterrence theory has so far not been able
to formulate a good response for the United States due to the complex nature of this
three-party game. To understand this, it is first necessary to understand what deterrence
is, and what it says about conflict, ambiguity, and three-party systems.
Deterrence theory came out of the great power conflicts of Europe, and was
developed further during the Cold War. In classical deterrence theory, most forms of
ambiguity weaken the deterrent. Thomas Schelling's work, The Strategy of Con/lict,4
lays out what is necessary in a deterrent. A deterrent must be believable and going
through with it must put the original aggressor in a worse position than the status quo.
He customarily used the word "threat" for any deterrent that caused both sides in the
deterrence a worse position (after the original aggression), in the hope that it would
convince the potential aggressor to stand down. This threat can be anything, and can take
almost any form, as long as both are worse off for going through with the threat. 5 In this
example, if the US threatens war with the PRC for attacking Taiwan, both the US and the
PRC will be worse off.
However, there is no reason for the PRC to believe that the US will act on such a
threat, if it will make the US worse off as well. For a deterrent to work, the deterring
party (in this case, the United States) needs to be in the position of being better off by
following through than by not following through. In the case of threatening military
attack or support, this is difficult to achieve.

Therefore, the deterring party sets up

penalties for failing to respond in the way threatened.

This can be done by issuing

statements and binding oneself to follow through or by putting down resources to
defend. 6 If the deterring party has nothing at stake in following through on its threat, then
5

once the other party has acted, it would be illogical to go through with the threat. To
ground this example, if the United States announces it might defend Taiwan, but might
not, then China will be more likely to attack, knowing that then the United States will
lose nothing for not following through on its threat.
There is a special case that Schelling makes, the "threat that leaves something to
chance." In this case, the deterring party puts forward what the chance is that it will
follow through on its threat. 7 In this case, the deciding mechanism still has to be outside
the hands of the deterring party. The point of leaving it to chance is to lessen the overall
expected cost of the deterrent. However, it must be left to real chance and the decision to
fulfill the threat must be wholly outside of the hands of the deterring party. 8 If the
decision is in the hands of the deterring party, then the same problem arises of there being
no incentives to fulfill the threat.
Schelling does offer one glimmer of hope to those who support the ambiguous
nature of the US response. This is because there is always a chance that, despite what
either side may wish, escalation may occur. Therefore, any move that raises the chance
of escalation can act as a deterrent. In this way, it is possible for the US to make an
effective deterrent by the level of its rhetoric or the level of its shows of support to
Taiwan, if it seems that the actual decision of going to war could happen despite the
potential negative payoffs for US policy makers. 9 The actions by President Clinton in
1996, when he sent US carrier groups into the strait, exemplify this from of threat.
Technically, the decision to start military conflict was still his own, the chance for
accidental or inadvertent escalation went up dramatically between the US and the PRC,
forcing the PRC to lower its bellicosity. Also, this is an example of how, while still being
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ambiguous about future actions, past Presidents have been able to use actions as well as
words to prove their commitments.
However, Schelling's work suffers from the obvious flaw of only being applicable
to two-party games. In the entire book, there is no discussion of three party games.
While the system could be broken down into three two-party games (US-PRC, US-ROC,
PRC-ROC), it would ignore the strong interest each party has in what the other two
parties do. An example of the problems in a three-game model (as opposed to a onegame three-party model) is the PRC's opposition to ROC weapons purchases from the
United States. Splitting up the system into three two-party games would obscure that,
and so a three-party deterrence theory is needed.
A subsection of deterrence theory has been created to discuss three-party games
like this. Extended deterrence is the concept of deterring one country from attacking an
ally, in contrast to traditional deterrence which is only to protect one's own country. In
extended deterrence, there are two bigger powers and one lesser power, and the smaller
state is aligned with one of the bigger powers. The smaller state is the Protege, its ally is
the Defender, and the other power is the Challenger. The game theoretical models then
try to examine how to keep the Challenger from attacking (or, in some cases, even
making demands on) the Protege. Many scholars have viewed the US-PRC-ROC triangle
merely as an example of extended deterrence, with the US as Defender, the ROC as
Protege, and the PRC as Challenger.

These scholars have then gone on to make

recommendations based on this. 10
However, much of this scholarship ignores the ability of the ROC to be an actor in
its own right. The focus of much of the extended deterrence literature is purely on how
the US and the PRC should communicate and what kinds of threats that the US can make
7

to deter the PRC. II Trying to prevent the ROC from provocation is mostly ignored in this
literature, and it is assumed by some that any deterrent threat that takes into account the
actions of the ROC is inherently not credible. 12 Since the main point of contention in the
referendum crisis was a deliberately provocative move on the part of the ROC President,
any theory that ignores the actions of the Protege is inherently limited in discussing this
particular crisis.
This is not to say that no research has been done into the importance of the
Protege in extended deterrence.

Zagare and Kilgour developed the "Tripartite Crisis

Game" to explore the different options available to the three parties in extended
deterrence once a crisis has been initiated, depending on the different natures of the
participants. 13 The Tripartite Game actually has as a condition that the Protege is
completely capable of acting on its own, and the actions and motivations of the Protege
are inherently necessary for understanding the overall course of the game. This makes it
superior to most forms of "extended deterrence".
Even Zagare and Kilgour's analysis offers little help in unraveling the Taiwan
Strait, however. One of their key assumptions for analysis is that the Protege puts the
status quo above all other possible resolutions. Their reasoning is that no Protege would
want to provoke any kind of conflict that would put them in debt to the Defender or could
lead to (possibly disastrous) cont1ict with the Challenger. 14 This implies that the Protege
could not fight back effectively against the Challenger without the aid of the Defender. It
is a matter of debate whether the ROC would even need US help to fight off an invasion
by the PRC. IS It seems that the ROC leadership has a definite preference for changing
the status quo, since they made provocative statements. It is admittedly difficult to induct
preferences based on policies and actions, and it is possible that the ROC actions were
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instead to preserve the status quo. However, in the absence of similar probing from the
PRC, this seems unlikely.
Some other scholars have instead attempted to create a theory of "dualdeterrence." Dual-deterrence is an attempt to keep both sides from acting against the
other. 16 Using the language of dual-deterrence eliminates the extended-deterrence and
Tripartite-Crisis Game problem of ignoring the actions and motivations of the ROC.
However, the dual-deterrence literature is still quite small and contradictory. Those in
favor of "strategic ambiguity" cite dual-deterrence as the only possible way for the US to
navigate the zero-sum wishes of both the PRC and the ROC, 17 while many of those
opposed to strategic ambiguity say that dual-deterrence is too delicate to be maintained
over the long term, and that a long term solution is needed. IS Extensive work needs to be
done on expanding this into a fully rigorous theoretical model. Until that time, however,
the theory is of limited utility.
Also, in a technical sense, despite the prevalence ofthe term in describing the USROC relationship, the US is not engaged in deterrence with the ROC.

Every threat

directed at the ROC is not a threat to attack or damage the ROC, but instead to merely
remove support from the ROC in the case of a PRC attack. This threat is strong enough
that many other scholars have considered it to be a form of deterrence, 19 especially in that
US support is often considered to be essential to the survival of the ROC state. In the
classic sense, however, it is not a threat to engage in military action against the ROC,
which is essential for defining deterrence. Schelling wrote that deterrence is concerned
with influencing the decisions of others by influencing their expectations of future
behavior. 2o In this sense, the US threat to not fight a PRC attack on the ROC would be
aimed at deterrence in the broader sense, and follows the same logic.
9

Despite some of these problems, deterrence theory cannot be completely thrown
away, because it is the essence of what the US is trying to accomplish. As the US seeks
to keep both the PRC and the ROC from fighting in the Taiwan Straits, its policy is to
combine threats and promises.

Therefore, in order to understand US policy and its

usefulness, deterrence is essential.

The insights offered by deterrence theory, while

incomplete, must still guide policy makers as they struggle to keep these two adversaries
from the brink, and remains the only theory that gives recommendations on such a course
of action.

Therefore, while keeping in mind its limitations, deterrence in all of its

permutations must be considered in analyzing US policy.
Because it is incomplete, another theoretical component should also be added.
The concept of "strategic triangles" is much more useful for examining the state of affairs
and the relationships in the Taiwan Strait. The theory of strategic triangles, rather than
looking strictly at how to prevent a Challenger from attacking a Protege, instead looks at
alignment patterns and shifts in diplomacy among three states. While this is less rigorous
than the strict game analysis of most deterrence theory, it allows for all three actors to try
changing the status quo. It also is able to look beyond an immediate crisis and make
predictions about the long-term viability of a particular partnership and how a situation
like Taiwan might change on a structural level.
A strategic triangle requires that each of the actors recognize the importance and
autonomy of the others. 2l By these criteria, the US-PRC-ROC triangle qualifies. Once
that has been established, it is then important to understand the current status of
relationships in the triangle. Based on that, there are four different triangle structures,
and six different positions a state can be in. The structural possibilities are "menage-atrois," "romantic triangle," "marriage" and "unit veto.,,22 The menage-a-trois is when all
10

three players have good relations with each other (and thus are all "friends"), and the
"unit veto" is when all three have contentious relations (and thus are all "foes"). The
romantic triangle is when two states that dislike each other ("wings") have good relations
with the third ("pivot"); the marriage is when two states that like each other ("partners")
have strained relations with a third ("pariah"). The current triangle fits the model of a
"romantic triangle," in that the US has good relations with both the PRC and the ROC,
but the two feel enmity towards each other.
It must be noted that, within strategic triangle theory, it is usually assumed that

every state seeks to maximize its own friends and minimize the friends everyone else has,
though maximizing friends is more important than minimizing possible collusion. 23
Thus, the ranking of positions is pivot, friend, partner, wing, foe, and lastly pariah. In
theory then, the US should be enjoying its role as the pivot between the PRC and the
ROC and should be working hard to gain maximum concessions from the twO?4
However, the US might not be willing to maintain this role. If the US is willing
to play the part of a pivot, it would make sense for the United States to tack back and
forth between the two other actors consistently in order to maximize gains and maintain
the position. But, if the US is unwilling to do this, then it will seek to escape the position,
either by getting the PRC and ROC to work together and form a "menage-a-trois", or by
"marrying" one of the two regimes.

25

Traditionally, the menage relationship is

impossible to maintain, and marriage is the most likely outcome, according to the
literature. Historically, it is more common for a pivot to "marry" the weaker wing in the
triangle, in order to contain the stronger wing. Moreover, some have seen evidence of
incipient nuptials between the US and the ROC. 26 However, until that time, the unwilling
pivot will tack back and forth and try to form compromises between the two "wings".27
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If this is the situation, then it would be revealed more by the actions of the United
States than by the actions of the other two. However, this system also makes predictions
about the actions of the two wings. From the perspective of each wing, it is advisable to
break up the relationship between the other two players, or else to form their own
amicable relationship. In the case of a willing pivot, it could be useful for the two wings
to work together towards an amicable relationship in order to stop the flow of
concessions to the pivot. This would lead to a demotion of the pivot to a friend, and the
elevation of the wings to friends. A willing pivot would work hard against this, in order
to maintain its position and concessions. However, more often than not, that enmity
cannot be overcome, and instead the wings work to cleave to the pivot and break the
pivot's relationship with the other wing.

This is especially true in the case of an

unwilling pivot, as it can be assumed that the pivot has already been working to create a
menage situation and end the constant positioning to keep the wings happy.
With all of this in mind, the "triangle relationship" model is also useful for
examining the US response to both the referendum crisis and the 1996 crisis. This is the
only full model that gives the ROC some degree of autonomy as an actor, which is
essential given the central role the ROC played in instigating the most recent crisis.
Moreover, unlike all deterrence theories, the strategic triangle model allows for better
understanding of possible futures for the Taiwan Straits and for the three different
bilateral relationships.
Strategic triangle analysis is not often used to explain short term crises, because it
more closely investigates long-term trends in relationships. This is useful, however, in
determining whether the crisis had a strong impact on the relationships, and whether
relationship-based thinking influenced US policy. Some scholars have suggested that the
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referendum crisis helped to reverse a slide toward a marriage between the US and the
ROC, returning the system to a romantic triangle.

28

Moreover, strategic triangles can be

used to explain why a given state would be more inclined to use inducements or would be
afraid to issue threats. This was clearly the case with this crisis, with the US afraid to
hurt its relationship with either side while the other two slung abuse back and forth
repeatedly and called on the US to help.
Both theoretical perspectives must be employed.

In order to understand the

ability of the US to achieve its interests, deterrence must be used, but in order to
understand the structural elements of the dynamics, strategic triangles are essential.
Elements of both combine to show how the US, afraid of offending either party, instead
engaged in cheap talk designed to placate all parties. This cheap talk, while ambibJUous,
was enough to maintain both relationships, but did nothing to actually deter either actor.
This is the meaning of "cheap ambiguity," and can only be understood with both theories.
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CHAPTER III
HISTORY OF THE TAIWAN STRAIT ISSUE

Before examining the referendum crisis, it is important to have an understanding
of how the status quo came to be. Without a sense of history, the different perspectives
on the crisis will be unintelligible.
Prior to 1624, the population of Taiwan was predominantly aboriginal, with
affinities to both Malayo-Polynesian and mainland Chinese groups. 29 At that time,
Chinese, Japanese, Spanish, English, and Dutch traders all began to settle on the island,
making it a commercial hub. 3o Eventually, the Dutch took control, though they were
soon forced out by the "pirate" Zheng Chenggong. 31 It was not until 1683 that the island
of Taiwan was brought under the rule of the mainland, imperial government. 32
The Qing dynasty worked hard to prevent the full colonization of Taiwan, fearing
that it would lead to more rebellions and trouble. 33 They forbade the colonization of
families, allowing only seasonal, male workers. People migrated anyway, and attempts
to be even stricter led to the very rebellions the Qing feared. 34 After that, China began
the process of turning Taiwan into a province. 35
At the end of the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-5, however, China was forced to
cede Taiwan to Japan. The Japanese suffered periodic revolts on the island, but they also
found accommodationists willing to work with them. 36 While the Japanese occupation
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was brutal, it nevertheless built on Taiwan a stronger industrial base and a more educated
populace than existed on the mainland. 37
After World War II, the Allies, including the US, forced the return of Taiwan to
China. The Taiwanese were somewhat ambivalent about the return. They had gone
through fifty years of tranquility, relative to China, in that Taiwan had not experienced
the Chinese Civil War and had not been a battlefield for World War 11. 38 At the same
time, Japanese rule had been harsh, and most were ready to rejoin the "motherland,"
despite their misgivings.

The Republic of China, as the internationally recognized

government of China, took control. However, when they did so, they were considered as
cruel as the Japanese. To many Taiwanese, the Kuomingtang (KMT), who ruled the
ROC, lacked what few virtues the Japanese had, such as competence and efticiency.39
While the Taiwanese were upset at the KMT, and engaged in public protests, the
problems were not insurmountable until the end of the Chinese Civil War, when the
KMT lost to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). In December of 1949, the KMT fled
to Taiwan as their last holdout. While the US had supported the KMT during the Civil
War, the sheer incompetence and corruption of the KMT led to the US waiting until the
war was over before recognizing either government. 40 Mao Zedong proclaimed the birth
of the People's Republic of China (PRC), and announced that the CCP was now the
legitimate ruler of China. The US did not immediately recognize the PRC, but showed
willingness to do so in the near future, depending on how the situation progressed. This
was the earliest sign of ambiguity about the Taiwan issue.
While waiting for the seemingly inevitable attack by the Communist forces,
Chiang Kai-shek, the leader of the KMT, took the opportunity and time afforded him by
the Taiwan Strait to set about reorganizing and reforming his government. He felt that it
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was the only chance he had of gaining support from the US, without which his regime
was sure to fall. 41 Though they won some victories defending some of the smaller islands
around Taiwan, the KMT did not have much hope. 42
Chiang and his regime were the biggest beneficiaries of the Korean War, which
broke out in June, 1950. The United States ordered the Seventh Fleet into the Strait in
order, officially, to prevent either side from starting hostilities while the US was focused
elsewhere. 43 This helped to keep Taiwan firmly in KMT hands. After the Korean War,
the US looked to the ROC as a strong ally in containing Communism, and Chiang
pledged that the island would be "an unsinkable aircraft carrier" for American forces. In
1954, a peace treaty was signed between the US and the ROC, formalizing that
agreement. 44
However, the two sides were not in perfect agreement about everything. Chiang,
in particular, wanted the US to help him retake the mainland. 45 The US had no intentions
of getting into a war with China, and thus restrained Chiang, even as the PRC was
attacking a few of the ROC's furthest islands. 46 Strategic ambiguity began, with the US
pledging to defend the ROC from attack, but also restraining the ROC from attacking the
PRC. Issues of de jure independence were not considered, because neither the US nor
the KMT leadership was in favor of it.
This period is usually considered a "marriage" between the ROC and the US,
even though the relationship was still troubled. It was obvious that the US and ROC
were partners allied against the "pariah," the PRC.
In the 1970s, however, US policy towards the Taiwan problem changed
dramatically. Seeking a strong ally against the Soviet Union, the US opened up to the
PRC. In order to do this, the US had to cease recognizing the ROC as the legitimate
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government of China.

47

One consequence of this was that the US ended the defense

treaty with the ROC, and removed American troops from Taiwan.
However, while US presidents were pushing for closer relations with the PRC,
Congress pushed the other way. The ROC had several prominent allies in Congress, who
pushed through the Taiwan Relations Act.

The Taiwan Relations Act said that the

security of Taiwan was of grave interest to the US, and that the US would sell arms to the
ROC to provide it with "sufficient self-defense capabilities.,,48 This was far short of the
security guarantee that had existed, but it did provide some assurance that the US would
stay involved. The extent of this involvement, though, was very ambiguous. It still
seemed that the US was creating a "marriage" to the PRC, in order to balance against the
USSR, while mostly ignoring the ROC. 49 At the very least, the old marriage was gone
and the triangle began.
Throughout this time period, the ROC was undergoing strong changes. Chiang
Kai-shek died in 1975, and his son took over in 1978. His son began the process of
political liberalization, though it was slow and uneven. 50 Congressional pressure helped
the process along as well.
In 1988, Chiang Ching-kuo, Chiang Kai-shek's heir, also died. He was succeeded
by Lee Teng-hui, the first native Taiwanese to hold the top job within the KMT. Under
Lee, the democratization begun by Chiang Ching-kuo sped up dramatically. Within six
years, all of the institutions of democracy were in place, and the ROC began preparations
for its first free elections. 51
These changes in the ROC took place in a steadily changing relationship between
the PRC and the US. The PRC had protested the US policy of continuing to sell weapons
to the ROC as a violation of the terms of recognition. The Reagan administration agreed
17

to lower the amount of arms sold to the ROC, though this agreement was never
enforced. 52
Then, the Cold War ended. The strategic necessity of close relations with the
PRC dissolved. At the same time, American opinion was turning against the PRC, after
the Tiananmen Square incident of 1989. 53 In 1992, then-candidate Bill Clinton ran on a
platform that included opposition to granting Most-Favored Nation status to the PRC,
based on its human rights record. 54 He signed an executive order requiring progresss on
human rights by the PRC for MNF in 1993. 55 Soon, Clinton was tacking back towards
the PRC, in a dance that would take up his entire presidency, and ended the link between
MFN and human rights in 1994. 56
In 1995, Cornell University invited ROC President Lee Teng-hui to America to
receive an award. The PRC was adamant that the US should not allow President Lee into
the country, and Clinton agreed to keep him out. Congress then passed a non-binding
resolution, by an overwhelming margin, to allow Lee to visit. Clinton acquiesced, at least
in part to prevent Congress, with their veto-proof majority, from making it a more formal
visit. 57

The PRC felt they had been betrayed, and responded by recalling their

ambassador and postponing several important talks between the US and the PRc. 58
Then, in 1996, as the ROC prepared for its first presidential election, the PRC
began firing missiles north and south of Taiwan. It was widely assumed that the PRC
was trying to influence the ROC elections, to prevent Lee Teng-hui from being elected. 59
The US responded by sending two aircraft carrier groups to the region, while at the same
time making concessions to the PRC in other areas. 60 In 1998, Clinton went so far as to
declare the "Three Noes," which were that the US did not support a "two China" or "one
China, one Taiwan" policy, did not support Taiwanese independence, and did not support
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allowing the ROC into any international organization for which statehood was a
.

reqUIrement.

61

George W. Bush's presidency offered a strong contrast to that of Bill Clinton's.
George W. Bush made it clear very early in his presidency that the US would do
"whatever it takes" to defend the island of Taiwan. 62 The Bush Administration tried to
regularize weapon sales to the ROC, including some weaponry previously considered too
"offensive," such as Kidd-class destroyers and diesel submarines. 63 This was seen by
some as an abandonment of the PRC and an attempt to recreate the marriage of the early
Cold War.
After the attacks on the US on September 11, 2001, the US tried to reconcile with
China in order to get China's help on North Korea and the War on Terrorism. 64 This
forced the US to revalue its relationship with the PRC. The Bush administration began to
work closely with China, and recreated the "romantic triangle" they had earlier rejected.
With an ideological affinity for the ROC and a practical need for PRC cooperation, the
US was back in the position of an unwilling pivot between the PRC and ROC. This was
the environment at the time that Chen Shui-bian began calling for referenda to help
promote Taiwanese sovereignty.
This history has led to three different understandings of the current status of
Taiwan. The PRC sees separation, with an acknowledgement that Taiwan is a part of
China, as the status quo, because the US and the ROC constitution both agree that
Taiwan is a part of China. The PRC sees Taiwan as a part of the lost Qing Empire, and
sees the Taiwanese people as members of the Chinese nation. On the other hand, the
current ROC leadership sees de facto independence as the status quo and Taiwan as a
separate nation. This leadership draws on the fact that Taiwan, for most of its history,
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has not been under the full control of the Chinese government. For its part, the US just
sees the separation as the status quo, and opposes efforts both to end forcefully the
separation and to declare Taiwanese independence. This understanding does not try to
declare anything about the nationality of the Taiwanese, but instead looks back to the end
of the Chinese Civil War and the separation that followed.

It is, in part, these competing narratives and understandings that cause much of
the tensions among the three actors, as each seeks to defend its actions by declaring that
they support the status quo, even when the other actors find the actions threatening.
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CHAPTER IV
POLICY AND ACTION: ANALYSIS OF POLICY AND HOW IT AFFECTED THE
OUTCOME OF THE CRISIS

The concept of strategic ambiguity is one that has often been used to describe US
policy towards the overall Taiwan Strait situation as well as the referendum crisis itself.
The literature on strategic ambiguity is very conflicted, with scholars often debating the
usefulness of the concept. It is important to note that strategic ambiguity is, officially,
not ambiguity about American intentions or desires, but only ambiguity about what
would trigger US intervention. 65
Many would like for the US to drop ambiguity. However, it is often forgotten
that the ambiguity is written into the documents that make up US policy. The most
important documents for US policy are the three joint Sino-US Communiques and the
Taiwan-Relations Act. These documents are very vague, and where they are explicit,
they are contradictory.
Just as the historical background is necessary, it is also necessary to understand
what Richard Bush referred to as the "sacred texts" of the US-PRC-ROC relationship.66
These are the statements of US policy made by successive US administrations. While
often referred to by all parties, the actual text of these statements is often ignored, due to
their contradictory nature. The PRC prefers to ignore the Taiwan Relations Act, the ROC
prefers to ignore the Joint Communiques, and the US tends to pick and choose from them
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based on the situation it is facing at the time. These documents are important because
they define the major limits of American policy.

While any administration could

unilaterally back out of any of these agreements, it would be such a great blow to
American prestige and trustworthiness that it would be extremely unlikely.
The first of these texts was the "Shanghai Communique on the Taiwan Issue."
This agreement was reached on February 27, 1972. The communique, obviously, did not
solve the dispute, but the United States and the PRC both made their respective positions
clear. The US acknowledged that both the people on the mainland and on the island
agreed that there was only one China, and the US did not challenge that position. 67 This
was not an explicit agreement with the PRC position, but instead merely acknowledged
what the PRC claimed and did not oppose it. The US also espoused its interest in a
"peaceful settlement" of the Taiwan issue, and thus agreed to remove its troops from
Taiwan as the tension in the Strait diminished. 68 This was in stark contrast to the PRC's
position that the Taiwan issue was a purely domestic affair, in which no other state had
the right to interfere, but it did establish that the US was interested in a long term
solution.
The second communique was issued January 1, 1979.

In this, the US

acknowledged that the PRC was the sole government of China, and both states affirmed
that they were not interested in achieving hegemony in the region. The US also again
acknowledged the PRC "One-China" policy, without explicitly endorsing it. 69

In

accompanying statements, however, the US maintained that it would continue to have
unofficial relations with the people of Taiwan. The US also agreed to remove its military
personnel from Taiwan, while at the same time reiterating its interest in the peaceful
resolution of the problem and the continuation of arm sales to the ROC. 7o
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Congress, after what it felt was the "abandonment" of the ROC, passed the
"Taiwan Relations Act" on April 10, 1979. The TRA maintained that it was the policy of
the United States to "preserve and promote extensive, close, and friendly commercial,
cultural, and other relations between the people of the United States and the people on
Taiwan" while also maintaining similar ties with the people on the China mainland. 7I It
also said that any attempt to determine the future of the island by non-peaceful means
would be "of grave concern" to the United States, and that the US would continue to
provide "arms of a defensive character" to Taiwan.72 Lastly, the TRA established the
"American Institute in Taiwan," to replace diplomatic contacts. 73
It is important to note that this was in some ways stronger and in some ways

weaker than the previous Defense Treaty. The Treaty obligated the US to act to "meet
the common danger," whereas the TRA said that boycotts, embargoes, use of force, or
coercion were all of grave concern to the US. 74 On the other hand, it changed the policy
from a mutual defense pact to merely being an expression of potential "grave concern.,,75
The arms sales part of the TRA was then contradicted by the next major
statement. On August 17, 1982, the last US-PRC Joint Communique was signed. In it,
the US and the PRC agreed that the PRC was the legitimate government of all China, and
that both states would respect the territorial integrity of the other. 76 At the same time, the
US agreed not to increase the quality or quantity of arms sold to the ROC, with the
intention of slowly reducing the amount of arms sold. 77 This was eventually ignored, and
arms sales continue to this day, some much stronger than sold in previous
administrations. However, it is official US policy to shrink them.
The contradictions in these policy statements are obvious. The US promised to
help the ROC defend itself and to preserve peace, and at the same time promised not to
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interfere with internal Chinese matters.

The US acknowledged the PRC as the sole

government of China, and at the same time maintained an unofficial, complete separate
embassy on Taiwan. Supplying weapons to an armed subnational group would ordinarily
be interpreted as interference in another nation's internal affairs. As the US recognizes
Taiwan as part of "one-China," even if it does not necessarily recognize PRC sovereignty
over the ROC, it is obvious that the US is thus supplying weapons to an armed
subnational group. Moreover, locating an embassy, even if unofficial, within an armed
subnational territory sends a strong message that the US does not believe as strongly in
PRC sovereignty as the US proclaims.
Moreover, which of the "sacred texts" should have pre-eminence is a matter of
debate. The PRC often maintains that the TRA should not have any weight, as it is a
matter of "domestic legislation," and thus cannot apply to international agreements. This,
to most Americans, is a misunderstanding of the US system of checks and balances. To
most people in the US, a law passed by Congress and signed by the President has much
more strength than and would supersede any agreement between the President and a
foreign head of state. A treaty would be considered the law of the land, but none of the
communiques have been submitted for ratification by the Senate as treaties.

This

disagreement as to the supremacy of the TRA or the communiques continues to cause
problems between the PRC and the US. This became explicit during the referendum
crisis when the PRC repeatedly asked the Bush administration to ignore the TRA.
Repudiating the TRA was impossible, and showcases the limits on US
administrations. Such an act would require either for Congress to revoke it, or else it
would provoke an American constitutional crisis. As far as the US is concerned, these
are the limits of possible action. The US cannot act in ways that are deliberately against
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these "sacred texts," because it would either mean an internal crisis or an end to
constructive relations with the PRe. These policy concerns must be remembered as the
crisis itself is analyzed.
With this understanding of the foundations of American policy, the referendum
crisis can also be understood. The referendum crisis began in October of 2003, when
President Chen Shui-bian of the ROC began calling for referenda in Taiwan to address
nuclear power policy, the size of the legislature, and the ROC's efforts to join the World
Health Organization.

78

He even went so far as to say that the ROC was an

"independently sovereign" country. By this, he meant that the sovereignty of the ROC
was independent of the PRC, even if the island of Taiwan was not independent of China.
Thus, the ROC was not responsible to the PRC for its own policies. He did stop short of
calling for complete independence, but many in his pro-independence base rallied to
support these moves.
Chen then called for legislation to allow for referenda in Taiwan. The oppositioncontrolled legislature, known as the Legislative Yuan, was strongly opposed to any
measure that would allow referenda on the island.

The opposition party, the KMT,

thought it would be a needless provocation of China, while Chen and the Democratic
People's Party (DPP) said it was necessary for Taiwan to be truly democratic. Chen and
the DPP wanted the ability to alter the ROC Constitution through referenda as well,
claiming that the Constitution of the ROC was hopelessly out of date and deeply
undemocratic. 79
The PRC responded that any legislation that allowed unrestricted referenda would
be seen as an attempt to declare independence. The PRC also called on the US to change
policy and to support fully the PRC and to stop supporting "separatists."so In particular,
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the PRC reiterated its demand that Washington stop selling sophisticated weaponry to
Taiwan. sl Beyond that, the PRC officials made it explicitly clear that any attempt at de
jure independence would be treated as a declaration of war. 82

While the referenda were still only hypothetical, the US did little about them. The
US stated it was opposed to any referendum law that would allow for votes on Taiwanese
independence, but otherwise was unconcerned about it. 83 This shows the extent to which
the US was not paying attention to events in the Taiwan Straits. The PRC had already
made clear that there were many actions it would consider as steps towards
independence, and Chen had made just as clear that he was intent on pushing toward
independence. The US supported neither side, but merely came down against the most
extreme position that the ROC might hold. This suggests that the US was either unaware
of the danger ahead, or hoped that the problems would be resolved without US help.
When the time came for a vote on the referendum bill, the KMT and its allies,
seeing the gain in the polls that Chen Shui-bian had made, pushed their own version of a
referendum bill. This was a reversal from their previous, staunch opposition. It also
allowed them to limit the bill sufficiently so as to not offend the PRe. The new law
explicitly stated that the name of the country, the flag, the anthem, and the official
territory of the ROC could not be put to a referendum.

Moreover, altering the

Constitution would require the support of three-quarters of the members of the
Legislative Yuan in order to go before the people. These were all stipulated by the KMT.
The opp and its allies were allowed a single concession, which was the ability of the
Executive Yuan and the President to put forward a referendum on national security when
the sovereignty of the ROC was threatened by an outside power.
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84

To some degree, this pacified the PRC. However, the inclusion of the "defensive
referendum" clause was still problematic, from its point of view. The PRC claimed that
this was merely a hidden way for the President to call for an independence referendum.
Moreover, they worried that any form of referendum ability would cause independence
activists to push for a greater "Taiwan independence awareness," and an eventual push to
change the law to allow for independence. 85 However, the statements were viewed as
less overtly threatening than many that had been made prior to the passage of the bil1. 86
This was followed by a brief bit of calm.

Then, Chen Shui-bian started a

discussion about invoking the "defensive referendum" clause. At the time, China had
roughly 450 missiles pointed at Taiwan, and had accelerated production and
deployment. 87 Also, American analysts had inferred that the PRC was hoping to be able
to coerce the ROC into reunifying, by being able to attack and conquer Taiwan before the
US would be able to help.88 It is important to note that the American analysts feared PRC
use of coercive diplomacy, rather than an actual attack. In any case, President Chen said
that the missiles pointed at Taiwan constituted enough of a threat that the "defensive
referendum" clause could be invoked, and on December 5, 2003, he declared that such a
referendum on the missiles would be held concurrently with the Presidential election.

89

His office was also quick to assure the world that the issue of Taiwanese sovereignty, and
thus any notion of independence, was not included in the referendum. 90

It is debatable as to whether the forces across the Strait constituted the kind of
threat that the Legislative Yuan had in mind when they passed the referendum law.
While the PRC had never ruled out the possibility of an armed attack, few observers
anticipated PRC use.

However, the legislation was written to protect against threats

against the "sovereignty" of the ROC, which the official and continuous state of
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hostilities with the PRC, especially gIven its intense military build-up, arguably
constituted.
When Chen announced his plans to hold a referendum, the officers in the PRC's
military, the People's Liberation Army, announced that Chen Shui-bian would be held
responsible for war breaking out and eventually treated like a war criminal. This was
before any announcement of the nature of the referendum. These officers also accused
Chen Shui-bian of pushing the Strait to the "brink of war.',9! They also laid out all of the
"prices" the PRC was willing to bear, including boycotts of the Olympic games,
recession, military casualties, a loss of foreign investment, and deterioration of foreign
relations.
US Secretary of State Colin Powell issued an ambiguous statement that both sides
should "be careful about what they say," and needed to "realize where their interests
are."n At the same time, the ROC was lobbying hard for American approval of the
referendum as an expression of Taiwanese democracy.93 Chen also stated that, rather
than trying to increase the chances of war, he was actually hoping to decrease them, by
focusing international attention on PRC aggression. 94 An influential advisor to the PRC
on Taiwan issues, Xu Shiquan, countered that Chen could ensure that Taiwan was never
attacked by promising to never declare independence. 95
Here, the different positions and favored end situations were clearly laid out. The
PRC said that negotiations could only be conducted if the ROC accepted the "one-China"
principle. The ROC was unwilling to negotiate until after military options were off the
table, which the PRC refused to do until the ROC accepted the one-China principle. At
the same time, the US was left merely to counsel caution and attempt to keep events
under control. This would continue to be the US position throughout the conflict.
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Then, just before he was supposed to meet with PRC Prime Minister Wen Jiabao,
US President Bush issued a warning to ROC President Chen that the US would not
necessarily help the ROC if it declared independence. Some in the administration labeled
it a "dropping of ambiguity," giving clear limits to the circumstances in which the US
would get involved. 96 However, the limits given were not new. The US had always
opposed de jure independence for Taiwan, and had also always opposed an unprovoked
attack on Taiwan, and so the new clarity did not clear out any of the grey area that
existed.

Therefore, this did nothing to change perceptions on possible American

intervention.
A few days later, on December 10th , the President of the US came down more
decisively on the PRC side.

After meeting with Wen Jiabao, Bush gave a speech

declaring that he opposed Chen's willingness to change the status quo in the Taiwan
Straits unilaterally.97 The US also cancelled defense talks and a computer war simulation
with the ROC military. 98 However, the PRC continued to demand other concessions as
well, such as an end to arm sales to the ROC and a commitment to non-interference in the
Issue.
Perspectives were split in the US, and not along normal ideological lines. Many
neoconservative think-tanks, usually supporters of the Bush administration, joined with
the Washington Post and Democratic members of Congress to criticize the President's
support for "the world's largest dictatorship.,,99 House Democratic Leader Nancy Pelosi
released a press statement urging Bush to support Taiwanese democracy and the right of
the Taiwanese to vote on referenda. 100 The New York Times, on the other hand, while a
long time critic of the Bush administration, supported its efforts to make the two sides
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Reaction within the ROC was mixed as well. The DPP and Taiwan Solidarity
Union (TSU), together known as the Pan-Green Coalition, supported President Chen and
protested President Bush's comments, though they also acknowledged that it in no way
differed from previous US policy.t02 The opposition Pan-Blue Alliance, made up of the
People First Party and the KMT, on the other hand, explicitly called for Chen to drop the
referendum entirely, blaming him for the rising tensions and worsening relations with the
US. t03

They explained that the statement was merely US policy, and that Chen's

provocations would only hurt the ROC.
What most officials in all governments were missing, though, was the way the
statement did differ.

Previous pronouncements, including the one by Colin Powell,

always tried to maintain that the US acted as a fair balancer between the two sides.
However, by standing explicitly next to Premier Wen, Bush made it seem that the US
was siding with the PRC against the ROC. Moreover, it came merely as a result of a
proposed referendum, which did not come near the limits that the US had previously
made explicit. The ROC was not declaring independence, nor changing its constitution
or its name. The sense of shock felt in the ROC was genuine.
However, at the same time, it would tum out to be the strongest stand that the US
would take against the ROC.

The canceling of the defense talks and the computer

simulation would be the only penalty that the US would impose on the ROC for its
provocations. By imposing a cost at first, and then not following through, the US either
played all of its cards at once, or else was incapable of affecting the ROC. This is not
conducive to a strong deterrent, but it suggests that the US was strongly worried about
weakening the strong relationship shared by the US and the ROC.
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Despite the difference of opinion within the ROC, Chen continued on with plans
for the referenda. Moreover, both the ROC and the PRC began vying for international
support for their positions.

On December

li\ the deputy secretary-general of the

National Security Council of the ROC, Ko Cheng-heng, used his pre-arranged trip to
Washington to explain the ROC's stance on the referendum to US authorities.

104

President Chen also explicitly, if rhetorically, asked PRC President Hu Jintao to explain
to the world why the PRC could not renounce the use of force or redeploy the missiles
away from the Taiwan Straits. lOS Chen later made a speech in which he tried to explain
that his own views and President Bush's were completely in agreement. 106
At the same time, the PRC Premier, Wen Jiabao, went on a tour of the world to
drum up support for the PRC position.

Wen Jiabao, after leaving the US, went to

Canada, Mexico, and Ethiopia, and also visited the China-Africa Cooperation Forum. 107
At the same time, the Vice-Chairman of the Central Military Commission went to Russia
to strengthen ties, and came away saying that Russia also opposed the ROC
referendum. 108
The rhetoric between the two sides changed in tone. The PRC began a campaign
to seem more conciliatory towards Taiwan and the ROC took a more militant stance.
While still referring to the referendum as a "serious provocation," the State Council
Taiwan Affairs Office spokesman Li Weiyi called for direct air flights between Taiwan
and the mainland for the duration of the Spring Festival and supported ROC inclusion
with the PRC delegation to the WHO. I09 In contrast, while the ROC made some effort to
convince the PRC that its referendum was not actually provocative, 110 the ROC military
also made clear that it would respond to any PRC military action "in line with relevant
combat regulations." I II At the same time, Chen announced that he would revoke his
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"Five Noes" pledge in the event of the PRC attacking or threatening the ROC, and called
on the PRC to move its missiles and swear not to attack the ROC. 112
The ROC kept up its PR campaign, with the ROC Vice President Annette Lu
making additional speeches 113 and the spokesman for the Executive Yuan warning his
compatriots that the soft approach by the PRC was merely a cover for the missiles
deployed against them. 114 In contrast, for a week, the PRC government made no overt
mention of the affair in the press, until December 31 st when the spokesman for the
Taiwan Affairs Office, Zhang Mingqing, blasted Chen for being an immoral separatist. I IS
With these events, it is apparent that both the PRC and the ROC were interested in
different audiences. The PRC appealed to the world as a victim. This may seem odd, in
that the PRC is much larger and is considered much stronger, both economically and
militarily, than the ROC. The PRC proclaimed, however, that it was the ROC that was
trying to change the status quo. At the same time, the ROC's strategy was not to back
down and to proclaim instead that it was only responding to the PRe's own attempts to
change the status quo.
Clearly, the ROC and PRC each saw different actions as attempts to change the
status quo. Since the ROC sees the status quo as de facto independence, the use of
coercive diplomacy (in the form of the missiles across from the island) is an attempt by
the PRC to change the status quo. On the other hand, the PRC sees the current situation
as one of overall acceptance of the "one-China" policy, and any attempt to alter that
changes the status quo. Thus, the attempt by the ROC to push away from the PRC or to
treat the PRC as a separate nation was an attempt to change the status quo. Each side
decided to make its case to world opinion.
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Through these events, the US government did not say much. On December 31 S\
the US State Department Deputy Spokesman Adam Ereli again voiced US opposition to
the referendum on the grounds that it could lead Chen to have a referendum later to
change the status quO. 116 However, the administration was also clear that it would not
impede other parts of its ROC policy, such as trade. II? Moreover, some opposition
members in the US, such as Representative Patrick Kennedy, continued to voice support
for the referendum. I 18 The Congressional Taiwan Caucus also lobbied the President to
change course and support the ROC referendum." 9 On January 15, Ereli again made an
announcement that the US opposed any moves that unilaterally changed the status quo in
the strait, but at the same time praised Taiwanese democracy and pointed to the Bush
administration's commitment to Taiwanese security. 120
By not acting, the US sent a message that it was not going to enforce its will.
With ample possible punishments available, especially trade sanctions and permanent
cessation of weapon sales or military ties, the US administration refused to stand by its
own statements and hold the ROC accountable for the referendum.

It did not even

threaten such actions; instead the US relied on the threat of non-interference should the
PRC attack. While complete abandonment of the ROC was not possible, due to the TRA,
more pressure could have been exerted on the ROC leadership at that point.
This strategy demonstrated the difficulties with trying to deter the ROC. While
President Bush was against the referendum, the feeling was not universal within the US
government, and Congress had, in the past, pushed forward legislation to strengthen US
support of the ROC when Presidents seemed to move too far away. Moreover, the US
still felt the need to have ROC support on trade and other issues. Complicating matters
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further was the apparent weakness of the US position, claiming not to oppose the
referendum on principle but instead on what the president of the ROC might later do.
The US is deeply aware of its position at the pivot of an unwieldy situation. This
is the difficulty of dual deterrence within a romantic triangle, since either wing could
threaten to spurn the US if Washington did not aid as requested. Thus, the US made
strong statements regarding its intentions and desires, and made no action to support
them.
The PRC, possibly realizing the risk of mismanaging its PR and driving the US
away, kept to the soft approach it had used. It worked hard to secure the support of other
nations 121 and restrained its comments, without mentioning possible attack. 122 There
were rumors of PLA training exercises designed to intimidate the ROC policy-makers,
but even the ROC military command proclaimed that these were only rumors and that all
PLA activities in the area were merely routine. 123
On January 16th , 2004, Chen announced the exact nature of the referenda that the
people of Taiwan would be considering. 124 The resulting referendum consisted of two
questions. Voters would be asked:

I) "The People of Taiwan demand that the Taiwan Strait issue be resolved through
peaceful means. Should mainland China refuse to withdraw the missiles it has
targeted at Taiwan and to openly renounce the use of force against us, would you
agree that the government should acquire more advanced anti-missile weapons to
strengthen Taiwan's self-defense capabilities?"
2) "Would you agree that our government should engage in negotiation with
mainland China on the establishment of a "peace and stability" framework for
cross-strait interactions in order to build consensus and for the welfare of the
peoples on both sides?,,125
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In order for the results to be valid, at least one half of all of the voters would have
to vote on the question. This lead many of those opposed to the referenda to ask their
supporters to abstain from voting on the proposition, rather than voting against it. It was
hoped that by combining those opposed to the referenda with those who failed to vote,
the chances of defeating and invalidating the referenda would be much higher than
having those opposed vote against the referenda.
The PRC sent out their first statement on the referenda topics the very next day,
claiming that the Taiwanese people did not want the referenda, as the answers were "selfevident.,,126 However, the "self-evident" answer was never explicitly stated by the PRe.
Beyond this, however, the PRC reaction included no new rhetoric on the substance of the
referenda, instead referring again to Chen's drive to destabilize cross-straits relations,
using peace and democracy as a smokescreen. 127 Indeed, in the next few days, Beijing
officials gave many speeches, all of which stated that the referenda were the first step on
the road to independence, without addressing the substance of the referenda. 128
At the same time, the KMT within the ROC were trying hard to cancel the
referenda, or else to obstruct it enough to defuse the crisis.
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The Executive Yuan,

however, made it clear that any such action would be regarded as obstruction of
government, and such officials would be punished. Chen saw no reason to give up on the
referendum, as there was no evidence that he or the ROC would be punished by either the
PRC or the US for holding it.
There was nothing new or noteworthy in the statements made by either the PRC
or the ROC for the rest of the month, excluding the PRC gaining the support of
Cambodia130 and France l31 in opposing the referendum. However, on January 30, US
Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage, in an interview on CNN from Beijing, gave
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the clearest summation on the US view of the referendum. He stated that, while the US
was not opposed to referenda per se, it was concerned that these referenda were not
legitimate. Armitage said that "[r]eferenda are generally reserved for very difficult and
divisive issues, and the wording of the referendum, as I understand it, is neither difficult
nor particularly divisive.,,132 He went on to say that the context was just as important as
the wording, and that the US was keeping tabs on the situation, but at the same time that
the US would not be locked into a course of action and would make its own decisions. 133
This could be interpreted as a slight move back towards the ROC; however, if it
was, it was so slight as to be unnoticed. Also, much like the PRC, while deriding the
referendum questions as "neither difficult nor particularly divisive," he never said what
the consensus on Taiwan was.
regarding the referenda.

He offered up no evidence to support his statements

Instead, he explained that the US was still committed to

strategic ambiguity.
At the same time, there was no action. His comments were mere boilerplate, a
restatement of what was common knowledge. The administration's disapproval of the
referendum was still toothless and conflicted. The statement was written off as mere
rhetoric, since the US was unwilling to commit to any action.

As every form of

deterrence theory states, there can be no deterrent without a retaliatory threat to punish.
It is the threat which reigns in the potential actor. The US, by not threatening some kind

of penalty on the ROC for holding the referendum, had no ability to reign in the ROC.
Deterrence also risks defection and strained relations, and the US would not risk that.
Once again, the Bush administration attempted to influence the ROC through "cheap
talk. "
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Beijing apparently took this as a cue to again put pressure on the US to prevent
the ROC from holding such a referendum. 134

Many interpreted this as growing

desperation on the PRC's part, because in the past the PRC had criticized the US for its
involvement in "internal Chinese matters," such as the Taiwan issue. 135 This came at the
same time that members of President Bush's own party began criticizing him for his lack
of support of the ROC. 136
In response to criticism that he was engaging in separatism, Chen also called for
the establishment of a framework for PRC-ROC dialogue, including a permanent
exchange of officials.

The primary principle of this framework would be peace. 137

Zhang Mingqing, the spokesman for the PRC's State Council Taiwan Affairs Office,
rejected this, saying that the "One-China" principle needed to be the bedrock of any such
accord, not peace. Zhang went on to ask other nations to recognize Chen's "duplicity,,,138
and dismissed a proposed "demilitarized zone" between the mainland and the island. 139
These proposals were an effort by the ROC to try to get US support by seeming to
warm up to the PRC. As the US had long called on both the PRC and the ROC to engage
in talks, it could be seen as a way to placate the US while not budging on the main
dispute. However, since Chen had made no effort to meet the PRC's continued demand
for full support of "one-China," it was obviously an attempt at reframing the issue, in a
way that the PRC had done for quite some time. At the same time, it was obvious that it
would not help bring about an end to the problems.
Zhang also engaged in a bit of reframing diplomacy. He reported that the PRC
would not get involved in trying to influence the election, and did not care who won, as
long as they were afterwards willing to abide by the One-China principle. 140 This was an
attempt by the PRC to bring attention back to the One-China principle, despite the fact
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that Chen would not accept the principle. Moreover, it was clear that his speech referred
only to the presidential election, not the referenda. The referenda, on the other hand,
could provoke a "strong response.,,141 Moreover, the PRC military began asking the US
military to intervene and stop the referendum. Undersecretary of Defense for Policy,
Douglas Feith, confirmed that he had been asked to do so, without giving specifics on
what it was the PRC wanted, but responded that it was best handled through diplomatic
channels and there was nothing he could do. He did recommend, however, that the PRC
redeploy some of its missiles in the name of reducing tension, which the PRC officials
.
. 0 fd·
141
omg.h ad no mtentIOn
This was an amazing change from previous PRC stances. That PRC officials so
valued the US relationship that they were willing to ask the US military to intervene is
nothing short of amazing. However, again, the US demurred. While, to any American, it
seems only proper that the State Department, rather than the Department of Defense,
should be involved, it must be remembered that the State Department has only unofficial
ties to the ROC, unlike Defense. Moreover, it was also a testament to the lack of success
the State Department was having with the ROC that the PRC was willing to go to the US
military to do it. While details were never given about what form of intervention the
PRC wanted, the very idea of appealing to the US military to coerce the ROC
government shows the seriousness of the issue from the PRC side.
The refusal to do so was seen as a possible tilt back towards the ROC after having
stood, tentatively, with the PRC for the last few months on the referendum issue. 143 The
US may have started to feel that the PRC was overplaying its clout within Washington.
Moreover, there is no !:,'1larantee that the US would have been able to force the ROC to
change direction anyhow. Again, however, nothing more than words were exchanged.
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A stalemate ensued. The PRC, in particular, was worried about the possibility of
inadvertently drumming up support for Chen and the referenda, as had happened in
previous presidential elections. 144 At the same time, Chen also sought to defuse some of
the tension, by promising not to declare independence if reelected. 145 However, the
tension was increased again when Chinese President Hu Jintao set up office in the
military compound of Yuquanshan, in order to better study plans for war with the ROC,
if it was necessary.146 Chen, on the other hand, repeated a desire for peace, even saying
that he hoped to one day shake Hu's hand at the signing of a peace agreement. 147
However, in the run-up to the election, the ROC's own security preparedness was also
increased, with military officials saying they were worried about possible PRC efforts to
influence the elections or even attack the island. 148
At the end of the month of February, Secretary of State Colin Powell agam
weighed in on the issue. His response, much like President Bush's, was that the US
firmly opposed any efforts to change the status quo in the straits. He did not comment on
whether the referendum would do that. 149 This time, however, real action was taken at
the same time. The USS Kitty Hawk made a five-day stop in Hong Kong, less than an
hour's flight from the island of Taiwan. 150 The US government and the commander of
the vessel both proclaimed that the visit was merely coincidental, but some saw it as a
warning to the PRC to avoid hostilities over the strait.
With this, further strategic ambiguity was spoken.

The visit was friendly,

showcasing the strong military ties between the US and the PRC. The visit by the Kitty
Hawk was friendly, and in a PRC port, which shows the ROC that the US and the PRC
are on good terms and that the ROC could not rely on the US breaking that. At the same
time, however, it was clear that the Kitty Hawk would only be used against the PRC in
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the case of hostilities. The threat against the ROC has always been the withdrawal of
military help, rather than military action against it, and the presence of the Kitty Hawk did
not detract from the possibility of American action in the Taiwan Strait.
This was the first tangible act of deterrence to be seen in the whole episode.
Despite the fact that prior to this almost every statement had been against the referendum,
the US was only willing to show military action and purpose against the PRC. However,
even this was an almost unnoticed and ambiguous signal, since it was a friendly visit with
PRC permission. This stands in stark contrast to President Clinton's deployment of the
carrier groups in 1996.
As the date for the referendum drew closer, the PRC and the ROC continued their
appeals to the world. The PRC tried to get world leaders to call for the ROC to cancel the
referendum, as Germany did on March 12. 151 Reportedly, the PRC also tried to lobby the
US Congress, which had been more sympathetic to the referendum than President
Bush.

152

The PRC Executive Vice Foreign Minister Dai Bingguo made visits to·

Germany, the US, and France to try to shore up support. 153
At the same time, ROC officials tried to play down fears of trouble over the
referendum. Mainland Affairs Council Chairwoman Tsai lng-wen claimed that the PRC
would be more flexible once the referendum was over. 154 Soon after, lng-wen also
warned the PRC that pushing too strongly could make the Taiwanese people vote against
Beijing's interests. 155
In the days before the election, there were more reports of military activity.

Rumors of the PRC moving heavy weaponry into the Fujian province surfaced, just
across the strait from Taiwan. All leave in Fujian was cancelled, according to Taiwanese
newspaper accounts, and the troops were told to be prepared to "achieve unification."ls6
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The PRC also had what it called routine naval exercises with France along the more
northern parts of China's coast, 157 which in the heightened tension led many to wonder
about their intentions. However, the PRC also refrained from conducting war games near
Taiwan, as it had in previous elections,158 and the ROC military seemed convinced that
the naval exercises were not aimed at them. 159 Breaking from the military, the ROC
foreign ministry did claim that the PRC and France were both trying to influence the
election with the exercise. 160
These actions by the PRC show that, to a certain extent, they were not deterred by
the USS Kitty Hawk. The assumed purpose of the Kitty Hawk was to tell the PRC not to
interfere in Taiwan, yet the PRC was still preparing for such an eventuality.

Even

discounting the military exercises with France, given their extreme distance from the
island, the mobilization in Fujian was frightening enough. The half measures taken by
the US were obviously not enough to convince the PRC that the possible results of the
election would be better than the punishments that the US might inflict.
At the same time, the ROC military took action on the worry that the PRC might
attack. The ROC military was on high alert in the run-up to the election, even though the
military said there was nothing unusual in the movements by the PRC.

161

The ROC

government was just as worried about domestic disturbances as they were attacks from
the PRe. The National Police Administration issued a statement three days before the
election promising to be neutral and to keep order during the voting. 162
Then, the day before the election, President Chen Shui-bian and Vice President
Annette Lu were shot. Chen took a bullet to the stomach while Lu's knee was grazed.
Neither wound was life-threatening. The election still went on as planned, but the attacks
were highly salient. 163 Rumors immediately began circulating that it might have been a
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campaign trick, to drum up sympathy votes. l64 Internal security was ratcheted up even
further, with police ordered to find the gunman and to ensure security during the
polling. 165 The case was, however, handled as a purely domestic, non-political affair,
with no accusations leveled by the government at the PRC or the opposition within
Taiwan.

166

The PRC had no comment, and did not broadcast the news about it within

mainland China at the time. 167
The election gave Chen the Presidency for another term, though the KMT and
opposition both claimed that fraud and the failed assassination attempt were enough
reason to annul the election results. 168 With the victor receiving a mere 50.12% of the
vote, many within the Pan-Blue Coalition called for a recount, which Chen at first
resisted, and later accepted, as long as it went through the Judiciary.169 However, the
opposition changed their demands, to asking the Judiciary to only recount disqualified
ballots and ballots for Chen, rather than all ballots. 170 An agreement was finally reached
on April 12, and would include all ballots, including blank ballots not cast. 17l Well after
Chen had already been inaugurated, the high court came back and declared Chen Shuibian the President of the ROC. The court further declared that there was no reason to
invalidate the election. 172
The referenda did not receive enough votes to be valid, with only 45.17% voting
on the missile referendum, and only 45.12% voting on the negotiations referendum, less
than the 50% threshold. 173 This was widely taken as proof that the Taiwanese people did
not want to rock the boat; however, it must be noted that, of those that did cast ballots,
the vote was 85% in favor. 174 Provided that most of those who did not were protesting the
referenda, it would suggest that, while the Taiwanese people were against them, it was
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not by an overwhelming majority. It is possible that the subjects were, in fact, difficult
and divisive, contrary to the statements of US and PRC officials.
The PRC's reaction, while slow, was strong. PRC officials vowed not to interfere
in the election dispute, but they again condemned the referenda. 175 There were reports of
PLA units being put on combat alert, in case the instability on the island worsened. 176
However, they were ready to work with whoever won the presidential election, even
Chen. l77 As far as the PRC was concerned, for better or worse, the situation was back to
where it was before Chen called for the referendum, except with explicit proof that the
Taiwanese people were not willing to provoke the PRC.
As for the United States, it had nothing to add after the election. President Bush
congratulated Chen, pending the "legal difficulties.,,178 After the election was over, the
ROC agreed to buy from the US an advanced military radar system. This was seen as an
effort by Chen to reach back out to Bush, after losing the US President's support on the
referendum issue. 179 Left unsaid was that the US was still willing to sell them to the
ROC, despite the crisis Chen had invited, and his unwillingness to back down or accept
US criticism. Relations between the ROC and the US went back to where they had been
before, and the romantic triangle remained.
In the end, the ROC was able to go through with exactly what it wanted, even if

the results were not what the ROC leadership sought. The efforts by the US to convince
the ROC not to hold the referendum were weak, and ultimately fruitless. The ROC was
not deterred one bit. The relationships between the US and both the PRC and the ROC
were maintained, which seemed to be the overwhelming priority of the administration,
but neither the PRC nor the ROC government was deterred.

It is possible that the

administration's message was heard more clearly by the Taiwanese people, who refused
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to provoke the PRC by passing the referenda, and the opposition parties within the ROC.
However, it did not affect much, because the Pan-Green Alliance maintained its position
within the government.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS

While few scholars have focused on this issue, the referendum crisis of 2003 and 2004
shows how American policy toward the Taiwan issue has changed. Instead of focusing
on deterring both the PRC and the ROC, the US government has decided to avoid actions
that would damage its relationships with both the PRC and the ROC. This helped in the
post-crisis environment, as everything quickly settled, but it does lead to questions about
future responses.
Before the crisis began, many considered the Bush administration to be clearly,
completely pro-ROC.

Therefore, many were surprised at its initial reaction to the

proposed referendum. By standing with Premier Wen liabao and announcing opposition
to the (not yet finalized) referendum, many saw the US as taking a strong tum towards
Beijing.

A clearer message would have been difficult.

(While the wording was

ostensibly aimed at both sides of the Taiwan Strait, by standing next to the PRC Premier
and agreeing with him, it was a completely pro-PRC statement.)
However, Chen and the ROC administration did not back down or waver from
their determination to have a referendum, and the US did nothing to push the ROC
beyond cheap talk. At most, the ROC may have watered down the wording in order to
make it more palatable to the United States. This cannot be certain, as there were no
leaks of early versions, but it was widely conjectured. In response, the US withdrew its
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opposition, but refused to extend its approval. In the end, this proved to the ROC to be a
distinction without a difference. At the same time that the US continued to question the
referendum, with even then-Secretary of State Colin Powell expressing mild
disapproval, 180 the ROC held firm, and made no more changes.
Admittedly, the referenda did not stake out extreme positions, though they were
characterized as such. It must be remembered that at no time during the crisis did Chen
suggest declaring independence through referendum.

At worst, he had suggested

possible revision of the constitution via referendum, possibly a few years down the road.
At the same time, the US did not approve of PRC pressure on the ROC; however,
the attempts to show this disapproval of military pressure did not help either. The US
sent a carrier to Hong Kong, possibly to remind the PRC that the US was still the
predominant naval power in the world. The PRC was not deterred by the US. The fact
that the PRC did not try missile tests or military action in the waters near Taiwan to
influence the election is telling. This could be attributed to the success of previous
American deterrence, but the PRC was still engaged in coercive behavior. It is obvious
that previous attempts at coercion had backfired, such as the 1996 crisis, and so the PRC
instead attempted to convince the US to stop the referendum, while engaging in military
preparation on the mainland. This preparation, coupled with vague threats sent towards
the ROC, was still coercive. While no invasion of the island commenced, the US wanted
(in theory) to prevent the PRC from attempting to coerce the ROC. This failed.
It also should be noted that PRC deterrence too failed. The threats of war were
never acted upon. While a senior PRC military official accused the ROC of pushing the
straits to the "abyss of war," nothing was done to punish the ROC. A strong argument
can be made that, since the PRC made threats regarding the referendum, and did not act
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on them even as the referendum was held, the PRC's future credibility may be damaged,
emboldening future ROC attempts. It should be remembered that many of the threats
were not dependent on the referenda passing, but instead on the ROC holding them. Of
course, no one in the ROC could have believed the PRC threats. The threats were not
commiserate with the threat posed by the referendum. The PRC has long made clear that
a declaration of independence would be followed by an attack; this referendum did not
even address independence. Therefore, talk of invasion was probably dismissed by man
in the ROC government, until near the end when the PRC geared up its military. These
military threats from the PRC seem more likely to have been posturing, seeking support
for future anti-secessionist endeavors.
While making these military threats, the PRC was unwilling to take measures
commiserate with the crisis.

The PRC could have threatened to cut trade relations with

the ROC or to end extradition, but instead relied on a strategy of getting as many foreign
governments as possible to denounce the referenda. This seems to reveal a fundamental
contradiction in the PRC's policy towards the ROC. The PRC demands that no other
state meddle in the internal affairs of China, including Taiwan. At the same time, the
PRC wants other states need to pressure the ROC (part of China) into not having a
referendum. In the end, many in Chen's administration must have been glad to see the
PRC beg other states to come out against the referendum, because it meant a tacit
acknowledgement that the ROC was practically independent, and the PRC could not stop
them.
This all may have had the reverse effect of telling the secessionist forces on the
ROC that the PRC has no ability to impose consequences on the island. It would be
foolhardy for anyone within the ROC to take such a lesson from this crisis and thus push
47

for de jure independence, but the lack of punishment for Taipei could cause it to consider
further provocations, particularly if a more pro-independence candidate, such as Annette
Lu, were to become president.
The only party to come out clearly ahead in the referendum crisis was the one that
arguably started it: the ROe. While the referenda failed, they were held, despite the
wishes of both the PRC and the

us.

After the referenda, the US relationship to the ROC

seemed to go back to exactly its previous state, with large weapons sales in the waiting.
Since then, the PRC has even begun working more closely with the ROC,181 despite the
fact that Chen is still the President and has recently called for yet more provocative steps
that will anger the PRe. 182 The ROC lost nothing; both the PRC and the US lost
credibility in the Strait.
Both sides of the Taiwan Strait have strong ideological and identity-related
reasons for the actions they take.

This creates a strong disincentive to compromise.

Despite what many scholars think, attempting to bridge those divides, particularly while
Taiwanese nationalists are in power in the ROC, will be impossible.
This all shows that, while every side had a stake in the outcome, none of the states
(excepting possibly the ROC) was committed enough to the outcome to risk its
relationships. The only actors that may have been deterred were the PRC and the citizens
of the ROC. The PRC did not attack, and the ROC citizens voted against the referenda.
However, deterrence is notoriously hard to prove, and the few actions that the US took do
not seem the type designed to create deterrence. Moreover, the referenda were not that
popular in the ROC, and it is impossible to tell how many voters would have voted in
favor if not for PRC threats. Its also impossible to know how many of the null votes
were actually votes against the referenda and how many reflected apathy.
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After years of policy pronouncements and ambiguity, all sides have developed
their own ideas of how the US will react to a given provocation. Therefore, when the
only threat and punishment given out by the US is in regard to future behavior during a
hypothetical invasion, it should not be considered during lesser crises. Tensions between
the two sides of the Strait can continue to flare up to the level of violence, without the US
being a factor. Higher tension levels also raise the chances of inadvertent attack, and so it
would seem to be in the best interest of the US to try to keep tension low. This is seen in
the willingness of the US to become involved in the dispute, but the methods did nothing
to contribute to a lowering of tensions. The US consistently put out its message, but did
nothing to support it.
In this case, this tactic worked. Neither relationship was jeopardized. Both of the
relationships, the PRC-US and the ROC-US, are so important to American planning that
US policy makers are very constrained. The US felt that it needed the PRC too much on
other issues, notably North Korea and the war on terror, to risk anything that angered the
PRC leadership. At the same time, the general US sympathy towards the ROC, as a
liberal democracy with long-standing ties to the US, prevents any administration from
pressuring it too strongly. Moreover, the US still hopes for the ROC to buy advanced
weapons from the US, which have been very controversial within the ROC.

True

ambiguity would require American officials to at least risk all of these things, something
that the current administration is not willing to do.
Since the US seems unwilling or unable to truly engage in ambiguity and dual
deterrence, some may argue that the US should instead engage in total clarity. Of course,
this does not actually follow. As it is, the written agreements between the US and the
PRC, along with the TRA, make any form of clarity impossible. Beyond that, if the US
49

had unreservedly sided with the ROC, then the ROC would still have provoked the PRC.
In addition to that, it may have simply made the PRC feel more cornered, and it might
have instead resorted to more drastic measures. There is also the possibility that the
referenda would have been successful, which would have also provoked the PRC. On the
other hand, the US already sided with the PRC, though not unreservedly, and it did not
change the ROC leadership's behavior. Perhaps full clarity, in the form of announcing
that the US would not support the ROC against a PRC attack, would have induced the
ROC leadership to drop the referendum, but that would have required sacrificing the
relationship with the ROC. There would not have been the necessary domestic support
for such a policy. In either case, the US would have lost good relations with one partner
without assurances that it would have prevented war.
With no ability to tack back and forth in ambiguity, and with clarity discounted,
the US is left with only one option. The US is left with a policy of pleasing everyone and
offending no one. This leaves the US unable to affect the recurring crises in the Taiwan
Strait before they become violent. Dealing with the tension in the Taiwan Strait involves
serious risk taking and possible loss of support from one or both parties. The US very
effectively communicated its preferences, but by not taking action to support them, no
one listened.

Previous administrations were willing to take action, or at least make

threats, against both the PRC and the ROC in order to get results. Whether it was with
aircraft carrier groups or trade agreements, prior administrations were willing to stand up
and take stands, while still tacking back-and-forth under a cloud of ambiguity. Even in
situations where the stakes were as low as this, as with Lee Teng-hui's visit, previous
administrations had worked to keep both sides happy and tension low.
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Actual measures would have to be taken and actual threats issued for the US to
effectively deter either side, let alone both. This would have risked upsetting either of the
relationships that the US has spent so much effort cultivating. As strategic triangles logic
reveals, the US wants to keep strong relations with both. To do so, it must keep both
placated.

Deterrence and good relations can thus be seen as contradictory; this

administration has picked good relations over deterrence.
Instead of trying to come up with new rhetoric or new ways of communicating its
interests, the US must come to accept that, without taking risks and revealing a
willingness to play the role of a pivot, it will not be able to influence events in recurring
crises. Even then, it is possible that crises are unavoidable anyway. This is a hard lesson
for any power, particularly a superpower like the US, to learn. However, it seems that the
US has accepted that, past certain limits, the

Roe

and the

PRe

are both undeterrable.

Therefore, instead of trying to deter both sides during every single crisis, the US has
instead committed itself to keeping relations strong with both.
With all of this in mind, it is diffIcult to make a policy pronouncement. Instead, it
is enough, for now, to simply note that the approach the US takes to the problem has
shifted significantly.

Moreover, strategic triangle theory cannot make policy

pronouncements, but instead focuses on the dynamics of the relationship. With this in
mind, as long as the

PRe and the Roe

can avoid erupting into violent conflict, it seems

that the romantic triangle in the Strait will continue indefinitely.
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