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Abstract 

 
To what extent do domestic attitudes shape Chinese and Taiwanese policies on 
reunification? Traditional security analysis focuses unduly on international and 
individual factors, respectively, while neglecting domestic determinants of 
reunification: the attitudes of the Chinese and Taiwanese people that their leaders 
purport to represent. By applying Robert Putnam’s “Two-Level Game” theory, 
alongside examination of the Belgrade Crisis of 1999, the 1995-1996 Taiwan 
Strait Crisis and public opinion data, we find that nationalistic attitudes in both 
China and Taiwan increase the risk of conflict by prompting hardline responses to 
crises and tying hands of leaders. This is a question of great significance for the 
United States, Taiwan, and China: actions taken can have unintended effects, 
where policies unpredictably shift the status quo in a way that limits off-ramps 
and risks creating a spiral.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Introduction 
 
Few issues occupy more attention for policymakers in the United States and Asia than 
that of relations between the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Republic of 
China (ROC, hereafter “Taiwan”). A question of sovereignty that has lingered ever since 
the Chinese Civil War’s 1949 culmination, China is steadfast that Taiwan is a renegade 
province of China, rather than a sovereign nation; meanwhile, Taiwan fiercely 
emphasizes its de facto sovereignty and has refused to assent to something resembling the 
“One Country, Two Systems” approach that defined Chinese relations with Hong Kong 
and Macau. 

 
A hot-button issue since 1949 on both sides of the strait, various approaches have been 
devised by all parties involved to defuse tensions, culminating in what is now known as 
“strategic ambiguity,” the defining framework for cross-strait relations for the past 5 
decades. This period arguably began with the Three Communiqués, a series of joint 
statements between the United States and PRC. The first communiqué in 1972 
acknowledged the existence of one China, while the second communiqué in 1979 
recognized the PRC as the sole legal government of China. Punctuating the second 
communiqué was the 1979 Taiwan Relations Act (TRA), a watershed moment for cross-
strait relations: the United States officially recognized the PRC, withdrew its mutual 
defense treaty with Taipei, discontinued official relations (but allowed de facto relations), 
and authorized military assistance in the event of a crisis.3 The third and final 
communiqué in 1982 announced a desire for normalized relations with China while 
continuing US arms sales to Taiwan. Simultaneously, the United States issued six 
unilateral clarifications (the “Six Assurances”), establishing no timeline for ending arms 
sales, no mediation role for the United States, no pressure exerted on either side for 
negotiations, no change in position on the sovereignty issue, no revisions to the TRA, and 
no consultation with Beijing on arms sales. A final key event was the 1992 Consensus, a 
meeting held between Chinese and Taiwanese leaders. The meeting proposed a new 
interpretation of “One China,” creating the vision of “One China, Two Interpretations”: 
both China and Taiwan would disavow a claim to an independent Taiwan, separate from 
China, but would have the ability to lay separate claims on who the rightful China is.4 

 
Unifying this bramble of communiqués and agreements is the overarching framework of 
strategic ambiguity, where the United States has tried to allow the status quo to continue 
as it has for the past 50 years: the refusal to pledge unconditional support for Taiwan in 
the hopes that Taiwan will not declare independence and China will not seek forcible 

 
3 The referenced texts can be found here: “Three Communiqués,” American Institute in Taiwan, 
https://www.ait.org.tw/tag/three-communiques/; “H.R. 2479: Taiwan Relations Act,” 96th Congress (1979-
1980); “The ‘Six Assurances’ to Taiwan,” Taiwan Documents, 1982, 
http://www.taiwandocuments.org/assurances.htm. 
4 Yu-Jie Chen and Jerome A. Cohen, “China-Taiwan Relations Re-Examined: The ‘1992 Consensus’ and 
Cross-Strait Agreements,” University of Pennsylvania Asian Law Review, 2019, 
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1039&context=alr. 



reunification.5 While strategic ambiguity has avoided war, numerous crises have 
nonetheless raised the specter of escalation: the most notable being the 3rd Taiwan Strait 
Crisis of 1995-1996 and, perhaps, the recent incident of August 2022 with House Speaker 
Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan.6 As these incidents have unfolded, both sides have 
accused the other of revisionism and disrupting the status quo.  
 
In the case of the Pelosi incident, the administration of President Joe Biden claimed that 
visits to Taiwan by leaders are not unusual or unprecedented, accusing China of ginning 
up an excuse for escalation.7 China’s retort, in contrast, has been that visits by foreign 
leaders represent an erosion of the agreed-upon against Taiwan independence. Vice 
Foreign Minister Ma Zhaoxu, in a recent interview, claimed that the only erosion of the 
status quo came from the United States and Taiwan, ranging from weapons sales to visits 
of leaders like Pelosi, all of which amount to support for “separatist forces.”8 This, he 
argued, would necessitate the resolute safeguarding of national sovereignty by any means 
necessary. To garner public support for their position, Chinese authorities went as far as 
publishing a list of “crimes” of Pelosi’s visit: treachery, trampling on the rule of law, 
undermining peace, interfering in internal affairs, political manipulation, and using power 
for personal gain. (佩洛西窜访台湾六宗罪: 背信弃义、践踏法治、破坏和平、干涉
内政、政治操弄、以权谋私).9 While Taiwan has historically been content with de facto 
independence while keeping de jure independence off the table, China views official 
visits as connoting recognition and de jure status. This fear has only been compounded 
by statements by Taiwanese leaders that seem to cast doubt on this status quo: President 
Tsai Ing-wen claiming the 1992 Consensus is outdated, or Vice President Lai Ching-te 
claiming to be a “political worker who advocates Taiwan independence.”10 As both sides 
accuse the other of breaking the status quo, US-China relations seem more precarious 

 
5 “What is America’s Policy of ‘Strategic Ambiguity’ Over Taiwan?” The Economist, May 23, 2022, 
https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2022/05/23/what-is-americas-policy-of-strategic-
ambiguity-over-taiwan. 
6 Barton Gellman, “U.S. and China Nearly Came to Blows in ’96,” The Washington Post, June 21, 1998, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1998/06/21/us-and-china-nearly-came-to-blows-in-
96/926d105f-1fd8-404c-9995-90984f86a613/; “Pelosi Leaves Taiwan, but Tensions Rise in Her Wake,” 
The New York Times, August 3, 2022, https://www.nytimes.com/live/2022/08/03/world/pelosi-visit-taiwan-
china. 
7 Mary Louise Kelly, Connor Donevan, William Troop, “Biden’s National Security Advisor Doubles Down 
on Taiwan Policy After Pelosi Visit,” NPR, August 3, 2022, 
https://www.npr.org/2022/08/03/1115404561/ukraine-taiwan-pelosi-afghanistan-al-qaida-biden. 
8 “Ma Zhaoxu: It is Not China That is Trying to Break the Status Quo in the Taiwan Strait, but the United 
States and the ‘Taiwan Independence’ Separatist Forces,” 马朝旭：妄图打破台海现状的不是中国是美
国和“台独”分裂势力, Ministry of the Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, August 9, 2022, 
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/wjbxw_new/202208/t20220809_10737961.shtml. 
9 “The Six Deadly Sins of Pelosi’s Visit to Taiwan,” Xinhua, August 6, 2022, 
http://www.news.cn/world/2022-08/06/c_1128893882.htm. 
10 Charlotte Gao, “Was It Wise for Tsai Ing-wen to Reject the ‘1992 Consensus’ Publicly?” The Diplomat, 
January 4, 2019, https://thediplomat.com/2019/01/was-it-wise-for-tsai-ing-wen-to-reject-the-1992-
consensus-publicly/; “China Says Taiwan Courting ‘Disaster’ After Independence Comment by Vice 
President Candidate William Lai,” The Strait Times, November 21, 2019, 
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/china-says-taiwan-courting-disaster-after-election-independence-
comment.  



than ever before. Can the status quo be maintained and, even if it could, would this be 
desirable? 

In examining the Taiwan issue, traditional analysis focuses on oft-repeated questions: the 
military feasibility of a Chinese assault on Taiwan, the diplomatic prospects of eventual 
peaceful reunification, whether the United States would defend Taiwan against a 
militarized attempt at reunification, whether a “Thucydides’ Trap” engendered by 
China’s rise could create a potent flashpoint in Taiwan, if (or when) China may decide to 
bring the issue to a militarized head, and many others.  

 
These are important questions. Yet our paper does not aim to further develop extant and 
rich literature on these topics. Rather than consider military, political, or economic 
dimensions of the problem within international strictures or the personal dispositions of 
Chinese leaders, we pose a separate question: the extent to which the attitudes and actions 
of ordinary Chinese and Taiwanese people can shape the decision matrix of the leaders 
who claim to represent them.  

 
Posing this question as a choice between examining international and domestic drivers is 
not unique. Rather, a deep body of theoretical international relations scholarship has 
focused on this precise question: are the decisions of nations fundamentally the result of 
international, system-level pressures, or are they instead affected more by individual and 
national drivers?11 The most notable proponent of the former view, Kenneth Waltz, 
theorized neorealism as a way to explain the behaviors of states, where decisions reflect 
system-level pressures that should act upon states irrespective of specific governmental 
structures or leadership arrangements.12  This view often intersects with an assumption in 
much of international relations—imported from economic theory—of a rational, unitary 
state actor who acts as a utility-maximizing agent.13 Others have proposed a wider view, 
where subcomponents of a state—below the level of the international system—can 
nonetheless induce particular behaviors by the state. Graham Allison, in Essence of 
Decision, has argued that decisions of states can be explained in 3 models: the rational 
actor model, the organizational process model, and the bureaucratic politics model; in 
such models, decisions can be affected by factors as granular as the horse-trading of 2 
individual leaders or standard operating procedure of an agency.14 This model is extended 
and explicated in the context of national ideologies by Robert Putnam, proposing a “two-
level game” played by leaders and their domestic constituencies with whom they must 
retain support.15  

 

 
11 Kenneth N. Waltz, “The Origins of War in Neorealist Theory,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Vol. 
18, No. 4 (Spring 1988): 617-619, 
http://www.columbia.edu/itc/sipa/S6800/courseworks/OriginsOfWar.pdf. 
12 Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State, and War (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959).  
13 See, for example, Thomas Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1960), 4.  
14 Graham T. Allison, Essence of Decision (Boston: Little Brown, 1971).   
15 Robert D. Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games,” International 
Organization, Vol. 42, No. 3 (Summer 1988): 427-460, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818300027697. 



These approaches can be readily put to use in the Taiwan dispute, where strong national 
sentiments and domestic pressures threaten to swamp a sober evaluation of decisions 
from the sole standpoint of military stakes or conflict avoidance. The status of Taiwan—
its sovereignty, its relations with other nations, and even the cultural identification of its 
people—is an issue of the utmost national importance for millions—perhaps billions—of 
people. For China and its citizens, Taiwan represents territory occupied by Chinese 
people, representing a secessionist rupture of its territory from the motherland.16 The 
existence of Taiwan is seen as one of the last edifices of the Century of Humiliation, 
where once-Chinese territory remains separate from China, with the added insult of a 
government (the Nationalist Party from the Chinese Civil War) that inherently calls into 
question the legitimacy of the PRC.17 For Taiwan and its citizens, Taiwan has operated as 
an independent nation for decades, incontrovertible proof that Chinese speakers can 
thrive in running a capitalist democracy; claims to being merely part of China require 
disavowing the success that de facto independence has wrought for generations.18 And 
with each passing generation, fewer residents of Taiwan identify themselves as Chinese, 
with each decade representing an increasing number who identify not as Chinese but 
“Chinese-Taiwanese” or, increasingly, just “Taiwanese.”19 

 
The stakes are not that of a mere territorial dispute: for all 3 major players in this cross-
strait conundrum, a legitimate national interest can be claimed, although the strength of 
this interest may vary. For Taiwan, the existence as a sovereign and independent nation is 
at stake, with Taiwanese people viewing it as a threat to their very way of life.20 For 
China, Taiwan is the last and most significant unresolved territorial issue of the Cultural 
Revolution, seen as a core sovereignty violation by billions of Chinese people; it is 
perhaps the only issue that could cause Xi Jinping to lose his near-ironclad grip on 
power.21 And for the United States, Taiwan has long been seen as a vital ally: its strategic 
location in the First Island Chain is critical for US operations in East Asia22, while 
fabrication of high-end semiconductors through Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing 
Company (TSMC) is a critical military and civilian dependency.23 Biden has indicated on 
numerous occasions his willingness to contemplate a war to prevent reunification of 

 
16 See, for example, “Anti-Secession Law,” 中华人民共和国驻美利坚合众国大使馆 (Embassy of China, 
Washington, D.C. Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the United States of America), March 15, 
2005, https://www.mfa.gov.cn/ce/ceus/eng/zt/999999999/t187406.htm. 
17 Richard Bush and Shelby Rigger, “The Taiwan Issue and the Normalization of US-China Relations,” 
Brookings Institution (January 2019): 9, https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/The-
Taiwan-Issue-and-the-Normalization-of-US-China-Relations-Bush-Rigger1.pdf. 
18 Graham T. Allison, Destined for War: Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap? (New York: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2017), 223.  
19 Chen Yu-Fu and Jonathan Chin, “Nearly 90% of Public Identify with Taiwan: Poll,” Taipei Times, 
August 11, 2021, https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2021/08/11/2003762406. 
20 Amy Chang Chien, John Liu, and Peter Mozur, “Fight or Surrender: Taiwan’s Generational Divide on 
China’s Threats,” The New York Times, August 5, 2022, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/05/world/asia/taiwan-response-china.html. 
21 Kishore Mahbubani, Has China Won? The Chinese Challenge to American Primacy (New York: Public 
Affairs, 2020), 77.  
22 James R. Holmes, “Defend the First Island Chain,” U.S. Naval Institute, April 2014, 
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2014/april/defend-first-island-chain. 
23 Sujai Shivakumar and Charles Wessner, “Semiconductors and National Defense: What Are the Stakes?” 
CSIS, June 8, 2022, https://www.csis.org/analysis/semiconductors-and-national-defense-what-are-stakes. 



Taiwan24, while China—and leading China watchers—have made clear their belief that 
China would be willing to fight a war to prevent de jure independence.25  
 
Against this backdrop, we pose one core question: to what extent will national attitudes 
on both sides of the strait predispose leaders towards aggression, raising the specter of 
war? In answering this central question, we posit 3 subsidiary research questions: 
 

(1) What can international relations theory predict about the extent to which domestic 
attitudes in both countries may shape decision-making on both sides of the strait? 

 
(2) What evidence is there from past incidents that show the influence of domestic 

drivers on decision-making? 
 

(3) What do Chinese and Taiwanese people think about China/Taiwan relations, 
particularly as they relate to reunification-related contingencies?  

 
We argue that the conventional wisdom on Taiwan, positing a high risk of military 
conflict, may well be right, but for many of the wrong reasons. While military 
capabilities, deterrence dynamics, and balance-of-power are all relevant factors that may 
create risk, equally important—and overlooked—is a key motivating factor: the attitudes 
of the people on both sides of the strait.   
 
Our paper proceeds as follows: we first begin by presenting our theory, arguing that 
domestic determinants—and nationalism in particular—can have significant effects on 
state behavior, drawing upon the scholarship of Graham Allison’s “Three Models” and 
Robert Putnam’s “Two-Level Game.” Then, we select two case studies as examples of 
incidents where national attitudes shaped Taiwanese and Chinese behaviors. To provide 
additional support for our assessment of status quo nationalistic attitudes, we then 
examine Chinese and Taiwanese public opinion polling on the Taiwan question. Finally, 
we conclude by examining possible implications and policy ramifications that may flow 
from our findings.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
24 Zolan Kanno-Youngs and Peter Baker, “Biden Pledges to Defend Taiwan if It Faces a Chinese Attack,” 
The New York Times, May 23, 2022, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/23/world/asia/biden-taiwan-
china.html. 
25 Graham T. Allison, “Taiwan, Thucydides, and U.S.-China War,” The National Interest, August 5, 2022, 
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/taiwan-thucydides-and-us-china-war-204060. 



Theory 
 
 
What determines if domestic attitudes affect policy? To begin our analysis of cross-strait 
relations and domestic determinants, we first turn towards developing and applying a 
theory, examining the extent to which national pressures can be reflected in policy.  
 
In building our theory, we primarily rely on the work of Graham Allison’s “Three 
Models” theory and Robert Putnam’s “Two-Level Game” theory.26 These theories, which 
will be explained in more depth below, were chosen for two key reasons. First, both run 
against the grain of strict rationalism, where nations are construed as acting strictly in 
accordance with their self-interest. Instead, both theories explicitly recognize the extent 
to which pressures “under the surface”—groups and the individuals who comprise these 
groups—can effectuate particular government outcomes. Second, both theories leave 
open the possibility of value-laden influences on policy; that is, particular ideals held by 
relevant “players” playing a determining role in the policies selected. This receptiveness 
to the ways that values can be enmeshed in policy lends itself well to an examination of 
nationalism.  
 
Both theories emerged as a reaction to the increasing tendency in the mid-1900s towards 
integrating economic theory with international relations theory; specifically, the 
assumption of a rational, utility-maximizing entity, akin to homo economicus that 
impartially weighs a series of inputs and spits out a maximally efficient outcome.27 
Allison’s Essence of Decision, in particular, was reacting to the assumption of strict 
rationality made by those such as Thomas Schelling, who advocated predicting from the 
standpoint of the “armchair theorist” who impartially evaluates various options. Instead 
of fixating on a unitary, rational actor, according to Allison, the cat could be skinned in 
three different ways: three models to explain decision-making. These models centered a 
unitary state actor who acts in the maximally efficient way, a state comprised of 
organizations that may be partial towards particular decisions due to standard operating 
procedures or ideologies, and individual power brokers who are engaged in a game of 
bargaining and politicking with incidental effects on policies; these are the Rational 
Actor, Organizational Process, and Bureaucratic Politics models, respectively.28 In 
studying the Cuban Missile Crisis, Allison argues that each model may give different 
answers to the same question, and that an examination of drivers beneath the surface of 
the unitary state may present important insights in explaining otherwise puzzling, 
“irrational” actions. An example is the decision of the Soviet Union to not take more care 
in covering the ballistic missiles deployed to Cuba; nothing was camouflaged, allowing 
the U-2 flyover that discovered the missiles and prompted the crisis.29 A strictly rational 
approach may struggle to explain this decision, but once organizational processes are 
considered, an answer is more easily found: in the Soviet Union, missiles were siloed and 
hardened, with little need for camouflage; an organization (the Soviet military) was 

 
26 Allison, Essence of Decision; Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics.”  
27 Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict, 4.  
28 Allison, Essence of Decision, 13, 143, 255. 
29 Allison, Essence of Decision, 201-217.  



merely following standard operating procedures, with no experience on missile 
construction outside the Soviet Union, while stove-piping in government prevented the 
type of coordination to identify this error.30 
 
Nearly two decades later, Robert Putnam further developed the literature on foreign 
policy and decision-making with his theory of a “Two-Level Game”; while countries may 
be negotiating and bargaining for particular policy outcomes with their counterpart, 
they’re simultaneously playing a second “game” with their own domestic constituencies, 
constituencies which may include anyone from individual voters, interest groups, or other 
political players.31 Each nation is aware of the two-level game being played by the other, 
and the games cannot operate independently; the horizon of policy outcomes at the 
international level is thus constrained by domestic possibility, with a given government 
negotiating at two separate points.32 To illustrate this theory, Putnam gives the example 
of arms control treaty negotiations; the president may have an idea of the best possible 
outcome to secure the interests of the United States, but he has to negotiate against the 
backdrop of what his Congress would approve (and, indirectly, what the American people 
would be satisfied with).33 In democracies the problem is especially vexing, given the 
various guardrails that crimp unilateral executive decisions; it’s why some lambast the 
numerous consultations and, subsequently, varying answers given at various points when 
the United States negotiates with other nations. 
 
We argue that under both models, nationalism holds considerable explanatory power. To 
begin, however, it’s important to define what we mean by nationalism. Definitions of 
nationalism split along lines of ethnic and civic nationalism; while some theorists posit 
that a shared ethnicity unifies a group, others maintain that unity through the confines of 
a particular nation-state that is politically constructed.34 One prominent view, espoused 
by Ernest Gellner in Nations and Nationalism, holds that nationalism is both: it reflects 
the intersection of a national identity and a political unit, where once-salient differences 
are dissolved in favor of a unified national interest, the organizing principle for politics.35 
Unification along a particular in-group tautologically requires there to be an out-group, 
resulting in nationalism often being zero-sum, a competition against a given national 
group and the “others.”36 
 
From this definition, then, the application to political decision-making seems readily 
apparent: the citizens of a nation, for whom their leaders speak, hold an ideology they 

 
30 Allison, Essence of Decision, 210-212.  
31 Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics,” 434-436. 
32 Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics,” 435.  
33 Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics,” 443. 
34 For civic nationalism, see: Anna Stilz, “Civic Nationalism and Language Policy,” Philosophy & Public 
Affairs, Vol. 37, No. 3. (2009): 257, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1088-4963.2009.01160. For ethnic 
nationalism, see: William Safran, “Language, Ethnicity, and Religion: a Complex and Persistent Linkage,” 
Nations and Nationalism, Vol. 14, No. 1 (2008): 171-190. doi10.1111/j.1469-8129.2008.00323. 
35 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, (New York: Cornell University Press, 2008).  
36 For an example of this in the economic context, see: C. Christopher Baughn, “Economic Nationalism: 
Conceptual and Empirical Development,” Political Psychology, Vol. 17, No. 4 (1996): 759-778, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/3792137.   



likely want to see reflected in policy. And citizens have any number of levers to pull to 
ensure this preference is reflected: the most obvious is voting in leaders who capitalize on 
national sentiment (exemplified by the election of leaders like Donald Trump in the 
United States or Narendra Modi in India, to name a couple). Another vehicle, particularly 
in countries without democratic recourse, may be revolution. The fall of the seemingly 
indomitable Soviet Union exemplifies this tendency, where nationalist sentiments played 
a decisive role in its dissolution.37 What bears emphasizing is the degree to which 
nationalism in the aforementioned cases had different roots, ranging from ethnic (such as 
the appeal of Modi) to a core dimension of economic grievance (such as the appeal of 
Trump). Nationalism is multifaceted and can manifest in different ways, rearing a 
xenophobic head in one nation while playing out as a separatist sentiment in another 
context; consider Brexit in the United Kingdom or Catalan’s desire for independence. But 
the throughline is the same: a salient effect on policy.  
 
Putnam’s model, in particular, leaves ample room for national drivers to affect the 
outcome of both negotiating games, with nationalistic actors at the second level 
influencing the decisions reached at the first level. Gregory Moore, in his analysis of the 
Senkaku Island dispute between China and Japan, argues that perceived national interests 
exist as a significant constraint on what outcomes leaders can pursue in negotiations, 
regardless of policy desirability; “face needs,” such as national self-esteem, are an 
indispensable part of the policy creation process.38 As these drivers increase in salience, 
the result is that “… both governments [are] under increasing pressure to be less flexible 
and more assertive vis-à-vis the other.”39 
  
Nonetheless, the ways that nationalism asserts itself at the second level of this game will 
vary depending on the type of government; as mentioned above, more direct recourse 
exists in governments with democratic channels for registering opinions and discontent—
at the ballot box. In the case of cross-strait relations, the sharply divergent models of 
governance in both China and Taiwan bear emphasizing. 40 years ago, one would likely 
note more similarities than differences between both governments, as autocratic systems, 
but today the divergence is stark: Taiwan has a relatively new but flourishing democratic 
system, while CCP control has only grown more exacting. These differences make our 
analysis of nationalism in both countries distinct. Nonetheless, the trajectories of both 
systems should counsel against a simplistic treatment of “democracy versus autocracy”: 
40 years ago, many believed China would democratize, while a sizable portion of 
Taiwan’s 2022 population has lived under a past military dictatorship. This evolution 
must be noted, since culture and opinion neither exist in a vacuum nor evolve overnight, 
with significant effects on nationalism. 
 

 
37 Rogers Brubaker, “Nationhood and the National Question in the Soviet Union and Post-Soviet Eurasia: 
An Institutionalist Account,” Theory and Society, Vol. 23, No. 1 (February 1994): 47-78, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00993673. 
38 Gregory J. Moore, “‘In Your Face’: Domestic Politics, Nationalism, and ‘Face’ in the Sino-Japanese 
Islands Dispute,” Asian Perspective, Vol. 38, No. 2 (April-June 2014): 223, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43738087. 
39 Moore, “‘In Your Face’,” 228. 



Since 1949, the CCP has operated through the consolidation of power into a central 
power base, with power flowing to the party and the party alone. This desire for central 
control has manifested itself in numerous ways, in all 3 of the political, economic, and 
military domains. In the political domain, there are no national elections (which are 
confined to local politics), with the Communist Party deciding who will staff what 
respective positions.40 Unlike in a democracy, where power consolidation is viewed as a 
risk factor for an authoritarian shift, such maneuvers are viewed positively in China. Xi 
Jinping has been praised by many for his consolidations through the Anti-Corruption 
Campaign and for absorbing scores of previously separate positions under one 
concentrated authority: his own.41 
 
Similar behaviors have occurred economically. China, having tried pure Communism and 
collectivism under Mao Zedong, has increasingly shifted towards a novel form of 
authoritarian capitalism since the days of Deng Xiaoping: liberalization of capital 
markets coupled with State Owned Enterprises (SOEs) that compete on an uneven 
playing field.42 In international markets, China has been the beneficiary of linkages 
between public and private industry, with criticisms from the West alleging 
misappropriation and even theft of sensitive technology, funneled directly into Chinese 
enterprise.43  
 
Militarily, the CCP has long recognized that the political power grows from the barrel of 
the gun, seeking to ensure that the PLA is under the control of the party at all times.44 In 
the conventional domain, a rigid command structure of the PLA—and series of military 
reforms that restructured the military into organized command centers and cracked down 
on corruption—helps ensure top-down, hierarchical organization.45 With nuclear 
weapons, launch authority is kept strictly at the upper echelons of government: nuclear 
warheads are reportedly demated from delivery vehicles and kept separately, the strictest 
form of negative control to ensure that launches are only with the express authority of 
central party leadership.46 

 
40 Daniel A. Bell, “Chinese Democracy Isn’t Inevitable,” The Atlantic, May 29, 2015, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/05/chinese-democracy-isnt-inevitable/394325/. 
41 Fatoumata Diallo, “Xi Jinping’s Anti-Corruption Struggle: Eight Years On,” Institute for Security & 
Development Policy, April 9, 2021, https://isdp.eu/content/uploads/2021/04/Xi-Jinpings-Anti-corruption-
Struggle-IB-09.04.21.pdf; Jude Blanchette, “Xi’s Gamble: The Race to Consolidate Power and Stave Off 
Disaster,” Foreign Affairs, July/August 2021, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2021-06-
22/xis-gamble. 
42 Eve Cary, “Reforming China’s State-Owned Enterprises,” The Diplomat, June 19, 2013, 
https://thediplomat.com/2013/06/reforming-chinas-state-owned-enterprises/.  
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This rigidity extends down to ordinary citizens as well. Aside from the aforementioned 
lack of elections, the lack of a strong civil liberties tradition, as seen in Western cultures, 
results in comparatively few protections against surveillance. Initiatives such as the social 
credit system, perhaps the most stark (but perhaps embellished) example, serve as a way 
to monitor citizen behavior, keeping order.47 Within the criminal justice system, few due 
process rights are extended, and conviction rates soar well above 99%.48 
 
For citizens of Western democracies, the above likely sounds intolerable: few rights, 
fewer checks on governance, and no real means to vocalize political dissent. Yet this 
visceral reaction reflects mirror-imaging, projecting Western political traditions onto a 
country with markedly divergent notions of how a state should be constructed. While the 
Western tradition is steeped in notions of negative rights, liberty, and rights that create 
demands on the government, the Chinese tradition goes centuries further back, 
emphasizing instead stability and control as the counterpoint to unimpeded freedom that 
quickly degenerates into anarchy.49 While Westerners may read Locke and Montesquieu, 
coming to believe in the inalienable nature of rights regardless of who one is, Chinese 
people have grown up, generation after generation after generation, in the works of 
Confucius, believing instead of the virtues of “knowing one’s place” (君君臣臣，父父子
子).50 While one could reasonably argue that an appeal to traditional Chinese culture is 
peculiar in the face of the CCP’s attacks on tradition—exemplified by the Cultural 
Revolution—there is nonetheless evidence of a more modern revival of tradition since 
then. This revival situates Chinese tradition as the counterpoint to the West, attempting to 
galvanize Chinese people around the notion of a civilization with a rich history that links 
old tradition with nationalist appeal.51 
 
This divergence of intellectual traditions is unsurprising when considering the political 
histories of both Europe and Asia. In Europe, political sentiment often turned against 
power-hungry monarchs and the hegemony of the church; the ideals of the Enlightenment 
found sympathetic audiences and paved the way for political revolution. But contrast this 
with the history of China, where the vast landmass and difficulty of governance primed 
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the society for waves of crushing instability, connected to weak central control.52 And no 
example lingers in the mind of contemporary Chinese people more than the Century of 
Humiliation, where turmoil and civil war (the Boxer Rebellion, the Taiping Rebellion, 
two opium wars, the Chinese Civil War, and more) intersected with a feeble government, 
unable to maintain internal or external control.53 Instead of projecting Western-centric 
preferences onto China—rooted in diametrically opposed intellectual traditions—
Western scholars should recognize a set of completely different preferences: the 
preference for peace and stability, even if it comes at the cost of democratic input and 
protections for individual freedoms. This is why Rana Mitter and Elsbeth Johnson have 
noted that, against Western orthodoxy, “many Chinese believe that the country’s recent 
economic achievements have actually come about not despite, but because of China’s 
authoritarian form of government.”54  
 
But is nationalism relevant to a government with near-absolute control, where citizens 
surrender rights in the interest of stability? The answer should ostensibly be no, since the 
citizens lack a direct means of translating policy preferences into policy outcomes. The 
conventional wisdom thus holds that in China, only one person’s views matter: that of Xi 
Jinping.55 Yet this may be myopic. Illaria Mazzcco and Scott Kennedy have argued, on 
the basis of public opinion data, that the Chinese population contains a large number of 
sophisticated political citizens, holding a heterogeneous set of views they feel empowered 
to express.56 As a result, the role of citizens in shaping policy should not be a priori ruled 
out in an autocracy. In “Autocratic Audience Costs,” Jessica Weeks builds upon this 
further and notes that the key determinant is not democracy versus autocracy but rather 
whether leaders incur “audience costs” surrounding key decisions; if leaders can be 
punished by domestic constituencies, their decisions may be restrained accordingly.57 
This logic may hold in China, with the conventional wisdom overlooking a series of 
implicit bargains struck between the CCP and the Chinese people, not dissimilar from the 
notion of a “Social Contract” familiar to those in Western political traditions.58 In a 
democracy, accountability is procedure-based—if a candidate or party is disliked, they’re 
voted out. For China, however, the implicit understanding is that the leadership has the 
mandate to rule provided they deliver the desired objectives: political stability and 
economic prosperity.  
 
This bargain is not temporally unique to the CCP. What many onlookers miss, in 
focusing on the Chinese Communist Party as a Communist party rather than a Chinese 
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one, is the long historical lineage of this method of accountability: a mandate to rule but 
revocable if stability is not maintained.59 The mandate must always leave room for the 
possibility of 人民推翻, or overthrow of leadership by popular consent: a Mandate of 
Heaven (天命). As explained by Luke Glanville:  
 

For over five hundred years, between roughly 770 and 221 BC, Ancient China 
comprised a system of independent states. During these years, Confucian 
scholars, in particular Mencius, developed a political philosophy grounded in the 
moral virtue of benevolence. Drawing on the ideas of Confucius and the earlier 
Chinese concept of the Mandate of Heaven, Mencius claimed that the ruler of a 
state was established by Heaven for the benefit of the people. The ruler possessed 
the Heavenly Mandate to rule only so long as he retained the support of the 
people, for it was through the “heart” of the people that Heaven made its will 
known. The people, in turn, could rightfully hold their rulers to account. They had 
the right to banish a bad ruler and even to kill a tyrant.60 

 
Thus far, the CCP has upheld their end of this social contract: decades of explosive 
economic growth, the near eradication of illiteracy, and lifting more people out of 
poverty in a twenty-year period than any other point in human history.61 Yet it cannot be 
emphasized enough that this is not permanent, with a continuing need to deliver 
economic growth and prosperity. In recent years, however, this implicit bargain has had 
an added element emphasized to an increasing degree: the need for national greatness.  
 
One of the most significant events of China’s 20th century illustrating the power of 
nationalism—and its effect on regime legitimacy—was the Boxer Rebellion.62 Here, 
nationalist backlash to the Sino-Japanese War of 1895 and foreign spheres of influence in 
China prompted a wave of violence against missionaries and foreigners in China, under 
the banner of “Support the Qing government and exterminate the foreigners.”63 The result 
was an alliance of foreign nations invading and suppressing the violence, exerting 
significant control over China and expanding spheres of influence. The Qing dynasty, 
greatly weakened, fell approximately ten years later, as power brokers realized that the 
current system was unable to create a modern China that could withstand demands of 
foreign nations.64 The incident shows the ways that nationalism can spiral, uncontrolled 
by the government, as well as the corrosive effects it can have on support for the ruling 
power.  
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This nationalist dynamic is particularly salient as China continues to rise. As nations rise 
and grow more economically powerful, expectations rise: previously acceptable treatment 
by others becomes increasingly intolerable.65 Here, China is no exception: as China has 
risen more rapidly, the Chinese people have come to chafe at operating with international 
institutions designed without their input, treatment as a second-class nation, or perceived 
disrespect for their territorial integrity. As part of this, the CCP has tapped into 
unresolved anger and humiliation over the course of the 100 years preceding the CCP, 
through the Century of Humiliation. Under the banner of “never again,” Chinese leaders 
have claimed that a strong, independent China is needed to avoid ever being humiliated 
again and, subsequently, that the CCP will guarantee this. This is the roots of Xi’s 
“Chinese Dream” or “Great Rejuvenation” (中国梦;中华民族伟大复兴): a yearning for 
reclaiming something stolen for centuries by outsiders, forcing China to bide its time for 
hundreds of years until it was strong enough. But now, a mistreated Chinese civilization 
of 5,000 years, treated as secondary, will rise again and reclaim its rightful place.66 For 
China, nationalism is thus a double-edged sword: it has become a potent vehicle for 
drumming up CCP support, with the promise of rejuvenating the Chinese nation. But 
promises made must be promises fulfilled: a failure to succeed in actualizing the Chinese 
Dream risks angering billions of Chinese citizens, forfeiting the Mandate of Heaven.  
 
While this expectation can be partially managed and manipulated—through propaganda, 
ideological indoctrination, and censorship, among others—the question remains as to 
whether these are perpetual solutions. David Shambaugh has argued that these strategies, 
while still effective, do suffer from limits: globalization and the information age have 
lowered the barrier to entry for information, making it easier to seek out alternate 
perspectives.67 If the facts on the ground are increasingly unfavorable to China’s 
narrative—or spun ineffectually—there could be a loss of support for government policy.  
 
Given that nationalism may operate as an active influence on Chinese policies, of 
relevance is the extent to which it may push policies in a more aggressive direction or 
limit options for de-escalation. This tendency was dubbed by Kai Quek and Alastair Iain 
Johnston as “the worst of all worlds…it explains coercive external behavior that could 
give rise to militarized crises, but it also limits the regime’s options to de-escalate once 
militarized crises have broken out;” they reached this conclusion on the basis of 
interviews with senior Chinese officials who expressed concern about their hands being 
tied by public opinion in crises.68   
 
While leaders certainly retain flexibility and can theoretically find off-ramps of crises, an 
additional complication may be the affirmative willingness of leaders to tie their hands 
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and limit options. This seems paradoxical: why would flexibility be undesirable? 
Nonetheless, game theory offers one answer: threats are more credible if following 
through on them is not in the control of the threatener. A military offensive is more 
credible if bridges are burned that prevent retreat, while a surefire way to get the other 
driver to swerve in a game of chicken is to demonstrate one’s own steering wheel is 
broken.69 Indeed, this is the logic of nuclear strategies that automate launches (such as 
Russia’s “Dead Hand” or the indomitable “Doomsday Machine” of Dr. Strangelove): a 
threat that the leader is powerless to stop is maximally credible. 
 
If acting in line with the above theory, it’s not unfathomable that Chinese leadership 
could publicly emphasize—candidly or otherwise—the extent to which hostile Western 
steps would anger the Chinese public, triggering a potentially uncontrollable reaction; the 
intended effect of such a move would be to communicate a threat that Chinese leadership 
would be powerless to stop. This logic can be seen implicitly in statements that CCP 
leadership have made in the past that threaten the firm commitment and anger of 1.4 
billion, intending to induce the audience to fear the wrath of an uncontrollable force.70 
 
Notably, Jessica Chen Weiss has argued that Chinese leadership is adept at such risk 
manipulation. In Powerful Patriots: Nationalist Protest in China’s Foreign Relations, 
Chen Weiss claims that expressions of popular opinion—epitomized by protests in the 
street or rioting—are perceived internationally and offer a potent way for China to “tie 
their hands.”71 This intentionality is underscored by the fact that the CCP simultaneously 
suppresses some protests while encouraging others; protests that could tie hands in 
dangerous ways, such as over Taiwan, have been more limited than those in calmer 
waters, such as China-Japan relations.72 
 
How might this analysis compare to that of Taiwan’s government? Taiwan’s path for 
nationalistic preferences to be reflected in policy is comparatively simpler, as a nation 
with robust democratic governance. Yet Taiwan was not always democratic, however. 
Until 1987, Taiwan existed under a state of martial law (戒严时期), ruled by the leaders of 
a single family, punctuated with anti-democratic atrocities such as the 228 Incident and 
the ongoing legacy of White Terror (白色恐怖).73 In fact, it was not until 1996 that 
Taiwan had its first direct presidential elections, electing Lee Teng-hui.74 
  
The relatively recent nature of democracy in Taiwan shouldn’t be mistaken for the 
absence of powerful national influences on popular sentiment and, subsequently, policy, 
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however. The aforementioned 1996 election of Lee was widely viewed in Taiwan as an 
indicator of a national shift towards a Taiwanese identity, separable from (and even 
antagonistic towards) China and a Chinese identity.75 And in the decades since, the 
increasing sense of a Taiwanese identity has only accelerated this national shift, with an 
effect on policies. Surveys demonstrate an ever-dwindling share of the Taiwanese 
population that views themselves as anything other than just “Taiwanese,” let alone 
“Chinese.”76 As a result, the two major parties—the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) 
and Kuomintang (KMT), despite ostensibly different end-goals (independence and 
reunification, respectively) have virtually converged towards the status quo: Taiwan with 
de facto independence and self-governance, with little interest in declaring de jure 
independence. This is no accident, but the result of a shift in the attitudes of the people, 
with leaders winning electoral success by aligning with popular sentiment.  
  
In both China and Taiwan, national pressures exert influence on the decisions leadership. 
Far from being independent conditions across nations, national sentiment is entirely 
ensnared between Taiwan and China, due to the politically significant role that Taiwan’s 
independence (and status as a country) occupies in both countries. Yet here the problem 
begins to crystallize: in both China and Taiwan, increasingly nationalistic attitudes—on a 
zero-sum, binary issue—are taking hold. Our central theory is that as these national 
attitudes gain currency, increasingly assertive policies may be desired, tying the hands of 
leadership on both sides of the strait.  
 
For China, the notion of an independent Taiwan is unthinkable. This political third rail is 
rooted in a conception of sovereignty and the motherland (祖国) that is irreducibly 
nationalistic. For Chinese people, the existence of Taiwan—where the Nationalists 
retreated in 1949—is not only a festering challenge to the legitimacy of the CCP but 
remains an “unhealed wound” of the Century of Humiliation, where the West conspired 
to peel away a piece of China’s territory.77 For China, Taiwan has a long history of ties to 
the Chinese mainland, dating back to 230 CE when it was governed during the era of 
Three Kingdoms. The governance of Taiwan (then Formosa) under any other nation was 
an unacceptable rupture of the mainland, with the humiliating transfer of Taiwan to Japan 
in 1895 under the Treaty of Shimonoseki (⻢关条约) following the First Sino-Japanese 
War.78 In China’s telling, the return of Taiwan to China has been long duplicitously 
promised by the West: first dangled after World War I but reneged upon with Japan, and 
then with “One China” acknowledged in the series of communiques but violated in 
practice through diplomatic overtures to Taiwan.79 
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Already a sensitive national issue, the fans have been flamed further by intentional efforts 
to connect Taiwan to profound questions of the Chinese national identity. An integral part 
of the Chinese Dream is an emphasis on the “motherland,” with Xi and others 
proclaiming that China will never accept anything less than a reunified nation.80 
Proclamations from Xi that “every inch of our great motherland absolutely cannot and 
absolutely will not be separated from China”81 have become a rallying cry of sorts, with 
CCP-affiliated newspapers and figures repeating that any move towards Taiwan 
independence represents a “collusion” doomed to fail, with an inability to “…succeed in 
splitting even an inch of Chinese territory from the motherland.”82  
 
This is not new. Rather, for decades Chinese statements and laws have made the Taiwan 
issue of central importance. In December 1982, the Fifth National People’s Congress 
adopted as part of the PRC Constitution that “Taiwan is a part of the sacred territory of 
the People's Republic of China. To complete the great cause of reunification of the 
motherland is to include Taiwan compatriots. the sacred duty of the whole Chinese 
people” (台湾是中华人民共和国的神圣领土的一部分。完成统一祖国的大业是包括
台湾同胞在内的全中国人民的神圣职责).83 This was followed 20 years later by the 
2005 Anti-Secession Law, stipulating that “Taiwan is part of China. The country will 
never allow the ‘Taiwan independence’ separatist forces to separate Taiwan from China 
in any name or in any way.”84 A final significant reaffirmation came in July 2015 when 
the 15th meeting of the Standing Committee of the 12th National People's Congress 
passed the National Security Law of the People's Republic of China, claiming that 
“China's sovereignty and territorial integrity cannot be violated or divided. Safeguarding 
national sovereignty, unity and territorial integrity is the common duty of all Chinese 
people, including compatriots in Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan.”85 
 
A steady drumbeat of contemporary CCP statements and messaging have reaffirmed this. 
Claiming that the Taiwan issue is indispensable to national rejuvenation, the Chinese 
people are encouraged to think of the issue as one proximate to them, their identity, and 
their role as a son or daughter of China, with one statement proclaiming that “resolving 
the Taiwan issue and realizing the complete reunification of the motherland is the 
common aspiration of all Chinese sons and daughters, an inevitable requirement for 
realizing the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.”86 This messaging often ties the 
Taiwan issue to one of bravery and the national strength of the Chinese people, with one 
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recent statement emphasizing that “Taiwan is China's Taiwan,  and will eventually return 
to the embrace of the motherland. The Chinese people are not afraid of ghosts, 
oppression, or belief in evil.” (台湾是中国的台湾，终将回到祖国怀抱。中国人民不

怕鬼、不惧压、不信邪).87 
 
This messaging has resonated among the Chinese people. If polls are to be believed, for 
most of China, there is no question about whether Taiwan is part of China and ought to 
be reunified; the question is when and how, not if. As the Global Times, a hawkish CCP-
affiliated paper noted, “to ‘reunify or not’ is not a question for most Chinese people 
around the world, as they only differ on how to realize it.”88  
 
Returning to our “Two-Level Game,” we can see the majority players at this second level 
negotiating for this outcome. Among the elites and power brokers, there’s an increasing 
realization that the window of opportunity for reunification peacefully is closing—or has 
closed. As Wang Zaixi, Deputy Director of the Taiwan Affairs Office in China put it, the 
possibility is “dissipating” as Taiwanese people develop an identity separable from 
China, closing the door on mutually agreed upon reunification.89 Sentiments seem to have 
shifted in a similar direction among the population as well. While survey data from China 
is hard to verify methodologically, a prominent survey from the Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences concluded that “Mainland Chinese public opinion became impatient with 
Taiwan a long time ago…And the popular cry for ‘forceful reunification’ has become 
high-pitched.”90 
 
While Taiwan has been a powerful lever to pull for nationalistic support, the CCP may 
have unwittingly morphed this lever into an omnipresent Sword of Damocles, liable to 
drop at a moment’s notice. Described by Fudan University Professor Shen Dingli as “the 
only thing that will make him the greatest leader in the Chinese Communist Party,”91 Xi 
has hitched his wagon to a nationalism question of which Taiwan is an inseparable part. 
Despite being a paramount leader on the same level as Mao, China watchers have no 
doubt that Xi could—and likely would—be thrown from power if seen as insufficiently 
weak on Taiwan.92 In the face of a crisis, his hands may well be tied. 
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As a result, if China is playing a Two-Level Game, players who want reunification may 
forcibly negotiate for that outcome. While those in the West often lambast the insecurity 
engendered by an autocratic China, it’s not inconceivable that a democratic China would 
have absorbed Taiwan decades ago. Yet it bears emphasizing that the relationship of 
nationalism in China does not run in one direction; rather, it’s co-constitutive, a way for 
leadership to rally the population behind it while simultaneously serving as a demand of 
the people on the government. 
  
While China is enmeshed in a complex two-level game, defined by nationalist signals 
running both up and down from the central government, Taiwan is playing a game of its 
own, a game ensnared with China’s as well. The question of independence is a fiercely 
nationalistic one for Taiwanese people, affecting the negotiating outcomes for Taiwanese 
leadership and, critically, for Chinese leaders and citizens who perceive changes in 
Taiwanese attitudes. 
 
The most salient way this has manifested itself is simple demographics: generation after 
generation of people have been born in Taiwan, with little to no connection with China 
other than a shared language. While the Taiwanese government is ostensibly less than 
100 years old (with the KMT arriving in 1949), Taiwan’s separation from China far 
predates this, with significant political and cultural influence from sources such as 
Taiwan’s indigenous population and Japan’s decades of colonization.93 The millions 
emigrating after 1949 were a small fraction of the population already there, many for 
centuries. While 95 percent of Taiwan’s population may have Han Chinese roots, that 
obscures the significant degree of ethnic amalgamating that has taken place; the majority 
of the population speaks Hokkien as a second language, a smaller but still significant 
share speak Hakka, and a sizeable indigenous population exists.94 
 
Most significantly, however, is self-identification: few people in Taiwan consider 
themselves Chinese. This is the likely the national influence that is the most inexorable 
and, subsequently, influential in both China and Taiwan. As the number of Taiwanese 
people who identify as “Chinese” has ticked into the low single digits, each passing 
generation increasingly views themselves as belonging to a separate country, uninterested 
in merging with a country they share no affinity with.95 One survey found that a mere 3% 
wanted reunification now, and only 12% wanted it at any point, even under peaceful 
conditions.96 While the two primary parties—DPP and KMT—are defined by their 
positions towards China, both have gravitated towards the center. The DPP, traditionally 
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seen as “pro-independence,” has staked out the position that a formal declaration is 
unnecessary given de facto independence now.97 Similarly, the KMT, traditionally more 
sympathetic to reunification, argued under President Ma Ying-jeou that the antecedent 
conditions for reunification would be Chinese democratization and economic 
liberalization.98 Ma claimed that “the Republic of China is a free and democratic country. 
The reunification process must be peaceful and democratic for Taiwan to accept, because 
this is already a part of the life of the Taiwanese people and cannot be changed,” 
accepting the principle of reunification but with a condition.99 Put simply: both parties 
have settled on satisfaction with the status quo, just under different names. And public 
opinion bears this out; most Taiwanese people are content with keeping the status quo 
intact, pursuing neither increasingly antagonistic nor positive connections with China.100   
 
This bipartisan consensus in Taiwan is being keenly observed by China, however. 
Lamenting the putatively pro-independence swing, prominent figures such as General 
Wang Hongguang have put it simply: the Taiwanese have “…become irreversibly pro-
independence.”101 In past decades, Chinese military demonstrations towards the island 
coincided with periods with success of pro-independence candidates, especially in the 
DPP; relations notably improved under the presidency of KMT-affiliated Ma, with the 
first joint China-Taiwan presidential meeting and direct flights commencing.102 Yet over 
time, China has increasingly realized that the KMT is also unsympathetic to reunification 
on terms acceptable to China. One article notably proclaimed that “the KMT has never 
said that they want reunification … [it] drags things out slowly…and is the biggest 
obstacle to China’s reunification.”103 The swing towards the DPP and the Sunflower 
Movement of 2014 under the KMT government have only exacerbated these views that 
all parties in Taiwan are unified—against China.104  
 
While this trend has been a long-term demographic change, certain events have 
nonetheless accelerated it. In particular, the 2020 National Security Law placing Hong 
Kong under increased Chinese control was a wake-up call for many Taiwanese people, 
causing suspicion of the notion that “One Country, Two Systems” could ever be a 
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blueprint for Taiwan to maintain sovereignty.105 DPP President Tsai Ying-wen, then 
deeply unpopular, had a shocking popularity boost, cruising to electoral victory on the 
promise that she’d never let Taiwan turn into Hong Kong.106 Here, we see a vicious 
cycle; a Taiwanese identity prompts hostile reactions from China, which in turn 
accelerates the calcification of a Taiwanese identity antagonistic to China, engendering 
ever-more hostile reactions from China, repeating the cycle.  
 
While the inexorable march towards a Taiwanese identity may be setting in motion a 
slow-moving collision, there is also the possibility of an accelerant: a sudden shift 
towards independence. While unlikely—Taiwanese opinion suggests an awareness that a 
shift towards independence would make US support less likely and leave Taiwan 
vulnerable—there are those in both Taiwan and the United States who think Taiwan 
ought to declare independence. Prominent politicians in the United States, such as Mike 
Pompeo, have made this a central tenet of their Taiwan-based policy initiatives.107 If this 
were to occur, the Taiwan Strait would be on near-certain war footing; China watchers 
express little to no doubt that China would fight a war to prevent a declaration of 
independence, contemplating even nuclear use with regime survival on the line; anything 
short of this would imperil the CCP.108 Given the increasing number of Taiwanese people 
content with de facto—though not de jure—independence, this seems unlikely. 
Nonetheless, it is not outside the range of possibilities and remains a particularly 
concerning pathway through which national pressures could influence policy outcomes, 
culminating in near-certain war.  
 
Thus far, we’ve attempted to sketch a theory through which attitudes on the Taiwan 
question—domestic policy preferences—are reflected in policy outcomes both in 
democratic and non-democratic governments. Our theory, based on the seminal works of 
Allison and Putnam, generates a prediction: national attitudes should, in fact, matter, as a 
means of constraining the range of possible options for leaders who ultimately are 
accountable to the desires of the citizenry, either directly or indirectly. But is this 
supported in practice? We turn now to our case studies to find examples of national 
attitudes exerting pressure on decision-making. 
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Case Studies 
 
Thus far, we have generated a theory that suggests the extent to which attitudes and 
behaviors on both sides of the strait matter with respect to policy: attitudes and behaviors 
that extend beyond leaders to ordinary citizens. Put differently: we have suggested that 
policies are not generated in a utility-maximizing “black box” abstracted away from the 
citizenry, but rather reflect the influences of the citizenry. In contrast, leaders who 
determine policies may in fact face acute pressures generated by the citizenry, forcing 
their hand in particular directions or making particular options off-limits. In the case of 
nationalism, this relationship is co-constitutive: leaders drum up nationalism to curry 
favor with the people, and nationalist sentiments of the people reciprocally influence the 
actions taken by the government.   
 
This section intends to prove the above by drawing lessons from two case studies: the 
Belgrade incident of 1999, and the 3rd Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1995-1996. In the first case 
study, Belgrade, the nationalistic emphasis of the CCP on historic wronging and 
humiliation by the West primed the Chinese people to respond aggressively to the 
incident, in turn forcing the government to consider more aggressive responses. This 
crisis recipe is found once again in our second case study, the 3rd Taiwan Strait Crisis, but 
with an added ingredient: the tinderbox of cross-strait relations. Here, nationalist 
elements can be seen on both sides of the strait, with the development of a pan-Taiwanese 
identity shifting domestic attitudes in a nationalist direction, spurring an equal and 
opposite nationalistic reaction among the Chinese population; this resulted in both 
governments facing a limited menu of options, limited by their populations—and, indeed, 
the very nationalism they created. 
 
Case Study #1: Belgrade Crisis (1999) 
 
In 1998 through 1999, a crisis was unfolding in Kosovo, fought between the forces of 
Serbia and Montenegro (formerly the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia) and the Kosovo 
Liberation Army. In response to a humanitarian catastrophe, the United States and a 
NATO coalition intervened with an aerial bombardment campaign.109 In 1999, tragedy 
struck and the Chinese embassy was inadvertently bombed, killing 3 Chinese citizens.110  
 
China responded angrily, with the United Nations ambassador describing the incident as 
a “war crime” and “barbaric act.”111 The incident was met with a US apology and 
recognition of the tragedy, but for China it was too little and too late.112 Unpersuaded by 

 
109 John D. Steinbruner, “The Consequences of Kosovo,” Brookings Institution, March 1, 1999, 
https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-consequences-of-kosovo/. 
110 Daniel Williams, “Missiles Hit Chinese Embassy,” The Washington Post, May 8, 1999, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/inatl/longterm/balkans/stories/belgrade050899.htm. 
111 Kevin Ponniah, “The Memory of the Chinese Embassy in Yugoslavia Bombed By NATO 20 Years 
Ago,”中国驻南联盟大使馆被北约轰炸二十年的记忆追溯, May 8, 
2019,  https://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/simp/world-48184816. 
112 Thomas Pickering, “Oral Presentation to the Chinese Government 
Regarding the Accidental Bombing of The P.R.C. Embassy in Belgrade,” U.S. Department of State 
Archive, June 17, 1999, https://1997-2001.state.gov/policy_remarks/1999/990617_pickering_emb.html. 



the US explanation, those in the Chinese government and among the population writ 
large refused to accept that the incident was a tragic accident, rather than a targeted 
attempt at undermining Chinese sovereignty and interests. The Chinese government 
demanded punishment of those involved in the incident, financial remuneration, and 
repeated apology113; while the US did make apologies and give remuneration, 
exacerbating the crisis were numerous statements and actions by US policy figures that 
appeared to downplay the incident: a case in point was when Stanley Roth, Assistant 
Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, claimed that the incident was proof 
of opportunism, noting that “…the Chinese word for ‘crisis’ is a combination 
of…‘danger’ and ‘opportunity’…an opportunity for China to press for concessions.”114  
 
The death of three Chinese citizens, coupled with the lackluster US response, 
mushroomed the CCP’s response to the crisis. Xu Weidi has argued the crisis was 
formative in driving a subsequent aggressive Chinese build-up and sprint to parity, noting 
that “…even when a country possesses nuclear weapons, others can still use the excuse of 
mistakes to take rational and limited risks…if China were to have as many nuclear 
weapons as Russia, then-president Clinton would have had to fly to China to 
apologize…this incident greatly advanced the modernization of China’s national 
defense.”115 As recently as 2022, the Chinese foreign ministry continues to give speeches 
claiming the people must never forget barbarism and atrocities, creating linkages between 
the incident and US-NATO interventionism.116 Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman 
Zhao Lijian has claimed that May 1999 lives on and that “we will never forget the crimes 
committed by NATO.”117 Indeed, a closer examination of the incident—and its 
aftermath—shows the extent to which nationalist sentiment in China edged the 
government in this direction.   
 
In the early aftermath of the crisis, the CCP did little other than diplomatic criticism. 
Situating the incident within the broader chronology of CCP rule, 1999 was in the later 
stages of the era defined by Deng Xiaoping’s call to “hide and bide,” a call for China to 
avoid conflict while buying more time to build up stronger capabilities to eventually 
assert itself. However, to an increasingly assertive citizenry, this bore close resemblance 
to appeasement and acquiescence, a continuation of China’s supplicant status borne of 
the Century of Humiliation.  
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CCP passivity soon gave way to popular aggression, however. Massive protests erupted 
across China and among Chinese speakers in foreign countries. US diplomatic outposts in 
Guangzhou and Shanghai were locked down and damaged by demonstrators, while the 
US consul in Chengdu was firebombed.118 Chinese protesters lambasted “NATO 
fascism” in the United States and Europe, punctuating the international nature of Chinese 
protests against the incident. Protests frequently called for violence, with some students 
chanting “血债血偿” (Blood for Blood) or calling for an end to the “US Empire.”119 
 
Belatedly, the Chinese government attempted to align itself with the protests: PLA 
soldiers reportedly stood by while bricks were thrown at embassies, and US officials 
accused the CCP of helping charter buses to send protesters to violent demonstrations.120 
This culminated in an attempt by the Chinese government to portray the protests as a 
unified response, claiming that “…this shows fully that the bombing…aroused the utmost 
indignation and strongly patriotic feelings of the Chinese people. The Chinese 
Government firmly supports and protects all lawful activities of protest…[which] gave 
full expression to the great…cohesiveness of the Chinese nation and to…opposite 
hegemony. The great People’s Republic of China was not to be bullied.”121  
 
The deeply felt, nationalist sentiments evoked by the incident had an acute effect on the 
Chinese public consciousness. A review by Peter Hays Gries of 281 newspaper 
submissions and editorials in the Guangming Daily newspaper bears this out.122 
According to Gries, a central theme was “outrage” or “indignation,” reflecting a desire to 
“reassert power or status, to frighten an offending person into compliance, to restore a 
desired state of affairs.”123 Notably, many of these protests included an alignment with 
past humiliations, with some protesters writing “blood letters” where they bit their finger 
and claimed they would never forget the “national humiliation” that had been suffered.124  
 
Many letters also had explicit calls to action. Some advocated economic boycotts, asking 
the international community to shun the United States and make it a pariah125; others 
included explicit calls for revenge, claiming that “the countless masses work together, 
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and plan revenge in ten years. This is the hatred of our race-nation.”126 One final 
respondent advocated for military consideration, noting that “when we have a strong and 
modern military, we’ll see who still dares to bully us.”127   
 
Yet at during this “hide and bide” epoch of China’s development, such revisionist actions 
weren’t on the table: China was too weak to assert itself.128 Instead, the way that the 
government was able to channel popular sentiment—without an overt military 
response—was forward-looking: 化悲痛为力量, or to “turn grief into strength.”129 At 
that time, an off-ramp was the retort to “go back to the classroom and study to make us 
strong,” a refrain used in the 1930s and 1940s to crimp revolutionary sentiments in 
China.130 While China may have been too weak to assert itself then, it could always use 
this as fuel for growing stronger. This promise “never again” thus became the impetus for 
military modernization and a generation of Chinese citizens who viewed the United 
States as an enemy. 
 
As a result, while not prompting a military response, the Belgrade incident nonetheless 
was a watershed moment in Sino-US relations. Indeed, it arguably marked the start of an 
epoch where the relationship was defined in zero-sum terms, with a presumption of 
malign intention on both sides and a Manichean view of one another.131 One widely 
expressed sentiment was that of a hypocritical United States, claiming global interests but 
instead selfishly acting through double standards. One opinion piece 20 years later 
claimed the incident was what exposed US hypocrisy, accusing the United States of 
claiming to be anti-war but, paradoxically, endorsing intervention when in the interest of 
the country.132 It’s no exaggeration to say that this event was a turning point for Chinese 
views of the United States. Outside Peking University, students chanted “不考托（托
福），不考寄（GRE），一心一意打美帝” (“No TOEFL test, no GRE, and no 
roleplaying playing the US emperor”) as they gave up ambitions of studying in the 
United States and “Westernizing.”133 

But can this deferral of a military response last? Just as the 1930s refrain to “study to 
make us strong” only quieted revolutionary spirits for a decade, it's questionable whether 
today’s China would be able to keep the lid on nationalist sentiments. What would 
happen if a similar incident to Belgrade occurred today with a stronger China, having 
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successfully turned past grief into present strength? We believe two primary conclusions 
can be drawn.  
 
First, the Belgrade incident illustrates the potency of nationalism, both as a tool and as an 
automaton that can take on a life of its own. The incident undoubtedly played a potent 
role in galvanizing a generation of Chinese patriotic attitudes, supporting a muscular 
defense policy directed against a shared enemy. But at what cost? The protests 
demanding a more forceful Chinese response risked creating a runaway train, stopped 
only with promises of a deferred response upon becoming strong. Nationalism here 
exemplified our vicious cycle: the wielding of nationalism to gin up popular support 
results in a boomerang, where the target audience of nationalism wield it back at the 
government to demand strong, resolute responses. This self-perpetuating cycle becomes 
difficult to stop.134 
 
Second, while there was little danger in Belgrade, next time may be different. The off-
ramp in this crisis—deferring response until China was strong—is unavailable now that 
China is stronger than ever before. Xi Jinping has fully shrugged off his predecessors’ 
reluctance; if Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, and Hu Jintao were hiding and biding, Xi has 
decided that it’s time to emerge.135 Nowadays, all facets of China leadership—military, 
economic, and diplomatic—bear little resemblance to those of 20 years ago. China sits as 
the world’s largest economy (measured by PPP), a nation with regional military parity 
around the First Island Chain, and a network of strong allies that base their actions on the 
word from Beijing and not Washington.136 Why respond as a lesser party when one is an 
equal, Beijing may reason. If such an incident were to have happened in 2022, it seems 
unlikely that leaders would have confined themselves to diplomatic protest. The Foreign 
Ministry, long considered a powerless rubber-stamp who engaged in well-mannered 
“barbarian handling” but had no power in the Politburo, increasingly asserts Chinese 
prerogatives with force; demands may not have ended with apologies.137 Examples 
abound in the economic domain, as China has become an economic superpower: driving 
a South Korean company out of business in retaliation for missile defense, starving Japan 
of rare earth minerals to punish them for detaining a Chinese captain in a maritime 
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collision, and more.138 The Chinese leadership would likely not accept responding as a 
supplicant when existing as a co-equal. And it is certain the Chinese people would not, 
either.  
 
Case Study #2: 3rd Taiwan Strait Crisis (1995-1996)  
 
Given the frequency with which Taiwan is now associated with democracy, one can be 
forgiven for getting that democracy is a relatively new invention to Taiwan, with the 
country existing in some form of martial law until 1987 and only holding its first direct 
presidential election in 1996.  
 
This was an election that China was watching closely. In the nearly 50 years since the 
Kuomintang (KMT) party had retreated to Taiwan, notable changes had occurred among 
the population. For the first time, a generation was coming of age that was largely born 
on the island—and whose parents were as well.139 As a result of these demographic 
changes, a new national identity had begun to form: not one that was Chinese, or even 
necessarily Chinese-Taiwanese, but just Taiwanese.140 Yet at the same time, China 
viewed Taiwan as part of the mainland, a renegade province that was Chinese but inching 
towards secessionism. The direction that the Taiwanese people took would be an 
important signal about where they stood with respect to China.  
 
Yet the politician who emerged for the election raised serious concerns in Beijing. Lee 
Teng-hui, KMT party chairman, quickly emerged as the frontrunner and was not afraid to 
antagonize China. The first Taiwanese president born on the island, Lee was keen on 
developing a sense of Taiwanese nationalism and a national Taiwanese identity. 
Emphasizing self-rule and this distinctive identity, he gave his campaign speeches in the 
local Taiwanese language and famously declared that he wanted the people to be able to 
shout, “I’m Taiwanese” as a matter of pride.141 As part of this, he emphasized Taiwan 
existing not as a claimant to the “rightful China” (as much of the KMT believed at the 
time), and certainly not as a part of the PRC. Instead, Taiwan was depicted as a separate 
state, and he reportedly infuriated Beijing officials with repeated claims of the Taiwan-
China relationship as “state-to-state.”142    
 
Against this backdrop was a deterioration in US-China relations. Although the 1990s had 
been marked by optimism about successfully integrating China into the global economy, 
the incidents in 1989 with Tiananmen Square were a significant setback, with China and 
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the United States reaching a low point in relations.143 And military writings at the time 
began to identify the United States as China’s largest and most dangerous adversary, with 
the Soviet Union out of the picture.144 
 
In the lead-up to the election cycle, Lee made a fateful trip to the United States, 
delivering a speech at Cornell, his alma mater.145 Politicians in both the United States and 
Taiwan framed this as the first visit among many, with potential subsequent visits to 
Alaska and Washington, D.C. to follow as a path towards deeper US-Taiwan ties.146 
While Lee made an effort to avoid discussing politics in his speech, framing it as a 
private visit, merely going was enough to trigger a firestorm.147 China was “…livid that 
Mr. Lee has been treated like, well, a president, of what they consider a renegade 
province”148 and quickly took steps to prevent his victory in the upcoming presidential 
election. Immediately, the Chinese Foreign Ministry issued a statement that “The Taiwan 
issue has always been the most important and sensitive core issue in Sino-US 
relations…The Chinese side strongly urges the U.S. side to recognize the seriousness and 
harmfulness of Lee Teng-hui's visit to the United States… to avoid further damage to 
Sino-U.S. relations.”149 Soon after, two rounds of missiles were launched into the Taiwan 
Strait, the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) between Taiwan and China that China makes 
claims towards.150 The United States braced itself for a crisis and began preparing 
military activity in the region.151 

The crisis reached its apogee in 1996, with the election approaching. In an effort to 
convince the Taiwanese people that the election of Lee would doom China-Taiwan 
relations, a third missile test was undertaken, with three M-9 ballistic missiles landing in 
shipping lanes a mere 35 miles away from Taiwan.152 Shortly after, US Secretary of 
Defense William Perry threatened “grave consequences” if missiles struck Taiwan, and 
President Bill Clinton deployed a carrier strike group to international waters near 
Taiwan.153 Surprised by the forceful US response in their backyard, China was cowed 
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and missiles did not continue; Lee’s support increased following the crisis and he swept a 
decisive victory.154  
 
Implicit in this incident was an action-reaction cycle of deeply felt national sentiment on 
both sides of the strait, culminating in military engagement and crisis that could have 
spiraled into a full-blown military encounter. To understand this requires looking at 
national drivers of both Taiwanese and Chinese behavior.  
 
For Taiwan, the national drivers are clear: Taiwanese people no longer considered 
themselves Chinese, and certainly no longer considered themselves a part of China. 
Rather, the 1996 election—the first ever— was a referendum on de-facto (though not de-
jure) independence, and the results showed a sea-change in Taiwanese attitudes.155 And 
the lead-up to an election reflected an increasing domestic attitude that resented other 
countries dictating to Taiwan: if a Taiwanese leader wanted to visit the United States, 
how dare the Chinese government try to forbid it? As one interviewed Taiwanese person 
remarked, “people in Taiwan are in a very rebellious mood. They are not afraid of 
China.”156 Lee’s decision to visit the United States was hugely popular among Taiwanese 
people both in Taiwan and overseas, with a large number of supporters appearing in 
Cornell to celebrate his speech and counter-protest Chinese demonstrators.157 Seeing how 
this juncture was reached—an explosive visit by a candidate who was diametrically 
opposed to China’s interests—cannot be understood without recognition of the 
continuing process that was the birth of a national identity in 50 years, a powerful identity 
that brought with it nationalistic sentiments.158 
 
But with zero-sum nationalism in the China-Taiwan relationship, reactions may have 
equal and opposite effects. As Tim Ting described it, “what Lee Teng-hui is building is 
Taiwanese nationalism…and Taiwanese nationalism and Chinese nationalism are 
clashing.”159 And the attitudes of the Taiwanese citizenry—supporting a pro-
independence candidate who viewed Taiwan as separable from China—hardly went 
unnoticed in China. According to John Garver, this was a turning point for China as well, 
“…the first instance of international politics linked to the political dynamics of post-
communist China whose political legitimacy has shifted to nationalism.”160 Due to 
national identities emerging and becoming entrenched on both sides, the view of the 
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Chinese citizenry was that Taiwan’s democratization was a threat, where increasingly 
independent Taiwanese views would drive a wedge into cross-strait relations.161 
 
As discussed earlier, the Taiwan issue suffers from unique indivisibility: after all, if 
Taiwan belongs to Taiwan, it cannot simultaneously belong to China. In a sense, this 
zero-sum game represented a security dilemma of sorts, where ostensibly inoffensive 
shifts—democratization, national identity, independence—are interpreted as aggression. 
This quickly descends into a spiral: if Actor A’s seemingly defensive actions precipitate a 
hostile reaction from Actor B, Actor A will move in an increasingly aggressive direction, 
prompting a reciprocal response from Actor B. As Chang Pao-Min argues in the context 
of Taiwan:  
 

The crux of the problem lies in whether Taiwan’s new leadership is willing and 
also able to dampen the heat of Taiwan nationalism or separatism and its by-
product: anti-China sentiment…Taiwan is apparently confronted with a dilemma 
whether to withstand China's threats or to promote internal unity, therefore to 
ensure its own security, Taiwan needs to cultivate a distinctive Taiwanese 
identity, but the very process of doing so inevitably generates attitudes and 
activities unfriendly and even hostile to China and Chinese, thereby invoking the 
suspicions of Beijing. Still worse, it could also inadvertently push Taiwan onto 
the course of independence and consequently, a head-on collision with Beijing.162 

 
As a result, it should be unsurprising that the incidents from 1995 to 1996—Lee’s visit 
and subsequent electoral viability—created a nationalist powder keg that was ready to 
explode. In 1995, China demanded Lee’s visit to Cornell be canceled, threatening to 
unleash the “feelings of 1.2 billion Chinese people” who viewed the incident as an affront 
to Chinese sovereignty.163 Upon arriving at Cornell, Lee encountered hundreds of 
Chinese protesters who demonstrated against his speech, claiming that his remarks (and 
mere presence) were a violation of core Chinese territorial interests against 
separatism.164  
 
In 1996, patriotic sentiments were running particularly high and, importantly, the 
government of Jiang Zemin was acutely aware of this. Here, national sentiment was 
amalgamated with bureaucratic politics and new-leader insecurity: Jiang, succeeding the 
lionized Deng Xiaoping, felt pressure to act, doubly so on an issue that the Chinese 
people regarded as a core national interest.165 Sensing weakness, others who were eyeing 
plum positions in the Chinese leadership raced to take increasingly hardline stances: 
Politburo Standing Committee members Qiao Shi and Li Ruihuan came out with 
statements about the importance of sovereignty and defending Chinese interests with a 
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military response.166 For a generation of Chinese citizens raised to believe that political 
power grows out of the barrel of a gun (枪杆子里面出政权), this posturing carried 
weight and boxed in Chinese leadership towards increasingly hostile reprisals.167 This 
held particular currency among Chinese military figures—both leadership and rank-and-
file. In any nation, soldiers will be an especially patriotic and nationalistic subset of the 
population, those willing to risk their lives for the national cause. This can have particular 
effects on policy, however, when the views of this subset begin to affect the decisions of 
key leaders. In 1996, pushes from military leadership, reflecting the attitudes of leaders 
and ordinary soldiers, influenced Jiang, causing legitimate questions to emerge about the 
viability of continued support should China not take forceful action.168 The result was a 
set of military responses—missile tests—that raised the specter of miscalculation and 
inadvertent conflict, deterred only by the presence of an overwhelming display of US 
force.  
 
In the face of this force, China backed down, but learned a similar lesson to 1999: even if 
we could not respond with strength now, grief can be turned into strength, humiliation the 
impetus for growth.169 It is no coincidence that China spent the next 20 years developing 
a world-class array of short- and medium-range missiles, particularly of the anti-ship 
variety.170 In examining this case study, we suggest two main implications. 
 
First, if strong national sentiment in one nation is perilous, equivalent sentiments in 
another nation may be doubly dangerous: these sentiments can play off one another, 
operating as a variant of a security dilemma where citizens of both nations feel aggrieved 
and threatened by the actions of the other. This is shown by the incidents leading up to 
the crisis: Taiwanese nationalism prompted a strong Chinese national response, which 
spurred Taiwanese political actions and an ever-stronger Chinese national attitude that 
led to military reprisals. This self-perpetuating cycle, magnified by the influence of 
bureaucratic actors who are especially susceptible to national sentiment, debunk any 
pretensions that governments on either side of the strait can make cool, level-headed 
decisions abstracted from national ideology.  
 
Second, the crisis can accurately be described as a series of near-misses and good 
fortune: missiles fired were discovered to be unarmed, the United States had sufficient 
military force to deescalate the crisis on both sides, and the Chinese public was content to 
channel fervent anger at the situation into building towards a future. But that good 
fortune may not obtain next time. As we alluded to above, Chinese efforts have 
obsessively been geared towards preventing the United States from ever operating in the 
Taiwan Strait again. Following the incident, a shift in policy priorities occurred, moving 
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from an emphasis on civilian initiatives to a major defense buildup.171 Priorities of 
civilian programs over defense ones (国防建设为经济建设让路) gave way to military 
ones (协调发展同步发展) that raced to create China’s own aircraft carrier, as well as the 
"Dongfeng" 21D and 26 missiles aimed at carriers. 
 
These capabilities may present new challenges for US-China relations. Anti-ship 
missiles, with a particular emphasis on “Carrier Killer” missiles such as the DF-21D and 
DF-26, would make it near-impossible for a US carrier strike group to ever approach the 
First Island Chain in conflict. Were the United States to not have intervened, would the 
crisis have still deescalated? Even more concerningly, were the United States to have 
intervened in, say, 2022, would the Chinese people accept this? As a nation grows its 
military and economic sway, its status as a rising power brings with it an increased sense 
of assertiveness, interpreted by the established power as unwon entitlement: 2022’s 
Taiwan Strait Crisis may find a China unwilling to tolerate the United States dictating 
terms in what it regards as its own backyard.172 Importantly, this may not be the call for 
the leadership to make, but one for the Chinese people. We conclude with a quote from 
Douglas Porch on how this nationalism, once out of Pandora’s Box, can set in motion a 
cycle that cannot be stopped: 
 

Precisely because the Communist government feels insecure, Beijing is compelled 
to assert its authority in East Asia and to brandish the whip over Taiwan and those 
who would support the island's pretensions to independence. PRC leaders appear 
haunted by the fate of their former Soviet counterparts, who in their attempt to 
modernize lost control to centrifugal forces of nationalism and liberal reform. 
Such forces lurk close to the surface in China, and they have un- raveled previous 
regimes. For any PRC leader ambitious to secure the "man- date of heaven" - and 
incidentally the support of the People's Liberation Army - the future of Taiwan is 
a nonnegotiable issue. Any concession on Tai- wan threatens to open the dikes to 
democracy and regionalism.173 
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Data 
In support of our theory, we gathered extensive public opinion data from both Taiwan 
and China, examining the attitudes of both Taiwanese and Chinese people towards the 
Taiwan question: reunification, independence, cultural identification, and more.  

Taiwan Data: 2020 Snapshot 

The data we primarily relied on came from National Chengchi University’s Election 
Study Center, polled in 2020 for the Taiwan National Security Survey initiative.174 An 
extensive phone survey of Taiwanese people in every city with random, phonebook-
based sampling, the survey is methodologically sound and reached significant findings 
through a sampling of 1680 individuals. While dozens of questions were asked, we 
extracted the most relevant six questions for our theory.  
 
Tables for the following questions are below:  
 

(1) Which of the following statements comes closest to your point of view about 
Taiwan’s relationship with the Mainland?  

 
(2) Regarding Taiwan and the Mainland’s future developments, some think that 

unification is more likely and some think that independence is more likely. What 
do you agree with more? 

 
(3) If a Taiwanese declaration of independence will lead to attacks from Mainland 

China, do you think the United States will deploy troops to help Taiwan? 
 

(4) If Taiwan maintains the status quo (does not declare independence) and Mainland 
China attacks, do you think the United States will deploy troops to help Taiwan? 

 
(5) If Taiwan and Mainland China go to war, do you think the majority of Taiwanese 

citizens will join the war effort? 
 

(6) Currently, some people identify themselves as “Taiwanese”, others identify 
themselves as “Chinese,” and some identity as both identities. Would you identify 
yourself as Taiwanese, Chinese, or both?  

 
                                                             
 
 
 
 

 
174 Adapted from Emerson Niou, “The Taiwan National Security Survey.” Data were collected by the 
Election Study Center, National Chengchi University in Taiwan, in 2020. 
 



Table 1: Which of the following statements comes closest to your point of view about 
Taiwan’s relationship with the Mainland? 
 

  Frequency Percentages Effective 
Percentage 

Cumulative 
Percentage 

Effective  Unification 
(01+03) 74 6.7% 6.7 6.7 

 Independence  
(02+04) 298 26.8% 26.9 33.6 

 
Maintain status 

quo 
(05+06) 

667 60.1% 60.3 93.9 

 Non response 
 67 6% 6.1 100 

 Total 1106 99.6 100  
Omission System 4 0.4   

Total  1110 100   
 

                                                        
Table 2: Regarding Taiwan and the Mainland’s future developments, some think that 
unification is more likely and some think that independence is more likely. What do you 
agree with more? 

 Frequency Percentages Effective Percentage 

Unification more likely 301 27.1% 27.1 

Independence more likely 527 47.5% 47.5 

Nonresponse 282 25.4% 25.4 
Total 1110 100% 100 

1. Source: The 2020 Taiwan National Security Survey 
2. Nonresponse includes Hard to say, No opinion, Don’t know, and Prefer not to 

answer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                



Table 3: If a Taiwanese declaration of independence will lead to attacks from Mainland 
China, do you think the United States will deploy troops to help Taiwan? 
 

 Frequency Percentages Effective Percentage 

Definitely will not 138 12.4% 12.4 

Will not 257 23.2% 23.2 
Will 354 31.9% 31.9 

Definitely will  236 21.3% 21.3 
Nonresponse 124 11.2% 11.2 

Total 1110 100% 100 
1. Source: The 2020 Taiwan National Security Survey 
2. Nonresponse includes Hard to say, No opinion, Don’t know, and Prefer not to 

answer. 
 
                                                             
Table 4: If Taiwan maintains the status quo (does not declare independence) and 
Mainland China attacks, do you think the United States will deploy troops to help 
Taiwan? 
 

 Frequency Percentages Effective Percentage 

Definitely will not 99 9% 9 

Will not 158 14.3% 14.3 
Will 360 32.5% 32.5 

Definitely will  385 34.7% 34.7 
Nonresponse 106 9.6% 9.6 

Total 1110 100% 100 
1. Source: The 2020 Taiwan National Security Survey 
2. Nonresponse includes Hard to say, No opinion, Don’t know, and Prefer not to 

answer. 

 

                

                                              
 
 



Table 5: If Taiwan and Mainland China go to war, do you think the majority of 
Taiwanese citizens will join the war effort? 

 Frequency Percentages Effective Percentage 

Definitely will not 69 6.2% 6.2 

Will not 159 14.3% 14.3 
Will 349 31.4% 31.4 

Definitely will  451 40.6 % 40.6 
Nonresponse 82 7.4% 7.4 

Total 1110 100% 100 
 

1. Source: The 2020 Taiwan National Security Survey 
2. Nonresponse includes Hard to say, No opinion, Don’t know, and Prefer not to 

answer. 
 
                                                   
 
Table 6: Currently, some people identify themselves as “Taiwanese”, others identify 
themselves as “Chinese, and some identity as both identities. Would you identify yourself 
as Taiwanese, Chinese, or both?  
 

 Frequency Percentages Effective Percentage 

Taiwanese 677 61% 61 
Both 365 32.9% 32.9 

Chinese 28 2.6% 2.6 
Nonresponse 40 3.6% 3.6 

Total 1110 100% 100 
1. Source: The 2020 Taiwan National Security Survey. 
2. Nonresponse includes Difficult to say, No opinion, Unsure, and I decline to 

answer. 
 
                
Taiwan Data: Changes Over Time  
 

In addition to our 2020 snapshots, we collected data from a period of nearly 30 
years, analyzing changes over time in Taiwanese attitudes towards reunification and the 
existence of a Taiwanese identity.  
 
The results are below. 



表七、臺灣民眾統獨立場趨勢分佈 

Table 7: Changes in the Unification - Independence Stances of Taiwanese 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
資料來源：國立政治大學選舉研究中心重要政治態 度分佈趨勢圖 

Source: Core Political Attitudes Trend Chart, Election Study Center, National Cheng Chi 
University 

 
 
 
 
 
 



表八、臺灣民眾臺灣人/中國人認同趨勢分佈 
Table 8: Changes in the Taiwanese/Chinese Identity of Taiwanese 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

資料來源：國立政治大學選舉研究中心重要政治態 度分佈趨勢圖 
Source: Core Political Attitudes Trend Chart, Election Study Center, National Cheng Chi 

University 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



China Data  

Relative to Taiwanese data, data on Chinese attitudes are relatively scarce. However, 
enough data exist to form some preliminary takeaways on Chinese attitudes towards the 
Taiwan question. A nine-city cell phone survey conducted by the Institute of Public 
Policy at South China University of Technology in 2019 generated random phone 
numbers from Beijing, Shijiazhuang, Xi’an, Wuhan, Chengdu, Nanning, Kunming, 
Guangzhou and Xiamen, sampling roughly 200 people were per city.175  

The question posed was as follows: 请问您同意 ‘任何情况下都不应该使用武力来统
一台湾’ 这个说法吗? (Do you agree that Taiwan should not be unified with Mainland 
by force under any circumstances?). The result was that 53.1% of the respondents were 
willing to support armed unification, 39.1% opposed it, and 7.8% gave an indecisive 
answer.176  
 
To find what factors correlate most significantly with the support for armed unification, 
the survey added 11 possible factors. The results were as follows: 
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whether there is any circumstance that could justify armed reunification. 



 
 
Table 9: Bivariate analysis  
 

      
 
 

 
 



 

Implications of Data  

In our review of the data, we observe four key trends that have significance.  

First, the speed at which a Taiwanese identity has formed is simply staggering. This can 
be seen in both the 2020 data snapshot and the trend over time. The survey found 61% of 
people in 2020 viewed themselves as Taiwanese, with barely over 2% identifying as 
Chinese (and less than a third saying they were Taiwanese-Chinese). Contrast that with 
1992, when more people said they were Chinese (25.5%) than Taiwanese (17.6%), and a 
plurality identified as Taiwanese-Chinese (46.4%).  

This demographic swing is shocking both with respect to its speed and magnitude. And it 
underscores our broader point: an identity has emerged, exclusive and separable from the 
Chinese identity that China believes ought to obtain in Taiwan. This, more than anything 
else, is an inexorable force that drives a shift in attitudes on both sides of the Strait. 

Second, a sizeable majority of Taiwanese people, as of 2020, are in favor of maintaining 
the status quo, with over 60% saying that the status quo should be kept instead of a shift 
further from or towards China. This is significant: even after the National Security Law 
in Hong Kong (which was viewed negatively by Taiwanese people177) there were 
nonetheless calls for continuity.  

Part of this may be rooted in a security-based calculation. Nearly 70% of Taiwanese 
people thought that the United States would deploy troops to help Taiwan if attacked 
without a declaration of independence, contrasted by just 50% who thought the United 
States would help following independence. But regardless of the reason, it shows the 
fundamental acceptability of the status quo. Just as the newly emerging Taiwanese 
identity may drive hostility, this may temper such a force; despite demographic changes, 
Taiwanese people are comfortable without de jure independence. 

Third, if support for unification is truly a moot point in China, as the CCP says, then war 
is on the table. A majority of the Chinese population (57.6%) was in favor of pursuing 
“armed unification” under at least some circumstances. This is not to say that China will 
actively favor unification or seek it out. But it does mean that under certain 
circumstances—perhaps a sharp move towards independence—reunification through 
military means would not be off the table.  

Fourth, Chinese attitudes towards reunification are not homogenous. Notably, support 
increased among the more well-educated and elite classes, with over 70% of high-income 
Chinese people supporting armed unification, and 68% of those with graduate degrees 
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feeling the same. And support was sharply lower among those in cities on China’s coasts 
(such as Guangzhou or Xiamen), where the question was a near toss-up. 

What does this mean? In the case of income and armed support, this may amplify the 
extent to which violent measures could be taken in a crisis; those who are wealthier, more 
well-connected, more well-educated and Party members were sharply more in favor of 
unification through military means, the same people who would have more sway in 
shaping the opinions of others.  

But a potential pacifying effect can be seen in the connection between coastal residence 
and disdain for armed unification. Cities on China’s coast are likelier to have closer trade 
ties to Taiwan, creating the potential for economic linkages and, perhaps, personal 
linkages. Those who know others and work with others closely are more likely to have 
cultural empathy and understanding of the other’s position. This is only further 
underscored by the reality that conflict, were it to occur, would disproportionately affect 
coastal cities, with increased vulnerability for coastal residents. This deserves further 
study as a potential relationship in Cross-Strait ties.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusion & Implications 
Our paper has aimed to establish a theory for explaining shifts in policy behavior on both 
sides of the Strait: nationalist drivers among the population. In supporting this theory, 
we’ve marshaled examples from crises—relating both Taiwan and otherwise—as well as 
public opinion polling to show the extent to which popular sentiment relates to 
increasingly frosty relations. 
 
 In doing so, we answer the question posed by our paper in the affirmative: yes, the tail 
can wag the dragon. Nationalism, like any other ideology or value, is a powerful force 
capable of unifying an otherwise disparage group of people, enabling people to see past 
myriad differences in pursuit of a common cause. For a government that needs to lead 
billions of people spread across an expansive land mass, this force seems like the 
ambrosia of the Greek Gods, guaranteeing immortal rule and suppressing other 
challenges to legitimacy. And thus far, it has been. Yet our paper suggests this force is 
not just exerted downwards, on the government to the people. Rather, it can also be 
exerted upwards, with people internalizing this ideology and demanding actions 
consistent with it, a form of electoral accountability even for a state without a traditional 
electorate.   
 
But this carries with it concomitant risk: state leadership at the whim of an angry, 
nationalistic population, demanding ever-more aggressive actions. In Putnam’s Two-
Level Game, the negotiations at the second level do, in fact, affect those at the first, and 
we extend this further by claiming that the activities at the second level are also perceived 
in a secondary country’s own Two-Level Game; that is, attitude shifts among one 
population are priced in by another. The result is a potentially vicious cycle: one state’s 
zero-sum nationalism is interpreted by another as hostility, sparking a reaction and in turn 
triggering yet-more animosity.  
 
Our analysis is intended less as a set of policy prescriptions than an overriding 
geopolitical diagnosis: the failure of current cross-strait strategy is a failure to understand 
where policy originates. As a result, our paper will not conclude with particular policy 
recommendations; instead, we argue for a core reorientation in how decision-making is 
theorized, as well as 3 implications that, hopefully, can serve as a lodestone for effective 
policies.  
 
If forced to put our central takeaway in one line, it would be as follows: dispense with the 
notion of rational, calculated decisions made by central leadership of either Taiwan or 
China if such rationality requires abstracting away from the viewpoints of the citizenry. 
The idea of a handful of elites steering the ship of cross-strait policy, against the express 
whims of billions, is both theoretically unsound and empirically unfounded. In both 
Taiwan and China, the Taiwan question has become one of vital national sentiment, due 
in no small part to the actions of each respective government. The result is that domestic 
audiences have strong policy preferences and, importantly, ways to register those 
preferences.   
 



It takes little imagination to see how a fixation on “what would be rational” could spiral 
into a crisis. Taiwan, perhaps backed by the United States, inches further towards 
declaring independence, rationalizing that the Chinese leadership has no “rational” 
incentive to prosecute a conflict: economic damage from protracted fighting would slash 
economic growth by an eye-watering amount, an invasion would be a costly undertaking 
with uncertain odds of success, and even a successful campaign would leave China stuck 
governing an island of over 20 million angry, disgruntled people with no desire to be 
reunified. 178 
  
And this says nothing about the specter of nuclear escalation raised by any direct conflict 
between two nuclear powers. In a local war over Taiwan, both the United States and 
China might face acute escalatory pressures; either side, upon losing momentum, would 
be tempted to “escalate to deescalate” as a means of foisting a Hobson’s choice on the 
other: give up the objective or risk nuclear escalation in continuing, forcing a choice 
between suicide and surrender.179 China, to blunt US air campaigns against exposed 
Chinese amphibious assault ships, may be tempted to strike air bases in Japan or even 
utilize anti-ship missiles against aircraft carriers; missiles like the DF-26 and DF-21D 
have express anti-base and anti-carrier purposes, capable of ranging bases as far as Guam 
and sinking a supercarrier.180 The United States, on the other hand, could widen the war 
by refusing to recognize mainland China as a sanctuary, carrying the campaign to missile 
bases on the mainland as a means of protecting US assets in the region.181 This is, after 
all, how the United States has traditionally conducted wars; punching its way into the 
center of gravity and disabling anti-ship and anti-air capabilities that jeopardize US 
assets.182 But due to Chinese co-location of conventional and nuclear missiles, a risk 
remains of inadvertently attriting Chinese nuclear capabilities in an otherwise-
conventional campaign. By the time Chinese nuclear weapons have been hit, numerous 
opportunities for untold escalation have been reached: the deaths of likely thousands of 
Chinese and American servicemembers, attacks on the Chinese mainland, and most 
importantly, attacks on Chinese nuclear weapons that play into China’s fear of a 
devastating US counterforce attack that leaves them disarmed and impotent.  

 
It bears emphasizing that this spiral emerges from a war that nobody wanted. China, in 
undertaking it, risked crippling economic damage, loss of the CCP, and the death of all 
involved, in pursuit of an objective with far less certain value. Yet this analysis misses 
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the domestic motivators: the CCP has no choice otherwise. China watchers are resolute 
that the CCP would be willing to fight, all the way to a nuclear war, if the Taiwan issue 
demanded it.183 Weakness would spell the end of the CCP government. This genre of 
war, where a small issue balloons into an all-out exchange that nobody wanted, is not 
unprecedented historically. Who in 440 BCE would have thought that a feud between 
Corinth and Corcyra would descend the Greek world into decades of war, or that the 
assassination of an Austrian leader in Sarajevo would create an entirely new category of 
“world” wars?184 In both cases, entangled alliances and national pressure tied the hands 
of leaders, forcing them into wars that ostensibly had far lower payoffs than drawbacks, 
but that were nonetheless inevitable, set in motion from a prior string of events.  
 
To mitigate these risks, we end with three recommendations that, if taken as a broad 
guide to policy, will enhance stability in cross-Strait relations. 
 
First, to the extent possible, policymakers should maintain the broad framework of the 
status quo, even if specific policies need a facelift. Our research has demonstrated that 
unexpected shifts in policy or interactions can produce unintended effects. Any 
policymaker, aware of their inherent limitations in predicting unforeseen and second-
order effects, should approach change with caution under the assumption that even 
“irrational” responses may, nonetheless, be required. While policy specifics have evolved 
with the times, the fundamental bargain remains sound. This emerges from the Taiwan 
Relations Act, Three Communiqués, Six Assurances, and 1992 Consensus, tested over 
five decades: “One China” as an organizing principle, Taiwan operating as de facto 
independent entity, and assistance from the United States to Taiwan in maintenance of 
the status quo. And a costly—perhaps existential—conflict is averted, benefiting all.  
 
The historic success of this decades-long bargain is no accident. Under such an 
arrangement, few incentives exist for anyone to intentionally alter the status quo. Taiwan 
realizes that US support is likely contingent on not declaring independence, as is 
supported by opinion polling. And this is eminently bearable for Taiwan: vast majorities 
support the status quo, allowing Taiwan to exist as a self-governing and functionally 
independent nation with among the highest per capita incomes in the world, trade ties 
globally, and informal relations with virtually all nations. China, beyond obvious 
aversion to a military campaign with no assurance of anything other than costly war, also 
benefits from the continuation of the status quo: Taiwan and China’s joint meteoric rises 
were no coincidence, with extensive economic linkages to Taiwan’s vibrant technology 
sector serving as a key driver of China’s rise. Finally, the United States has no interest in 
a costly revision of the status quo: for a superpower operating in all theaters (and, as of 
2022, preoccupied by the war in Ukraine), there simply isn’t the time nor means to 
manage a festering conflict in the Pacific. 
 
But two seemingly contradictory things are simultaneously true: the status quo has kept 
the peace, but the clock cannot be turned back 50 years in a way that obviates the need 
for some changes in policy. A number of facts on the ground differ: Taiwan is 
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increasingly pro-independence and nationalistic, the military balance of power is less 
favorable to the United States, and China has been more willing to assert itself militarily. 
As a result, the organizing principle should be adaptability within a set of broad 
constraints: moving towards neither reunification nor independence, but willingness to 
adjust policy in a way that aligns with maintaining the status quo, even if specific policies 
change from those adopted in prior decades. For example, increased military aid towards 
Taiwan that makes invasion more costly may diverge from prior aid provided; while this 
is an ostensible shift, it nonetheless changes nothing about the broad policy, which 
remains oriented towards the status quo. Instead, it could be seen as pro-status quo: 
making a disruption of the status quo (invasion) more challenging. 
 
But these sorts of adjustments of the status quo must be undertaken with care, with efforts 
to communicate that they intend to move the current situation closer towards “One 
China” and not against it. This means that ostensibly similar steps—such as giving one 
type of military aid versus another—could have markedly different reactions, depending 
on the extent to which the actions are perceived as threatening. To blunt this perception, 
shifts in behavior, such as military posture, should be primarily defense-oriented, 
prioritizing strategies that complicate adversary disruptions of the status quo but that lack 
utility for one’s own aggression. Such a defense-oriented strategy can deter revisions of 
the current balance while avoiding provocation, if coupled with diplomatic signaling that 
emphasizes Taiwan and US accession to the diplomatic status quo.185  
 
Second, leaders should recognize disincentives against intentional alterations of the status 
quo don’t foreclose unintentional alterations that metastasize. On both sides of the strait, 
the disincentives for conflict may be masking the very real risk of war, a war that nobody 
wants. A 2018 Taiwanese poll found that 65% felt that the PRC wouldn’t pursue military 
reunification, with just 6.4% thinking an attack was likely.186 This was punctuated by 
Tsai’s famous line that the problem of the Taiwan Strait will not be solved by military 
force, but in a peaceful way. 
 
This optimism is understandable: Taiwanese people correctly realize that a war would not 
be in anyone’s interest and that a “bolt from the blue” invasion is unlikely. Yet this 
overlooks the possibility of hand-tying, where actions force the CCP to choose between a 
military campaign and a loss of legitimacy. Worse yet, these possibilities are hard to 
predict in advance.  
 
In fact, while reticence to shift away from the status quo is reassuring, there may be 
undue optimism among the Taiwanese population about the prospects for war. This likely 
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stems from a broad aversion among the younger generation to war, believing, like Tsai 
said, that the problem will invariably be resolved short of war. According to an interview 
we conducted with a prominent Taiwan-based professor, this generation of Taiwanese 
people are unwilling to think about war, let alone fight in it.187 The professor polled a 
class of his to see what percent would be willing to fight—and die—for Taiwan if 
attacked. Out of a class of fifty, just one student raised their hand. The professor 
explained that “I asked what other method can be used to defend Taiwan? One student 
said that he can defend Taiwan through broadcasting information to their international 
friends on the Internet. I almost fainted when I heard it, but I know that many young 
people think this way.” A Taipei-based student that we interviewed remarked that “I 
have…another way to contribute other than dying for my country. I can use a diplomacy 
method instead.”188 

If this thinking were to have currency among the population—and it well may—there 
may be cause for concern: an inadvertent spiral that sparks military intervention may 
leave Taiwan completely flat-footed. As a result, these “black swan” alterations need to 
be managed with care. The organizing framework of the past five decades is sound, but 
an auxiliary principle is required: do not take steps that, although seemingly innocuous, 
could force a strong reaction the other side (whether to save face, appease popular 
sentiment, or any other driver). Even small shifts in policy or behavior can have outsized 
effects. 

The potential for leaders to bargain with the chip of third-party reactions underscores the 
significance of this risk-management. Given the arguable tendency of Chinese leadership 
to use domestic reactions as a means of tying hands and increasing credibility abroad, 
leaders on both sides of the strait must be clear-eyed about the risks: for Taiwan and the 
United States, this means calculating a step beyond just China’s optimal choice but 
recognizing a policy horizon limited by the views of the citizenry. For China, this may 
well require restraining the strategic temptation to capitalize on nationalism as a cudgel to 
wield in a crisis, resisting the urge to limit escape options as a means of forecasting 
resolve in a brinksmanship scenario.  

Third, if a game is zero-sum, leaders should try their best to stop playing. While 
nationalism may inherently have “us versus them” dimensions, that doesn’t require that a 
win for one side be a loss for another and vice-versa. Instead of being either zero-sum or 
win-win, game theory may suggest cross-strait relations as neither, a form of a “mixed 
motive” game that can be win-win, loss-loss, or other permutations depending on the 
choices made.189 In recent centuries, one of the most powerful engines for building 
linkages between nations is through economic ties, helping people of both nations realize 
that they have common interests with someone who otherwise may be an adversary while 
simultaneously economically enriching all involved. Economic entanglement between 
Taiwan and China has, for the reasons mentioned above, been indispensable to the 
growth of both nations. China is Taiwan’s largest trading partner, with over a quarter of 
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its trade flowing back and forth between China.190 For China, there’s a near-total reliance 
on Taiwanese semiconductors, where Taiwan has established itself as the world’s hub for 
advanced (sub-5 nanometers) chips, producing a shocking 92% of the world’s supply of 
chips that power modern technology and militaries.191 Aside from making the status quo 
more enriching and profitable, all involved realize that war would sever many of these 
linkages, with catastrophic effects on supply chains and economic performances lingering 
for decades to come.  
 
A second, under-examined effect is the possibility of reducing zero-sum perceptions of 
those on the other side of the Strait. Business-to-business ties help people realize that 
they have far more in common than different, humanizing those who otherwise may be 
unknown and seen as alien. These linkages can build additional strategic empathy, 
blunting the tendency for hawkish domestic tendencies to tie the hands of leaders. Small 
snapshots of this exist: notable is the relatively pro-Taiwan sentiment in the coastal cities 
of Guangzhou and Xiamen, with high levels of economic and geographic linkage to 
Taiwan.192 This is promising, showing the pacifying effects of economic and geographic 
entanglement. 
 
These three recommendations are not policy prescriptions, but rather broad blueprints, 
emerging from a broader diagnosis: what imperils cross-strait relations is an 
unwillingness to approach the situation with strategic empathy for the pressures that 
leaders on both sides face, emanating from the often-stoked national sentiments in both 
China and Taiwan. Any hope of effective relationship-management, a prerequisite to 
war-avoidance, must grapple with the unique interplay between a government and the 
people that it governs.  
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Appendix A 
2020 Taiwan National Security Survey Initiative (Chinese Version) 

表一、统独立场 
 

  次数分配表 百分比 有效百分比 累积百分比 

有

效 两岸统一 74 6.7 6.7 6.7 

 
台湾独

立  
 

298 26.8 26.9 33.6 

 维持现状 
 667 60.1 60.3 93.9 

 无反应 
 67 6 6.1 100 

 总计 1106 99.6 100  
遗

漏 系统 4 0.4   

总

计 
 1110 100   

资料来源：黄纪，(2020)。 

说明： 

1. 题目（Q4） 「关于台湾与大陆的关系，有下面几种不同的看法，1：尽快统一；
2：尽快宣布独立；3：维持现状，以后走向统一；4：维持现状，以后走向走向独
立；5：维持现状，看情况再决定看情况再决定独立或统一；6：永远维持现状，请
问您比较偏向哪种？」。 

2. 无反应包括：其他、很难说、拒答、无意见。 

3. 将尽快统一、维持现状，以后走向统一重新编码成两岸统一；将尽快宣布独立、
维持现状，以后走向走向独立重新编码成台湾独立；将维持现状，看情况再决定看

情况再决定独立或统一、永远维持现状重新编码成维持现状。   
  

表二、统独未来方向 
 

 次数分配表 百分比 有效百分比 



两岸统一 301 27.1 27.1 

台湾独立 527 47.5 47.5 

无反应 
 282 25.4 25.4 

总计 1110 100 100 

资料来源：黄纪，(2020)。 

说明： 

1. 题目（Q10） 「对于台湾跟大陆之间未来的发展，有认为两岸统一比较可能，也
有人认为台湾独立比较可能，请问您比较同意哪一种看法？」。 

2. 无反应包括：很难说、无意见、不知道、拒答。 

 
表三、台湾宣布独立且美国出兵助台 

 次数分配表 百分比 有效百分比 

绝对不会 138 12.4 12.4 
不会 257 23.2 23.2 
会 354 31.9 31.9 
绝对会 236 21.3 21.3 
无反应 124 11.2 11.2 
总计 1110 100 100 

资料来源：黄纪，(2020)。 

说明： 

1. 题目（Q14） 「如果台湾自行宣布独立，大陆却攻打台湾，请问您认为美国会不
会出兵帮助台湾？」。 

2. 无反应包括：很难说、无意见、不知道、拒答。 

 
表四、台湾维持现状且美国出兵助台 

 次数分配表 百分比 有效百分比 



绝对不会 99 9 9 

不会 158 14.3 14.3 
会 360 32.5 32.5 
绝对会 385 34.7 34.7 
无反应 106 9.6 9.6 
总计 1110 100 100 

资料来源：黄纪，(2020)。 

说明： 

1. 题目（Q14） 「如果台湾维持现状、不宣布独立，但大陆却攻打台湾，请问您认
为美国会不会出兵帮助台湾？」。 

2. 无反应包括：很难说、无意见、不知道、拒答。 

 
表五、為國捐軀 

 次数分配表 百分比 有效百分比 

绝对不会 69 6.2 6.2 

不会 159 14.3 14.3 
会 349 31.4 31.4 
绝对会 451 40.6 40.6 
无反应 82 7.4 7.4 
总计 1110 100 100 

 

资料来源：黄纪，(2020)。 

说明： 

1. 题目（Q16） 「如果台湾与大陆发生战争，请问您认为大多台湾人会不会抵
抗？」。 

2. 无反应包括：很难说、无意见、不知道、拒答。 

 
表六、身份認同 



 次数分配表 百分比 有效百分比 

台湾人 677 61 61 
都是 365 32.9 32.9 
中国人 28 2.6 2.6 
无反应 40 3.6 3.6 
总计 1110 100 100 

资料来源：黄纪，(2020)。 

说明： 

1. 题目（Q27） 「在我们的社会上，有人说自己是「台湾人」，也有人说自己是
「中国人」，也有人说都是。请问您认为自己是「台湾人」、「中国人」，或者都

是？ 」。 

2. 无反应包括：很难说、无意见、不确定、拒答。 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Appendix B 
2020 Taiwan National Security Survey Initiative (English Version) 

 
Question 1: Which of the following statements comes closest to your point of view about 
Taiwan’s relationship with the Mainland? 

01. Unification as soon as possible  
02. Independence as soon as possible 
03. Maintain status quo now, move towards unification later 
04. Maintain status quo now, move towards independence later 
05. Maintain status quo now, decide between unification or independence later 
06. Maintain status quo indefinitely 
90. Other _________ 
96. Hard to say 
97. No opinion 
98. Don’t know 
95. Prefer not to answer 

 
Table 1: Which of the following statements comes closest to your point of view about 
Taiwan’s relationship with the Mainland? 
 

  Frequency Percentages Effective 
Percentage 

Cumulative 
Percentage 

Effective  Unification 
(01+03) 74 6.7% 6.7 6.7 

 Independence  
(02+04) 298 26.8% 26.9 33.6 

 
Maintain status 

quo 
(05+06) 

667 60.1% 60.3 93.9 

 Non response 
 67 6% 6.1 100 

 Total 1106 99.6 100  
Omission System 4 0.4   

Total  1110 100   

     

Question 2: Regarding Taiwan and the Mainland’s future developments, some think that 
unification is more likely and some think that independence is more likely. What do you 
agree with more? 

01. Unification more likely 
02. Independence more likely 
96. Hard to say 
97. No opinion       



98. Don’t know 
95. Prefer not to answer 

 
Table 2: Regarding Taiwan and the Mainland’s future developments, some think that 
unification is more likely and some think that independence is more likely. What do you 
agree with more? 

 Frequency Percentages Effective Percentage 

Unification more likely 301 27.1 27.1 

Independence more likely 527 47.5 47.5 

Nonresponse 282 25.4 25.4 
Total 1110 100 100 

1. Source: The 2020 Taiwan National Security Survey 
2. Nonresponse includes Hard to say, No opinion, Don’t know, and Prefer not to 

answer. 
 
Question 3: If a Taiwanese declaration of independence will lead to attacks from 
Mainland China, do you think the United States will deploy troops to help Taiwan? 

01. Definitely will not 
02. Will not 
03. Will 
04. Definitely will 
96. Hard to say 
97. No opinion       
98. Don’t know 
95. Prefer not to answer 

 
Table 3: If a Taiwanese declaration of independence will lead to attacks from Mainland 
China, do you think the United States will deploy troops to help Taiwan? 
 

 Frequency Percentages Effective Percentage 

Definitely will not 138 12.4 12.4 

Will not 257 23.2 23.2 
Will 354 31.9 31.9 

Definitely will  236 21.3 21.3 
Nonresponse 124 11.2 11.2 

Total 1110 100 100 



1. Source: The 2020 Taiwan National Security Survey 
2. Nonresponse includes Hard to say, No opinion, Don’t know, and Prefer not to 

answer. 
 
Question 4: If Taiwan maintains the status quo (does not declare independence) and 
Mainland China attacks, do you think the United States will deploy troops to help 
Taiwan? 

01. Definitely will not 
02. Will not 
03. Will 
04. Definitely will 
96. Hard to say 
97. No opinion       
98. Don’t know 
95. Prefer not to answer 

 
Table 4: If Taiwan maintains the status quo (does not declare independence) and 
Mainland China attacks, do you think the United States will deploy troops to help 
Taiwan? 
 

 Frequency Percentages Effective Percentage 

Definitely will not 99 9 9 

Will not 158 14.3 14.3 
Will 360 32.5 32.5 

Definitely will  385 34.7 34.7 
Nonresponse 106 9.6 9.6 

Total 1110 100 100 
1. Source: The 2020 Taiwan National Security Survey 
2. Nonresponse includes Hard to say, No opinion, Don’t know, and Prefer not to 

answer. 

Question 5: If Taiwan and Mainland China go to war, do you think the majority of 
Taiwanese citizens will join the war effort? 

01. Definitely will not 
02. Will not 
03. Will 
04. Definitely will 
96. Hard to say 
97. No opinion       
98. Don’t know 
95. Prefer not to answer 

 



Table 5: If Taiwan and Mainland China go to war, do you think the majority of 
Taiwanese citizens will join the war effort? 

 Frequency Percentages Effective Percentage 

Definitely will not 69 6.2 6.2 

Will not 159 14.3 14.3 
Will 349 31.4 31.4 

Definitely will  451 40.6  40.6 

Nonresponse 82 7.4 7.4 
Total 1110 100 100 

 

1. Source: The 2020 Taiwan National Security Survey 
2. Nonresponse includes Hard to say, No opinion, Don’t know, and Prefer not to 

answer. 
 
Question 6: Currently, some people identify themselves as “Taiwanese”, others identify 
themselves as “Chinese, and some identity as both identities. Would you identify yourself 
as Taiwanese, Chinese, or both?  

01. Taiwanese 
 02. Both 

03. Chinese 
96. Difficult to say 
97. No opinion 
98. Unsure 
95. I decline to answer 

 
Table 6: Currently, some people identify themselves as “Taiwanese”, others identify 
themselves as “Chinese, and some identity as both identities. Would you identify yourself 
as Taiwanese, Chinese, or both?  
 

 Frequency Percentages Effective Percentage 

Taiwanese 677 61 61 

Both 365 32.9  32.9 

Chinese 28 2.6 2.6 

Nonresponse 40 3.6 3.6 

Total 1110 100 100 
1. Source: The 2020 Taiwan National Security Survey. 



2. Nonresponse includes Difficult to say, No opinion, Unsure, and I decline to 
answer. 
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