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Abstract

�e Trump administration has shown a strong inclination to play the 
“Taiwan card” and strengthen relations with Taipei in lieu of Washing-
ton’s traditional strategic ambiguity. As the U.S.-China trade competi-
tion escalated a�er 2018, the contending bilateral relations between 
Beijing and Washington created an opportunity for the administration 
of Tsai Ing-wen to adopt a more provocative strategy toward Beijing. In 
order to prevent con�ict resulting from Taiwan’s new approach, more 
fundamental discussions on the de�nitions and dynamism of why the 
United States should adjust this traditional security policy are needed, 
this research suggests, in order to address the question of whether the 
United States should change to strategic clarity across the Taiwan Strait 
or adhere to its traditional strategic ambiguity. Moreover, this study also 
covers relevant literature on strategic ambiguity, investigating the 
changing patterns of decision making in U.S. foreign policy with regard 
to cross-Strait relations and U.S. arms sales to Taiwan.
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Scholars have shown that the strategic ambiguity resulting from the Taiwan 
Relations Act (TRA) and three U.S.-China communiqués have served as 
the most fundamental and most important guiding principle of U.S. policy 
toward the Taiwan Strait.1 �is study critically evaluates several key compo-
nents of the strategic ambiguity that has underpinned the post-1979 U.S. 
cross-Strait policy. On one hand, the United States signaled the possibility 
that Washington would use military force to protect Taiwan in the event of 
a mainland Chinese attack. On the other, the United States also assured the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) that it would not endorse any de jure 
independence for Taiwan that would permanently separate it from the 
Chinese nation. �e U.S. government insisted that “all cross-Strait issues 
must be resolved peacefully by the Chinese themselves” in the announce-
ment of the Shanghai Communique of 1972.2 In fact, the U.S. government 
has embraced strategic ambiguity since the late 1970s, and the approach 
was a well-organized diplomatic strategy that aimed to defend Taiwan’s 
security, democracy, and autonomy by selling military weapons to Taiwan 
while also establishing a framework for U.S.-China relations. 

Strategic ambiguity, in a sense, is what bought time for Taiwan to 
make itself unignorable, and more ambiguity is what will buy it the time 
to remain itself an independent state while allowing events in China to 
run their course. Since U.S. relations with China have shown an increas-
ingly vicious cycle, which is bound to have hegemonic power rivalry and 
may fall into a �nal �ucydides Trap, Trump has played the “Taiwan 
card” to compete against China. Trump continued to support a more 
tilting policy toward Taiwan, questioning whether the United States 
should even adhere to the one China policy if the PRC persists in chal-
lenging U.S. security and economic interests in global and regional arena. 

In this regard, the author raises some signi�cant questions about future 
U.S.-Taiwan policy and especially Washington’s “strategic ambiguity” in 
conducting its policy toward cross-Strait issues. One of the key questions 
this article considers is how to preserve Washington’s in�uence in future 
cross-Strait relations while not being “entrapped” in its relations with 
Taiwan. �e article examines the debated question of the change or main-
tenance of U.S. strategic ambiguity toward Taiwan with speci�c focus on 
how arms sales from Washington impacted the cross-Strait relations. �e 
author reiterates that a clearer signal to Taiwan may accelerate changes to 
the status quo, which will encourage both hardliners in Taipei and Beijing 
to open a Pandora’s box, bringing militarized con�icts, or outright war, 
even closer.3 Furthermore, a comprehensive consideration of strategic 
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ambiguity has remained the top priority for the U.S. president-elect, Joe 
Biden, as his administration prepares for the foreign policy guidelines, 
aiming to stabilize the increasing tension in the precarious U.S.-China-
Taiwan triangle.

1.	 Strategic Ambiguity and U.S. Policy Toward Taiwan 

When it comes to U.S.-China-Taiwan relations, the United States has 
promised that it will not support de jure Taiwanese independence or “one 
China, one Taiwan” because any strong security commitment from 
Washington will entrap the United States in potential cross-Strait 
con�ict.4 China’s rapid economic development and growing economic 
clout means that the United States has an interest not only in the security 
of Taiwan but also in stable relations with China, and ties between the 
United States and China have grown markedly in many areas in recent 
decades. U.S.-China cooperation is essential if the international society 
hopes to address a wide range of critical issues including terrorism, envi-
ronmental degradation, threats to public health, and energy supply and 
consumption. �erefore, maintenance of the status quo is an important 
policy objective for Washington. 

In order to maintain the status quo, the United States has relied on 
a concept known as strategic ambiguity, as the cornerstone of its cross-
Strait policy since the normalization of U.S.-China relations.5 Nancy 
Tucker gives the representative argument on strategic ambiguity, and 
dates the origins of strategic ambiguity to the Eisenhower administra-
tion.6 �e essence of this concept is that the United States does not state 
clearly whether it will come to Taiwan’s defense in the event of an 
attack by the PRC.7 Based on this definition, Richard Bush has 
proclaimed that strategic ambiguity has resulted in dual deterrence for 
the two sides of the Strait. In dual deterrence, Washington directs 
warnings and reassurance toward both Beijing and Taipei not to take 
actions that would create unwanted instability.8 Dean Chen adopted 
Bush’s argument, pointing out that the strengthened U.S. presence in 
the regional does not endorse its promotion of Taiwan independence 
from China, and strategic ambiguity would result in Taiwan being le� 
to its own fate if it takes unilateral and irresponsible actions that jeop-
ardize cross-Strait relations.9 

Essentially, U.S. strategic ambiguity consists of two main elements: a 
warning to Beijing against the use of force against Taiwan and signaling to 
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Taipei to deter it from declaring de jure independence. It is essential to link 
the implications of ambiguity to traditional discussions on alliance commit-
ment in the field of international relations and relevant studies about 
conflict behavior. Scholars have claimed that an alliance may have a 
negative impact on war/con�ict as a consequence of the balance of power. 
Alliances serve to achieve a balance of power by aggregating the power of 
member states in the anarchic international system. Alliances also provide 
an extended deterrence function by sending costly signals to opponents.10

As noted above, alliance commitments not only impose restraints on 
adversaries but also embolden partners. Alliance commitments should 
thus be considered as a principal component for systemic stability. As 
these concepts are applied to strategic ambiguity, it is clear that Washing-
ton’s commitments have strong implications for America’s protégés (or 
quasi-alliances). Ambiguous signals coming from Washington result in 
sufficient defense capabilities but also prevent a protégé from taking 
aggressive actions that threaten the international order. 

2.	 Is Washington’s Use of Strategic Ambiguity Changing? 

�e most critical question that needs to be examined is whether the 
United States has to abandon ambiguity for clarity. U.S. policy makers 
have positioned themselves in different positions along a continuum 
between strategic clarity and ambiguity in the history of U.S. foreign 
policy. For instance, during the 1995–1996 missile crisis, the Clinton 
administration contemplated increasing the number of U.S. troops in 
East Asia, but to avoid antagonizing China, it instead limited its military 
response, sending naval forces to patrol the cross-Strait area, and thus 
signaled that it wanted to avoid escalating the crisis. Indeed, it becomes 
apparent that the conduct of U.S. foreign policy for decades has been 
governed by these unstated operational guidelines. All stem from the 
fundamental U.S. policy objective of preserving stability and peace in the 
region of East Asia and its long-standing role as guarantor of that objec-
tive. In general, previous U.S. administrations have enthusiastically main-
tained some degree of ambiguity on the question of U.S. use of force and 
discouraged both China and Taiwan from provoking each other. 

Trump has di�ered from previous U.S. presidents. He has demon-
strated a willingness to sharply alter decades of U.S. policy orthodoxy to 
serve his own foreign policy interests, attempting to switch from strategic 
ambiguity toward greater clarity. As he adopted a more provocative 
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stance and attempted to play the Taiwan card to counter Beijing, policy 
makers and scholars argued that Taiwan deserved an upgrade in U.S. 
support and more robust military commitments. It was also argued that 
the island deserved long-term U.S. security commitments for two 
reasons.11 First, Taiwan is inherently valuable to U.S. interests because of 
its democratic politics, vibrant economy, and high quality of human and 
technological resources. Second, a less-committed approach to Taiwan 
would endanger the informal security alliance and cause Taipei to lean 
further toward Beijing. In fact, Taiwan is also valuable to the United 
States because of its strategic location, acting as a barrier to Chinese 
naval operations beyond the so-called �rst island chain. Furthermore, the 
proponents of strategic clarity believe that Beijing may mistakenly 
misread U.S. commitments if security guarantee to defend are not made 
clear enough. If the pronounced security commitment from Washington 
to Taipei is weak, Beijing might be encouraged to adopt a riskier course 
rather than exercise caution. 

Strategic ambiguity therefore became the subject of dynamic debates 
over its changing nature and possible outcomes. More pointedly policy 
makers and scholars began to ask whether or not it was crucial, both in 
domestic politics and foreign policy decision making to maintain ambi-
guity. Richard Haass, president of the prestigious Council on Foreign 
Relations, and David Sacks, a research fellow at the Council, correctly 
noted that China’s coercive tactics and military buildup are eroding 
deterrence in the Taiwan Strait. �ey argued that the traditional strategic 
ambiguity had limited capacity to deter a Chinese attack. �ey also elabo-
rated that it was time for the United States to switch to a policy of stra-
tegic clarity, making explicit that the United States would respond to any 
Chinese use of force against Taiwan.12 

Calls for strategic clarity are evident in several governmental docu-
ments as well. �ere is a growing number of American policy observers 
arguing for strategic clarity. Both those favoring a security guarantee to 
Taiwan and those opposing any security commitment call for strategic 
clarity. For instance, Ted Galen Carpenter, an analyst associated with the 
CATO Institute who supports a stronger U.S. commitment to Taiwan, 
argued that “US military support for Taiwan is no longer ambiguous or 
hesitant,” and “a de facto US-Taiwan military alliance is fast becoming 
reality.”13 Enhancing military cooperation and boosting the U.S. military 
presence in the region could help Taiwan defend potential attacks from 
China. Similarly, the former director of Asia-Paci�c Disaster Relief and  
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Humanitarian A�airs, Joseph Bosco, has called for a public statement 
from Trump and high-ranking o�cials to clarify Washington’s defense 
commitment to Taiwan, arguing that such strategic clarity could help “avoid 
a fatal strategic blunder on Taiwan.”14 Bosco has proposed that a clearer 
security signal from the U.S. government could help alleviate Taiwan’s 
security anxieties and a sense of defeatism. Gerrit van der Wees has 
further argued that in order to help the United States step out from the “one 
China” concept and further reassure Taiwan, the most constructive steps 
taken by the Trump administration have been to “enhance bilateral rela-
tions on a number of fronts as well as supporting a more expanded 
participation and engagement in international organizations for 
Taiwan.”15 Admiral Bill Owens, former vice chairman of the U.S. Joint 
Chiefs of Sta�, suggested that continuing to sell arms to Taiwan is “an act 
that is not in our best interest.”16 He described the TRA as “outdated 
legislation” in need of “thoughtful review” and called for a suspension of 
arms sales. His overall argument could be viewed as another call for less 
security commitment but more clarity on the U.S.-China relations.17

Another school of thought argues that Washington’s interests would be 
best served by maintaining the policy of strategic ambiguity because clarity 
is even more dangerous. Explicit language will legitimize claims by China’s 
hardliners that the United States has adopted a more hostile attitude. �is 
camp argues that a clear U.S. policy shi� would open the United States to 
accusations that it had become a revisionist power that aimed to destabilize 
the regional order. Proponents of ambiguity have argued that it has become 
extremely crucial to maintain a certain level of strategic ambiguity because 
“uncertainty breeds restraint.”18 Any deviation from the current strategic 
ambiguity may change the status quo, especially if pro-independence activ-
ists in Taiwan gain sway over cross-Strait relation. �us, it is a risky propo-
sition to send clearer security signals to Taipei.

Bonnie Glaser, senior advisor at the Center for Strategic and Interna-
tional Studies, has warned that the change from ambiguity to clarity 
would not solve the fundamental security problem and might even 
provoke an attack from China.19 Instead of sending strong and clear 
signals to Taiwan, the United States should signal credibly to Beijing that 
the results of invading Taiwan would be extremely high. In Glaser’s 
words, Washington “should not provide any guarantee for Taiwan uncon-
ditionally,” especially when there is no wiggle room related to Taiwan 
independence. Michael Mazarr, of the Rand Corporation, echoed Glaser 
with similar logic, arguing that there is no immediate danger in the 
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cross-Strait area. China has no intentions to solve the Taiwan issue 
during the pandemic period or anytime in the near future. Taiwan, 
simply, is not on the verge of being invaded by China. Washington 
should not spend too much energy on a hypothetical menace. Following 
this train of logic, a strong U.S. security pledge for Taiwan could prompt 
Beijing to military action to punish the United States. In other words, a 
more robust U.S. security commitment to Taiwan may provoke Beijing 
into taking a more confrontational stance vis-à-vis Washington, which 
will clearly increase risks for the United States.20

�e debates over strategic ambiguity are therefore of critical impor-
tance in the context of rising U.S.-China strategic competition. The 
opening of a Pandora’s box of U.S. security assurances may lead to the 
most dangerous scenarios—militarized conflicts/war in East Asia. As 
realists have argued, the region could transform into an anarchic state of 
nature with states engaging in �erce security competition against each 
other. Washington abandoning strategic ambiguity would fundamentally 
alter the status quo in the Taiwan Strait and give a green light to the 
Taiwan independence movement. Most U.S. scholars believe that this 
would undermine core U.S. national interests. Haass and Sacks echoed 
this argument and proposed that the United States should recommit to 
the one China policy and reiterate that the United States does not support 
the Taiwan independence movement.

Additionally, a clear and strong strategic assurance would force other 
major powers in the region to make similar declarations—Japan among 
them—to defend the democratic island. �e United States would then have 
to strengthen its military preparations and spending in East Asia to be able 
to respond to any sudden contingencies in East Asia. Similarly, Japan 
would also reinforce its security and diplomatic cooperation with Taiwan. 
Australia and India, other major powers nearby, might then be required to 
rearrange national security blueprints and respond military to an attack on 
Taiwan from China. By the logic of this interpretive framework, an 
increased military presence in the Taiwan Strait and the South China Sea 
may raise the possibility of military accidents between China and the U.S.-led 
alliances, potentially escalating to a general military con�ict. 

3.	 The Role of Arms Sales in the U.S. Strategic Ambiguity 

U.S. arms sales to Taiwan play an important role in strategic ambiguity, 
since they have been viewed as a tactical mechanism for a formal U.S. 
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security commitment to Taiwan. �e United States, on the one hand, 
reassures Taiwan by providing su�cient military capabilities to defend 
itself, while also restraining a de jure independence movement on the 
island. U.S. arms sales to Taiwan re�ect America’s strong concerns for 
Taiwan’s security. Yet, looking at the history of changes and transitions in 
U.S. foreign policy, arms sales are still strongly correlated with U.S. stra-
tegic ambiguity. �e issue has received considerable academic attention. 
�e Taiwan Relations Act, in fact, established the legal framework for U.S. 
arms sales to Taiwan, and thus o�ers space for more nuanced observa-
tions when studying the variations of this cross-Strait policy in U.S. 
decision making. 

U.S. strategic ambiguity and arms sales discussions have been inti-
mately related for decades. As far as we know, strategic ambiguity is 
ambiguous in its means, but not in its end. �e conditions and methods 
of American involvement in cross-Strait relations are uncertain. For 
instance, the U.S. government has never formally expressed whether that 
they would send troops to Taiwan, withdraw their entire support from 
the island, or simply do nothing in the event of con�ict.21 Nonetheless, 
selling weapons to Taiwan has always been considered by the United 
States as a means to ful�ll its commitment to the TRA. �at being said, 
arms sales have long been used as a critical tactic under the structure of 
strategic ambiguity and provided Taiwan with su�cient military weapons 
to defend itself from China. In short, selling weapons to Taiwan repre-
sents another crucial security mechanism to strengthen Washington-
Taipei ties.

Proponents of strategic ambiguity have consistently supported U.S. 
arms sales to Taiwan. Arms sales, on the one hand, will strengthen 
Taiwan’s national defense capabilities. On the other, they will discourage 
China from using coercive power for uni�cation. �e U.S. calculus is 
more complex but equally grounded in national interests. Arms sales to 
Taiwan allow Washington to contain China’s expansion and maintain 
regional stability without the expensive deployment of U.S. troops. Wash-
ington has determined that it is in its national interest to achieve its ends 
through arms sales rather than troop deployments to Taiwan. Selling 
arms rather than troops would limit casualties in the event of military 
con�ict in the Taiwan Strait. Proponents of this strategy thus argue that 
the United States should avoid a traditional alliance arrangement and opt 
for arms sales alone because it both respects Taiwan’s dignity as a demo-
cratic society and limits America’s risk exposure.22 
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Weapons sold by Washington are defensive in nature, as is required 
under the TRA. �is law clearly states that the U.S. government aims to 
provide Taiwan with weapons adequate for its national security needs 
and that the quality and quantity of these weapons will be determined by 
the president and the U.S. Congress a�er consultation with U.S. military 
authorities. �e arms sales have increased substantially since the passage 
of the TRA, aiming to help Taiwan enhance its military modernization 
and capabilities for the years to come.23 �e arms are intended to help 
Taiwan deter China’s aggression and promote regional peace by allowing 
for a credible military deterrent. �e arms sales are signal to Beijing that 
Taiwan is not alone and that the United States would prefer a peaceful 
resolution of cross-Strait di�erences—this is perhaps the arms sales’ most 
valuable attribute.24 However, past arms packages have been limited so as 
to avoid upsetting the cross-Strait military balance and U.S.-China polit-
ical dynamics.

The trend toward more substantial arms sales has satisfied some 
members of the U.S. Congress, but has also negatively impacted U.S.-China 
relations. Escalating U.S. support for Taiwan may eventually lead to the 
discarding of America’s one China policy and has certainly been 
provoking negative reactions from the PRC. China is no longer a weak 
regional power in the region; instead, it has become an increasingly 
powerful strategic competitor and vital economic player as the world’s 
second-largest economy. With growing economic and military strength, 
Beijing has grown less tolerant of U.S. arms sales to Taipei, and it is 
increasingly eager to change the rules of game on the issue. For decades, 
China’s assertive behavior has corresponded to John Mearsheimer’s 
argument that China will try to dominate the Asia-Paci�c region much 
as the United States dominates the Western Hemisphere, and that China 
will be determined to drive the United States from the region because 
Beijing’s ultimate goal is to ensure its own security.25 Reducing or even 
terminating U.S. arms sales would e�ectively ensure China’s core security 
interests and national survival. 

In the next section, the study examines the history of arms sales 
from 1990 to 2020, and assesses the announcements from Washington on 
the military transactions. �e main purpose of this project is to elaborate 
on how Washington implements strategic ambiguity that allows it to alle-
viate some negative e�ects of arms sales. 
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4.	 The Arms Sales and U.S. Government Announcements 

Taiwan has become one of the largest arms buyers in the world, and one 
of the most important customers for the U.S. defense industry. While 
Taiwan does not always get it wants, questions persist about the value 
and signi�cance of the military equipment transferred from the United 
States. Even though the weapons have helped to boost Taiwan’s defense, 
observers and military experts of Taiwan’s national defense have criti-
cized the quality of the weapons purchased and the prices the govern-
ment has paid.26

Within the academic field, consensus is elusive when it comes to 
assessing the quality of U.S. arms sold to Taiwan, especially when it comes to 
measuring the value of weapons. �e only means of evaluating the �nancial 
value of arms sales is to rely on o�cial datasets provided by governments 
and industry bodies. However, there are significant limitations in using 
o�cial national data in this way. As far as we know, there is no de�nition of 
what constitutes “arms,” and governments use di�erent lists when collecting 
and reporting data on the �nancial value of their arms exports/imports. In 
addition, there is no standard methodology for collecting and reporting such 
data, with some states reporting on export licenses issued or used and other 
states using data collected from customs agencies. 

Two different datasets available for the arms sales to Taiwan help 
inform some basic judgements on the arms sales from the United States. 
�e �rst dataset is the SIPRI arms transfers database with a total trend-
indicator value (TIV). �is dataset is composed of the unit production 
cost, demonstrating the transfer of military resources rather than the �nan-
cial value of the transfer. �e TIV is considered the discounted rate for 
certain weapons, if they are refurbished or modi�ed. Since this dataset 
reveals the true “value” not the “price” of transferred weapons, this indi-
cator can be viewed as the “quality” rather than the “quantity” of arms 
transfer.27 �e second dataset employed here is the price of the arms sales 
collected by the Congressional Research Service.28 �e dataset shows the 
real prices that the Taiwanese government paid for transferred armaments.

By combining this data of price with the TIV in the SIPRI dataset, it 
can �nd more accurate information on U.S. sales (not deliveries) of major 
defense articles and services to Taiwan (Figure 1). Prices of arms sales as 
approved by the president and formally noti�ed to Congress since 1990 
are re�ected in the bar chart, while the value of TIV dataset is shown by 
the dashed line.
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Figure 1：	Price and Value of Arms Sales between the United States and Taiwan (1990–2020) 

There are differences in the prices and values of the American 
weapons transferred to Taiwan. First, the value of weapons (TIV dataset) 
has continuously plunged since 1997, but arms prices remained high. 
�is indicates that the scope and scale of Taiwan’s arms procurement 
e�orts are impressive in an overall sense; however, the quality of the arms 
has remained a problem.29 For instance, during President Chen Shui-
bian’s �rst term (2000–2004), Taiwan maintained high defense budgets 
for U.S. weapons purchases, but the quality of the military equipment did 
not re�ect the prices paid by Taipei. �e same phenomenon occurred 
during the administration of President Ma Ying-jeou. During Ma’s �rst 
term (2008–2012), Taiwan purchased three major arms packages, but the 
value of the weapons delivered to Taiwan remained far lower than the 
price paid for the weapons.30

Figure 1 also shows that arms sales varied during di�erent adminis-
trations. During the administrations of Lee Teng-hui (1996–2000) and 
Chen Shui-bian (2000–2008), the data show a continuous interest in U.S. 
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arms procurement. �is was the result of the adoption of balancing strat-
egies against Beijing by under both Lee and Chen that called for securing 
more U.S. military support. In contrast, Ma Ying-jeou scrapped Chen’s 
provocative policies toward Beijing and sought to patch up relations with 
the United States. During Ma’s two terms as president (2008–2016), arms 
sales occurred on a less regular basis and with less frequency (only three 
arms bundles in eight years).31

Generally, U.S. o�cials counter Beijing’s complaints about arms sales 
by explaining that the sales are required by U.S. law while also reassuring 
Beijing that the United States remains committed to one China policy. 
Recent decades have been shaped by this strategic ambiguity, a two-
handed strategy of selling weapons to Taiwan while maintaining a 
working relationship with China. Aiming at a more comprehensive 
understanding of the U.S. policy of strategic ambiguity works, a dataset 
was created (Table 1) that quotes o�cial U.S. government statements at 
the time of the arms sales to Taipei. 

Arms sales to Taiwan have provoked angry responses from Beijing, 
but the actual policy response to these sales has typically been muted. 
One of the reasons may come from the Chinese government’s hesitation 
to retaliate. In lieu of a more confrontational options, Beijing has gener-
ally threatened to adopt economic sanctions against the United States in 
retaliation for arms sales. Although Beijing has in the past threatened to 
impose economic sanctions on U.S. exports to China or on companies 
directly related to the arms sales, there is little evidence that China has 
actually retaliated with economic sanctions. According to Shi Yinhong, 
the director of the Center for American Studies Renmin University, “�e 
arms sales will have a negative impact on Chinese public opinion toward 
the US, but in the end it probably won’t a�ect the overall bilateral rela-
tionship, especially when it comes to trade and business.”32

Alternatively, the United States has tried to repair relations with Beijing 
once the arms sales were completed. Different U.S. presidents have 
attempted to establish more transparent and e�ective relationship with 
Beijing by focusing on stable and sustainable economic and trade partner-
ships. Washington’s post-arms-sales announcements (shown in Table 1) 
indicate that the U.S. government reassures China by emphasizing its 
commitment to the one China policy. In a 1992 interview, President 
George H. W. Bush asserted a�er the largest sale of �rst-generation F-16 A/
B �ghter jets that the United States would adhere to one China policy and 
reiterated that the United States recognized the PRC as the sole legitimate 
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Table 1: The U.S. Government’s Announcements after the Major Arms Sales to Taiwan
U.S. Announcements Source

1992

[President George H. W. Bush]
“And my decision today does not change the commitment of this administration 
and its predecessors to the three communiqués with the People’s Republic of 
China. We keep our word. Our one China policy, our recognition of the PRC as 
the sole legitimate government of China. I’ve always stressed that the importance 
of the ’82 communiqué on arms sales to Taiwan lies in its promotion of common 
political goals—peace and stability in the area through mutual restraint.”

USC US-China 
Institute (1992)1

2007
[�omas Christensen, Deputy Assistant Secretary for East Asian and Paci�c A�airs]
“While Taiwan’s security required a strong military, it also required Taipei to avoid 
unnecessary, frivolous, and dangerous provocations of nationalism in the PRC.” 

�e U.S. 
Department of 
State (2007)2

2008
[Karl Duckworth, State Department spokesman]
“We appreciate Taiwan’s e�orts to reduce tensions in the Taiwan Strait and to build 
on the already excellent ties between the people of Taiwan and the US.” 

�e Wall Street 
Journal (2008)3

2011

[Robert Gates, U.S. Secretary of Defense]
“Having been through this in 2007 with the Bush administration and last year with 
the Obama administration, I can tell you that in both administrations the items that 
were considered for sale were carefully thought through with a focus on ensuring 
that we were providing defensive capabilities and, at the same time, underscoring, as 
I said in my remarks, our continued opposition to independence for Taiwan.”

�e U.S. 
Department of 
State (2010)4

2011

[Kurt Campbell, Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Paci�c A�airs]
“For more than thirty years, the TRA, and the three U.S.-China Joint 
Communiqués have served as the bipartisan foundation for our ‘one China’ policy, 
which has guided our relations with Taiwan and PRC.” 

U.S. Foreign 
A�airs 
Committee 
(2011)5 

2015
[Myles Caggins, National Security Council spokesman]
“Our longstanding policy on arms sales to Taiwan has been consistent across six 
di�erent US administrations. . . . We remain committed to our one China policy.”

Reuters (2015)6

2017

[Heather Nauert, State Department spokeswoman]
“Support for Taiwan’s ability to maintain a su�cient self-defense policy.” She 
added that the United States has not deviated from the one China policy, which 
prevents countries seeking diplomatic relations with China from maintaining the 
same ties with Taiwan.

�e Atlantic 
(2017)7 

2019
[Randall Schriver, Assistant Secretary of Defense for the Asian and Paci�c Security 
A�airs] 
Washington would “treat Taiwan as a normal security systems partner.” 

�e South China 
Morning Post 
(2019)8

Notes: 1, Please see “Bush Announces Sale of F-16 Aircra� to Taiwan, 1992” University of Southern California 
US-China Institute, 2 September 1992. https://china.usc.edu/bush-announces-sale-f-16-aircraft-
taiwan-1992; 2, �omas J. Christensen “A Strong and Moderate Taiwan,” U.S. Department of State, 11 
September 2007, https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/eap/rls/rm/2007/91979.htm; 3, Ting-I Tsai and Kara 
Scannell, “U.S. Proposes $6.43 Billion Arms Sale to Taiwan,” The Wall Street Journal, 6 October 2008, 
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB122331900259208407; 4, Kan, Taiwan: Major U.S. Arms Sales since 1990, p. 
80; 5, Mark Landler, “No New F-16’s for Taiwan, but US to Upgrade Fleet,” The New York Times, 18 
September 2011, https://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/19/world/asia/us-decides-against-selling-f-16s-to-
taiwan.html; 6, David Brunnstrom and Patricia Zengerle, “Obama Administration authorizes $1.83-billion 
Arms Sales to Taiwan,” Reuters, 17 December 2015, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-taiwan-arms-
idUSKBN0TZ2C520151217; 7, Aria Bendix, “Trump Administration Approves Its Frist Arms Sales to 
Taiwan,” Atlantic, 30 June 2017, https://www.theatlantic.com/news/archive/2017/06/trump-
administration-approves-its-�rst-arms-sale-to-taiwan/532239/; 8,  Cary Huang, “Under Trump, US Arms 
Sales to Taiwan Could be the New Normal,” South China Morning Post, 25 August 2019, https://www.
scmp.com/week-asia/opinion/article/3024132/under-trump-us-arms-sales-taiwan-could-be-new-normal.



www.manaraa.com

190	 Charles Chong-Han Wu

government of China. In 2011, Robert Gates, the U.S. secretary of defense, 
stated: “As I said in my remarks, our continued opposition to indepen-
dence for Taiwan.”33 Similarly, Kurt Campbell, the assistant secretary of 
State for East Asian and Paci�c a�airs, said in 2011: “For more than thirty 
years, the TRA, and the three U.S.-China Joint Communiques have served 
as the bipartisan foundation for our ‘one China’ policy.”34 Both Myles 
Caggins, National Security Council spokesman, in 2015, and Heather 
Nauert, State Department spokeswoman, in 2017, pointed out the impor-
tance of, and the ongoing U.S. commitment to, the one China policy. In 
general, arms sales have allowed the United States to boost Taiwan’s 
defenses, while subsequent conciliatory official U.S. statements for a 
Chinese audience indicated that Washington remained committed to its 
strategic ambiguity on cross-Strait relations.

5.	 Trump’s Symbolic Policy Tilting toward Taiwan

�e Trump administration has sent clearer alignment signals to Taipei by 
o�ering larger arms sales. Trump considers himself a virtuoso “dealmaker,” 
and it appears that he would be willing to use Taiwan as a bargaining 
chip in negotiations with China. This type of transactional policy 
making—focused more outcomes, not ideological di�erences—has given 
U.S.-China relations more negotiating space on a broader range of 
issues.35 Trump appears to prefer short-terms deals over long-term policy 
objectives and is likely to attempt to solve the trade de�cit with China as 
soon as possible. For instance, Trump started this “deal-making” with 
China at the Mar-a-Lago summit in Florida in 2017, which resulted in 
promises from Beijing to help solve the North Korea nuclear issue. 
Trump went so far as to promise not to repeat his direct phone call to 
Tsai Ing-wen in exchange for Xi Jinping’s commitment to cooperate on 
the Pyongyang problem. Trump thus appears to be more practical than 
past U.S. presidents, and seems eager to achieve his foreign policy goals 
by treating all foreign policy issues as a series of business deals. �is 
naturally raises the question of the Trump administration’s willingness to 
use Taiwan as a bargaining chip in negotiations with China. 

Taiwan’s �elds a credible military deterrent, with its ��h generation air 
and naval capabilities and well-equipped ground forces.36 Taiwan, therefore, 
would not bene�t from further purchases of advanced weaponry from the 
United States. Instead, what it needs is help assimilating the diverse and 
sophisticated array of equipment it now has and the further development 
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of domestic research and design capabilities for the production of indige-
nous weapons systems.37 In this light, it is essential for Taiwan to strengthen 
military capabilities by increasing national defense budgets in order to 
achieve a stronger deterrence capacity. Taipei also needs to streamline its 
call-up of reserve forces, improve defense strategies, and move toward 
small, maneuverable, and survivable systems.38

In addition to large arms sales, the Trump administration has also 
been supportive of Taiwan in both policy and diplomacy. Despite opposi-
tion from Beijing, in March 2018 Trump signed the Taiwan Travel Act, 
which allows high-level U.S. o�cials to travel to Taiwan to meet Taiwanese 
counterparts.39 It also allows for reciprocal visits by Taiwan government 
o�cials to travel to the, and permits for further latitude for the Taipei 
Economic and Cultural Representative O�ce, Taiwan’s de facto diplomatic 
representative o�ces, to conduct business with di�erent branches of the U.S. 
government.40 Based on this new act, supporters have argued the strength-
ening of relations between Washington and Taipei is based on an align-
ment of the U.S. executive and legislative branches responses to an 
increasingly assertive China and the intensification of the U.S.-China 
rivalry, especially in the realms of security, economic, and technological 
competition.41 �e recent deterioration in U.S.-China relations has granted 
Washington more leeway to play the Taiwan card, strengthening relations 
with Taipei while making China the odd man out in the triangular rela-
tionships.42 However, dissenters have argued that recent Taiwan-friendly 
legislation and policies are symbolic and nonbinding. �e United States 
and China have di�erent views on the cold peace across the Taiwan Strait, 
but they share similar security interests in avoiding con�ict and main-
taining peace in cross-Strait relations.43 For instance, Douglass Paal, the 
former director of AIT, opined that the Taiwan Travel Act “did not change 
anything real” because “US administrations already had discretionary 
authority to permit visits by senior Taiwanese o�cials and visits by senior 
US o�cials and military o�cers to Taiwan.”44

Likewise, the U.S. Senate also pushed for greater international recog-
nition for Taiwan through the Taiwan Allies International Protection and 
Enhancement Initiative.45 �is act was passed by both the House and 
Senate and signed into law by President Trump in late 2020. U.S. congres-
sional support is the result of China’s stepped-up e�ort to chip away at 
the remaining diplomatic allies of the ROC. Since Tsai Ing-wen came into 
office, three major diplomatic allies in Latin America (Panama, the 
Dominican Republic, and El Salvador), two others in the South Paci�c 
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Ocean (Solomon Island and Kiribati), and two in Africa (Burkina Faso 
and São Tomé and Príncipe) have severed ties with Taiwan in favor of 
formal relations with China. One of the chief motivations of the Taipei 
Act is to stop this diplomatic avalanche and prevent more of Taiwan’s 
diplomatic allies from switching to Beijing. Nonetheless, critics have 
highlighted the hypocritical nature of Washington’s new approach since 
the United States terminated relations with Taipei and normalized ties 
with Beijing in 1979.46 In this light, the United States lacks the legitimacy 
to request countries in Latin America to maintain diplomatic relations 
with Taipei only because Washington wants to contain Beijing’s rapid 
regional and global development. In short, there should be no tough 
messages or punishments from Washington toward Taiwan’s diplomatic 
allies that cut ties to Taiwan in favor of China. 

In the context of the changing U.S.-China policy, except for the Taiwan 
Travel Act and Taipei Act, the Trump administration renewed and passed 
the three National Defense Authorization Acts (NDAAs, 2017–2020). �is 
is a crucial step in the switch from strategic ambiguity to clarity, and it is 
intended to give Taiwan more robust deterrent capabilities against the 
military threat from China. By acknowledging the increasingly coercive 
and aggressive behavior of China, the U.S. government has responded by 
reassuring Taiwan over this national security threat through a series of 
NDAAs. NDAA 2020 in particular reiterated that the “Taiwan Relations 
Act” and the “six guarantees” are the cornerstones of U.S.-Taiwan relations. 
Based on the implementation of the TRA, the United States must maintain 
the Taiwan’s ability to prevent China from creating a fait accompli.47 
However, Beijing has fiercely responded to the passage of the NDAA, 
claiming that the U.S. Congress has intervened in its national sovereignty 
and destabilized regional security. Global Times, a media organization 
controlled by the CCP, even pointed out that “If the US sends a military 
force to Taiwan ports, it would likely activate Article 8 of China’s Anti-
Secession Law, which authorizes China to use nonpeaceful measures to 
solve the Taiwan question.”48 �e minister at the embassy of the PRC in 
the United States, Li Kexin, mentioned at an embassy event in Washington 
that “the day that a US vessel arrives in Kaohsiung is the day that our 
People’s Liberation Army unites Taiwan with military force.”49

As the U.S.-China con�ict spiral escalated, the U.S. House and Senate 
introduced a growing set of security bills to assist Taiwan. Senator Josh 
Hawley (R-MO) proposed a dra� of the Taiwan Defense Act in June 2020 
to maintain the U.S. military’s ability to prevent China from creating a fait 
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accompli with Taiwan and other purposes. �e “fait accompli” de�ned in 
the dra� refers to the possibility that China could seize control of Taiwan 
before the U.S. military had time to respond, while convincing the U.S. 
military that it would be very di�cult or costly to respond. Additionally, 
Republican representative Ted Yoho (FL), ranking member of the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee’s Asia subcommittee, proposed the Taiwan 
Invasion Prevention Act on 29 July 2020, marking a red line in the U.S. 
security commitment to Taiwan. �e provisions of the bill would authorize 
the U.S. president to use the armed forces and other measures under three 
conditions. �e three conditions include the CCP’s direct armed attack on 
Taiwan, any CCP military occupation of territory e�ectively controlled by 
Taiwan, and any mortal threat to lives of Taiwanese soldiers or civilians.50

Along with the proposed security bills introduced by the U.S. Senate, 
the Trump administration showed its willingness to cross China’s own 
red lines when it sent senior U.S. o�cials to Taiwan, namely, Secretary of 
Health and Human Services Alex Azar to Taiwan in early August 2020, 
followed by the American Under Secretary of State Keith Krach in early 
September. �e visits of two high-level government representatives to 
Taiwan have raised excited speculation that diplomatic relations between 
the United States and Taiwan were heading toward the eventual reestab-
lishment of formal ties between Taipei and Washington. Public opinion 
in Taiwan, and in many places elsewhere, believed that it was a high 
point in the bilateral relationship with Washington and a golden oppor-
tunity to further enhance relations. 

Beijing responded to this gradual abandonment of strategic ambi-
guity by dispatching warplanes to intimidate Taiwan and to warn against 
Taiwan independence. People’s Liberation Army (PLA) aircra� �ew 217 
sorties into Taiwan’s Air Defense Identi�cation Zone and 49 across the 
median line of the Taiwan Strait. In response, Taiwan’s air force has 
mounted around 3,000 aircra� sorties to shadow, disperse, and monitor 
PLA aircraft.51 This repeated interference has kept draining Taiwan’s 
national capacity by scrambling almost US$900 million to support air 
defense capabilities. 

Despite more explicitly backing Taiwan, the Trump administration has 
continued to reassure China that the United States will neither recognize 
Taiwan as a de jure independent country nor attempt to transform the 
current quasi-alliance partnership into a formal alliance so far. Former U.S. 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, in response to a question posed by Voice 
of America during a press conference before the 2020 election, reiterated 
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that the State Department is not changing its Taiwan policy, despite the 
growing calls for the United States to abandon strategic ambiguity.52 Simi-
larly, Biden stressed not only once that the importance of strategic ambi-
guity, given that Washington had no obligation to defend the island since 
its abrogation of the 1954 Mutual Defense Treaty. However, Biden’s 
campaign platform and public statements, along with the Democratic 
Party’s preferences, indicated he will maintain strong support for Taiwan 
once he takes o�ce as president. Biden’s victory in the 2020 U.S. election 
could herald the return of a more cautious and stable U.S. approach.

Biden will be more likely to inherit Obama’s “Pivot to Asia” policy 
or Trump’s “Indo-Paci�c” in the region. Once the strategy is implanted, 
the United States will not turn strategic ambiguity to clarity across the 
Strait because a clear strategic guarantee for Taiwan will force other 
major powers in the region to follow suit and make similar statements to 
defend Taiwan if any militarized con�icts occur. �e new administration 
has to increase its military spending in East Asia to cope with any emer-
gencies, forcing the U.S. allies to cooperate with Taiwan on security and 
diplomatic requests. As a result, it is bound to increase instability in this 
area, and the Taiwan Strait and the South China Sea are more likely to 
become the next arsenal. �e White House Asia tsar, Kurt Campbell, 
pointed out that “there are some signi�cant downsides to the kind of 
what is called strategic clarity” during an interview hosted by the Finan-
cial Times on May 2021.53 In addition, secretary of the state Antony 
Blinken continues to emphasize that the U.S. will ensure Taiwan “has the 
ability to defend itself.”54 Based on the logic, the new administration will 
not easily change the strategic ambiguity. �is is the reason why Biden 
has announced more than once that he will continue to uphold American 
obligations under the TRA, which does not and will not support Taiwan’s 
de jure independence.55 Taiwan should be cautious when interpreting the 
U.S. policy-making process and its �nal results. Any misreading of Wash-
ington’s motivations and preferences will lead to harmful actions that 
vastly destabilize and endanger national and regional security. In other 
words, the Tsai Ing-wen administration should guard against being 
dragged into a potential con�ict between the United States and China.

6.	 Conclusion

�e TRA and three U.S.-China communiqués guide America’s relations with 
China and Taiwan. Many legal experts argue that the TRA trumps all other 
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policy documents and o�cial U.S. government statements because this law 
promotes the maintenance of economic linkages and unofficial political 
exchanges between Washington and Taipei.56 �e Joint Communique of 1982 
was an executive branch decision, not an international treaty, and thus does 
not carry the force of law in the United States. �e TRA, on the other hand, 
requires the U.S. government by law to abide by its provisions.

�is study is not calling for the United States to abandon Taiwan. 
Instead, it argues that it serves the best interest of Washington to 
maintain stable, constructive relations with both Taipei and Beijing. 
Relevant studies have shown that a reduction of clear security signals to 
Taipei may therefore bene�t Washington’s policy objectives without jeop-
ardizing America’s credibility at home or in East Asia. Recently 
conducted polls in Taiwan on people’s determination to defend democ-
racy against threats from China show that 36.3 percent of Taiwanese 
respondents said they were “very prepared” to �ght in order to defend 
Taiwan, with 31.9 percent saying they were “prepared.”57 In 2019, 68 
percent of respondents indicated that they were ready to �ght against 
potential attacks from China. In the 2020 poll, the percentage rose to 
79.8, a rise of about 11.6 percentage points in a single year.58 As China 
continues to menace Taiwan with aggressive military actions, public 
opinion in Taiwan is becoming more strident. A poll released in 2020 
showed that 60 percent of Taiwanese believe that the United States would 
send troops to defend Taiwan.59 The statistics indicate that stronger 
security assurances arriving from Washington may be emboldening 
Taiwan’s willingness to �ght China. �e �ndings from the polls above, 
combined with the increasing arms sales in both quality and quantity 
from Washington, illustrate the dynamic phenomenon of how the Trump 
administration’s gradual movement toward clarity has undermined cross-
Strait stability, and thus upset the regional balance of power. In contrast, 
maintaining a policy of strategic ambiguity may deter Taipei and Beijing 
from unilaterally changing the status quo, restrain both sides from 
allowing bilateral relationships to deteriorate, and even prevent military 
con�ict in the Taiwan Strait. 

To be sure, aspects of U.S. policy do appear unclear. But U.S.-Taiwan 
relations could move proceed more carefully and with a lower-pro�le; an 
ambiguous relationship may serve the best interests of all players. It is 
apparent that the United States and Taiwan have moved steadily closer 
since 1972. This trend is not unique to any particular administration, 
including the Tsai administration. But both politicians and scholars in 
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Taiwan have to be very careful that any closer partnership between Wash-
ington and Taipei may antagonize Beijing and that only by maintaining a 
flexible and practical strategic position will Taiwan find space for its 
survival. Small countries in this region have consistently proposed keeping 
an equal distance between great powers, and Taiwan is no exception.60 
Even as a secondary power in East Asia, Taiwan still occupies an essential 
position with strategic and economic value for Western democracies. Only 
if decision makers within the Taiwanese government realize the identi�able 
conditions of Taiwan’s hedging behavior between the great powers can they 
have adequate capability to maintain regional peace.
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