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What is the historical origin of Taiwan issue from 1945 and why this issue became a dispute 

between China and the U.S.?

Introduction

Because of the Xi Jinping’s declaration of the inevitable unification between China and Taiwan, 

it may seem that the end of this issue is known to everyone. In his speech, Mr. Xi outlined that 

he would not rule out the use of force against independence activists: despite the dialogue and 

the diplomatic instruments, they will obtain the unification “by any means necessary”. On the 

last days of 2018, Mr. Trump signed into law the Asia Reassurance Initiative Act, which tries to 

counter China’s growing military influence. The section of the law on Taiwan reiterates 

American commitment “to counter efforts to change the status quo and to support peaceful 
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resolution acceptable to both sides of the Taiwan Strait.” It also calls on the American president 

to send high-level officials to Taiwan and to regularly sell arms to the island. 

This report is intended as a background overview of the historical and political complexity 

associated with Taiwan’s status in the world and its continuing policy ramifications. I shall first 

analyse how historical circumstances, from World War II to the Chinese Civil War, shaped 

United States and Taiwan relationship. Then I will consider the changing attitudes of U.S. 

toward China through the Cold War until nowadays, dealing with the objectives of the two 

superpowers.

The independence of Taiwan and the conflict with the mainland

After World War II, the nationalist government of Republic of China, led by the Kuomintang, 

took control of Taiwan: his representatives accept the surrender of Japanese forces in the island, 

occupied by the Empire since the defeat of the Great Qing in the First Sino-Japanese War. In 

1946 started what in the Communist historiography is called “War of Liberation”, the final stage 

of a civil war between Chiang Kai-shek’s ROC government and the Communist Party of China 

led by Mao Zedong. Communist-held territory had increased from about one-tenth of China in 

early 1946 to one-third in late 1948—an area of some 1 million square miles (2.6 million square 

km) containing more than 200 million inhabitants. On September 1, 1948, the Communists 

proclaimed the North China People’s Government as a forerunner to a people’s republic that 

would encompass all of China. 

1949 began with a useless Nationalist appeal to the “Big Four” (the United States, the United 

Kingdom, France, and the Soviet Union) to mediate a settlement with the Communists. The fall 

of Nanking marked the beginning of the disintegration of nationalist government. With the 

victory of Mao Zedong and his Communist Party military forces on mainland China in 1949, 

Chiang Kai-shek fled to the island of Taiwan off the south China coast. For the next thirty years, 

both regimes claimed legitimacy as the sole legal government of the Chinese people. In Beijing 

on October 1, 1949, a victorious Mao proclaimed the creation of the People’s Republic of China 

(PRC). Meanwhile, Chiang Kai-shek established a temporary capital for his government in 

Taipei, Taiwan, declaring the ROC still to be the legitimate Chinese government-in-exile and 

vowing that one day he would “retake the mainland” and drive out communist forces.
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U.S. appeared reluctant to give legitimacy to the ROC government, but the sudden beginning of 

Korean War changed American view. Indeed, President Truman ordered Seventh Fleet to 

“prevent any attack on Formosa [Taiwan]”; subsequently, U.S. support was solidified when 

Chinese Communist forces entered in the conflict in support of North Korea. In May 1951, the 

United States established its official Military Assistance Advisery Group in Taiwan to train 

Chiang’s troops. Furthermore the U.S. Congress approved a Mutual Defense Treaty for Taiwan 

on 10 December 1954, making Washington and Taipei officially allied. 

Apparently, the outbreak of the Korean War and the U.S. involvement avoided another 

escalation in the region and a direct fight between the mainland and ROC, but the international 

relations between the three actors changed with the development of the Cold War and the 

Détente period.

The Taiwan issue through U.S. China relations

Due to the doctrine of “containment” which characterized Truman presidency, and the 

successive “roll back” thought of Eisenhower era, the “fear of Reds” and the McCarthyism, 

PRC was depicted as the enemy of Western civilized world, as well as Soviet Union. 

Afterwards, with the de-scalation of Vietnam war and the Nixon’s presidency, there was the 

exchange of table tennis players between U.S. and China (“Ping-pong diplomacy”) which paved 

the way to an important positive development in Sino-American relations with the first 

diplomatic opening to Beijing in 1971-1972: Washington was convinced that China could be an 

important strategic asset against USSR, not even an adversary to be confronted in the Taiwan 

Strait.

Firstly, President Nixon sent his national security adviser, Henry Kissinger, on secret visits in 

Beijing in July and October 1971, followed by Nixon’s highly publicized visit in February 

1972. Secondly, after the PRC was recognized by the General Assembly of United Nations as 

the sole legal China and seated in the Security Council, the Nixon overtures resulted in the so-

called “Shanghai Communiqué” of 1972 (the first of three U.S.-China communiqués) which can 

be considered as the first stage of the U.S. China policy after World War II. Despite the 

disagreements on Vietnam and Korea’s situation, both sides promised to work towards 

“relaxation of tensions in Asia and the world”. Concerning Taiwan issue, on the one hand 

United States would never abandon Taipei, on the other hand Nixon stated that he would never 

support and independence movement; this is the reason why Kissinger affirmed in his secret 
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meetings with premier Zhou Enlai that “As for the political future of Taiwan, we are not 

advocating a “two Chinas” solution or a “one China, one Taiwan” solution”.

With the election of the new democratic president, Jimmy Carter, the government surprisingly 

announced the Taiwan Relations Act. In the Joint Communiqué on the Establishment of 

Diplomatic Relations of January 1, 1979, United States acknowledged that both the PRC and 

ROC governments claimed there was only one China and that Taiwan was a province of it. 

However, TRA had the main purpose “to promote the foreign policy of the United States by 

authorizing the continuation of commercial, cultural, and other relations […] with the people on 

Taiwan”; moreover “will make available to Taiwan such defence articles and defence services 

in such quantity as may be necessary to enable Taiwan to maintain a sufficient self-defence 

capability.” Despite the protests of Beijing, Carter reassured that the Act would not change the 

normalization of the relations and it guaranteed full discretionary authority to the President. 

During Reagan administration, the government formalized the “Six Assurances”, the foreign 

policy principles which reassure both Taiwan and the U.S. Congress that they would continue to 

support Taiwan. Despite the 3rd and final communiqué of 1982, in which President Reagan 

promised to gradually decrease its sale of arms to Taiwan, China downgraded its ties with 

Washington. Nevertheless, the optimism and trade flourished during Bush government, the 

protests in Tienanmen Square broke the good relations between the two superpowers. 

Furthermore, the election of Clinton didn’t change the American behaviour toward Beijing, but 

the visit of President Jiang Zemin at the APEC summit in 1993 helped Chinese integration to 

the world trade. 

Tensions have resurged since the 1990s, when Taiwan became a democracy and many voters on 

the island turned to politicians who argue that Taiwan should keep China at a distance, or even 

assert outright independence. Despite this, at the end of his mandate, Clinton states the 

doctrine’s of “three no’s” with respect to Taiwan: “I had the chance to reiterate our Taiwan 

policy which is that we don’t support independence for Taiwan [the first no], or two Chinas, or 

one-Taiwan one China [the second no]. And we don’t believe that Taiwan should be a member 

of any organization for which statehood is a requirement [the third no].”

Nevertheless, PRC’s economic growth in terms of GDP didn’t improve the diplomatic relations 

between the two great powers, due to President George W. Bush open support to the new 

Taiwan’s president Chen Shui-bian and his will to intervene in defence of the island in case of a 

direct attack of Beijing. However, the Taiwan policy of the Obama Administration was mainly 

seen as one that adhered to the position of “no unification, no independence and no use of 

force”. Moreover, Obama’s policy included selling arms to Taiwan, developing trade and 
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economic cooperation with Taiwan and supporting Taiwan to extend its participation in 

international affairs. 

Conclusion: the security dilemma difficult to solve.

The Taiwan Strait conflict is very different from other regional conflicts: in the first place, the 

two sides are divided by 100 miles of water which make difficult a possible infiltration; in the 

second place the people involved are socially and culturally the same, and most important, the 

two sides leave out ideological differences for the sake of pragmatic cooperation: indeed, China 

is the most important economic partner.  Since coming to power in late 2012, President Xi 

Jinping has warned Taiwan against any shift toward independence; moreover, he pressures 

Taiwan’s politicians from Kuomintang and Democratic Progressive Party with the idea of “one 

country, two system”, which could be an alternative to the separatism. But according to 

analysts’ opinions, this is not the solution that Taiwanese will embrace. 

What is the role of United States? Trump’s decision to break with Obama’s policy and militarily 

support Taiwan, without properly understand the problem, could make easily the situation 

worse. Washington should understand what motivates the two contending forces in order to 

maintain stability in the area. The security dilemma in which each fears that the other threatens 

its fundamental interests and so acts to counter the threat is difficult to solve. Firstly, it is 

Taiwan’s potential political actions that create insecurity in Beijing. Secondly, Washington fears 

that Taipei could entraps in a conflict that does not want.  

In conclusion, U.S. should continue the policy of dual deterrence, in order to restrain Beijing 

from use military force and Taipei from take political initiatives that might Beijing counter 

react. 
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