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A debate is brewing about whether it’s time to reconsider the
U.S. approach to Taipei.
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Taiwan's Ministry of Foreign Affairs, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, left, speaks with Taiwan's Foreign
Minister Joseph Wu as she prepares to leave in Taipei, Taiwan, Wednesday, Aug. 3, 2022. (Taiwan Ministry
of Foreign Affairs via AP)
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S

immering tensions between China and Taiwan and Russia’s brutal war
against its neighbor Ukraine have sparked a debate in Washington
about whether it’s time to rethink the U.S. approach to protecting

Taipei.

For years, the U.S. has maintained a policy known as “strategic ambiguity.” That
meant the U.S. officially recognized Beijing as the only Chinese government
while also selling arms to Taiwan and refusing to clarify whether Washington
would get involved in the case of an invasion.
Members of the international community have had to balance their relationships
with China and Taiwan since the late 1940s, when Chinese nationalists fled
mainland China and began ruling Taiwan after losing a war against China’s
communists. Today, Beijing still considers Taiwan a province of mainland
China, and some Chinese officials have described a potential takeover of the
island as a “peaceful reunification.”
But Taiwan operates as an independent democracy and rejects China’s claims
over its sovereignty. Proponents of strategic ambiguity argue the policy has kept
Taiwan safe because it avoids angering Beijing or giving the impression that
Washington and Taipei are becoming too close.
That approach appeared to work for decades. But Russia’s invasion of Ukraine,
which led to a bloody war, has increased the urgency among many U.S.
policymakers to help democratic allies defend themselves from incursions by
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their autocratic neighbors. Following a series of high-profile congressional
delegations to Taiwan, some foreign-policy heavyweights are calling into
question the decades-long commitment to strategic ambiguity.
“It’s time to reconsider strategic ambiguity and move towards strategic clarity.
Taiwan is a critical national-security partner for the United States in technology,
economics, and military stability,” Rep. Michael McCaul, the lead Republican on
the House Foreign Affairs Committee, told National Journal. “Remaining vague
about these interests is increasing the risk of conflict by rewarding [the Chinese
Communist Party’s] aggression and belligerence.”
Over the past six months, experts on international relations, including the late
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, have come out vocally against strategic
ambiguity, arguing that it no longer serves its purpose.
Lawmakers on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee will meet Wednesday to
discuss the Taiwan Policy Act of 2022 (https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senatebill/4428/text).

The bill, introduced by committee Chair Bob Menendez, would

bolster Taiwan’s defense capabilities, providing almost $4.5 billion in security
assistance over the next four years, and designate Taiwan as a “major non-NATO
ally.” It would also direct the U.S. federal government to “engage with the
democratically elected government of Taiwan as the legitimate representative of
the people of Taiwan.”
Sen. Menendez did not respond to requests for comment.
Sen. James Risch, the ranking member of the committee, said he believes a
change in Taiwan’s status quo would threaten vital U.S. interests and alliances in
the Indo-Pacific.
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“What the United States must be focused on is concrete actions we need to take
now to deter Chinese aggression and make sure Taiwan is in the best possible
position if deterrence fails,” Risch told National Journal. “That means getting
more capability and training to Taiwan faster, and that is my priority as we mark
up the Taiwan Policy Act this week.”
During a visit to Asia in May, President Biden appeared to call into question the
future of strategic ambiguity. When asked if the U.S. would defend Taiwan
militarily against an invasion, the president responded in the affirmative. “That’s
the commitment we made,” Biden said.
Many analysts quickly pointed out that the U.S. had not made that commitment.
Biden’s aides later walked the statement back, arguing that official U.S. policy
hadn’t changed. But the remarks began to reshape conversations in Washington.
Oriana Mastro, a center fellow at the Spogli Institute for International Studies at
Stanford University and an expert on China, said Chinese officials started talking
about reunifying with Taiwan several years ago. Nevertheless, policymakers in
Washington didn’t pay much attention to China’s remarks until Russia invaded
Ukraine.
“Nothing new is happening out of China,” Mastro said. “What I see now is a lot
more people talking about the potential for war over Taiwan.”
Taiwan’s independence and the future of U.S. military assistance garnered even
more attention following House Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s controversial trip to the
island in August. China’s leadership viewed the visit as a provocation and
quickly launched large-scale military exercises around the island. U.S. National
Security adviser Jake Sullivan warned that a Chinese invasion of the island is “a
distinct threat.”
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China. What I see now is a lot more
people talking about the potential
for war over Taiwan. ”
ORIANA MASTRO, A CENTER FELLOW AT THE SPOGLI
INSTITUTE FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDIES AT STANFORD
UNIVERSITY
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The regional instability didn’t stop other members of Congress from visiting the
island shortly after Pelosi. Sen. Ed Markey, a Democrat from Massachusetts, led
a bipartisan delegation to Taiwan in mid-August as part of a larger trip to Asia.
During the visit, Markey met with South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol, who
did not meet Pelosi during her trip. In early September, Rep. Stephanie Murphy
of Florida also led her own bipartisan trip to Taipei with seven colleagues from
the House.
Markey, however, noted that his trip did not make him question the U.S.’s
longstanding approach to Taiwan.
“I traveled to Taiwan with the aim of reaffirming the long-standing U.S. One
China policy coupled with strategic ambiguity, a position that has enabled the
U.S.-Taiwan partnership to flourish in peacetime for more than 40 years,”
Markey told National Journal. “While we work to strengthen cross-cultural and
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economic ties with the people of Taiwan, a beacon of democracy in the region,
we must also work to maintain the status quo, reduce tensions, and lower the
temperature in the Taiwan Strait.”
Sen. Chris Murphy, a key Democrat on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee,
has also come out supporting strategic ambiguity. On Sept. 1, he penned an oped (https://www.economist.com/by-invitation/2022/09/01/now-china-has-changed-its-policy-towardstaiwan-america-should-too-senator-chris-murphy)

in The Economist, arguing that the policy

has been a success.
“Some in Congress and on the Washington think-tank circuit have taken this
moment to argue that American policy should abandon strategic ambiguity in
favor of ‘strategic clarity’ by functionally recognizing Taiwan and extending an
explicit security guarantee to the island, declaring that America will defend it
with American troops,” Murphy wrote.
“But of course, it is not necessary to do a complete reversal of decades of Taiwan
policy to still make a serious pivot that appropriately responds to China’s
aggression.”
As the debate circulated Capitol Hill, the Biden administration announced a $1.1
billion arms sale to the island, the largest since Biden came to power. The White
House formally notified Congress of the sale on Sept. 2, launching a
congressional notification period of 30 days. The bipartisan support for Taiwan’s
defense makes it unlikely that lawmakers will raise objections to the sale. The
executive branch has notified Congress of over $35 billion in arms sales to
Taiwan since 2010.
“The proposed sales are routine cases to support Taiwan’s continuing efforts to
modernize its armed forces and to maintain a credible defensive capability,” said
a State Department spokesperson, who spoke on background.
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The package includes $655 million for a surveillance-radar system to help
Taiwan track incoming missiles. It also includes around one hundred
Sidewinder tactical air missiles and sixty Harpoon anti-ship missiles.
Many systems included in the package could take years to manufacture and
deliver. The war in Ukraine has dwindled U.S. military stockpiles, leading to
concerns about shortages for both the U.S. and other countries. Mastro noted
that the current weapons package does not specify when the U.S. will deliver the
new equipment to Taiwan.
“I think it’s very urgent. Nothing is going to happen in the next two to three
years, but it could happen in the next four to six,” Mastro said about a Chinese
invasion of Taiwan. “You need a sense of urgency now to have the stuff in place
that you need in four to six years.”
In the meantime, many lawmakers hope the status quo will keep the tensions
between China and Taiwan at bay.
“The best thing we can do for Taiwan is to stick to the policies that have kept
Taiwan safe for several decades and have helped it transform into a vibrant
economy and democracy,” said Rep. Gregory Meeks, the chair of the House
Foreign Affairs Committee who traveled to Taiwan with Pelosi. “I made clear on
the [congressional delegation] that no party should move to change the status
quo. We should be focused on how to better help Taiwan defend itself.”
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