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Claiming “Chineseness” or Not? :

Understanding Taiwan’s Inconsistent Involvement
in China’s Maritime Disputes in East Asia’
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The present literature on territorial and maritime demarcation disputes in East Asia has not
paid due attention to how these disputes are taking place under region-wide postcolonial condi-
tions, let alone why the relevant claimants do what they do under such conditions. This article
suggests that the fluidity and relationality of postcolonial national identity should be taken more
seriously. To make sense of Taipei’s divergent approaches to Beijing’s territorial and maritime
border disputes in the East and South China Seas despite their essentially identical claims, it is
argued that the former has distanced itself from the latter over the Senkaku/Diaoyutai issue, for
being associated with “China” would not help Taiwanese to face Japan, the former colonizer that
discredited the islanders’ Chineseness from the position of modernity. At the same time, this em-
barrassing Chineseness can be self-empowering when facing Southeast Asian claimant states,
without which Taiwan would have been dwarfed by their land size and population. This, in turn,
explains why Taipei formed a de facto united front with Beijing in the South China Sea disputes,
at least during the Beijing-friendly Ma Ying-jeou administration. Nevertheless, the aforemen-
tioned foreign policy as an identity strategy also indicates that decolonization processes in Tai-
wan remain incomplete.
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Introduction

Literary critic Kuan-Hsing Chen has rightly noticed that the slow and incomplete decoloni-
zation process in East Asia is inseparable from the lack of the corresponding “de-Cold War”
and “deimperialization” processes there, which in turn works to reproduce a realist region that
vindicates the realist logic of power politics.? Recognizing the imperative of overcoming this
triple challenge for a more equitable and sustainable peace in East Asia, this research offers an
empirical inquiry into the actual interplay between the aforementioned triple forces and the rele-
vant local agents. To be specific, it is necessary to investigate the extent to which the legacy of
Japanese colonialism, the Cold War regional structure and the U.S. hegemony underpinning it

actually reinforce each other, for their operation does not take place in a geocultural vacuum.

To illustrate, this study will examine in detail Taiwan’s inconsistent involvement in the
People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) ongoing maritime disputes in the East and South China
Seas, for the island’s status as a former Japanese colony, an “unfinished business” of the Chi-
nese Civil War consolidated by the Cold War, and a de facto U.S. security protectorate pro-
vides us with a case par excellence to substantiate Chen’s insight. As will be shown, Taipei has
been neutralized from the PRC-Japan row over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands since 2013 in part
because the island’s colonial Japanese experience has been serving as an important reference
point to demonstrate its “non-Chineseness” in the formation of Taiwanese identity. On the other
hand, a claim of “Chineseness” provides Taiwanese policymakers and the public a like with a
self-empowering strategy in the face of the much larger Southeast Asian claimants without for-
mally aligning with Beijing. This is done through assigning Vietnam (a U.S. strategic partner)
and the Philippines (a U.S. ally) to the “margins” of Chinese civilization and confronting them
from an imagined righteous and higher position. However, Taiwan’s strategic appropriation of
such (non-)Chineseness perhaps indicates not so much its exercise of an enlightened agency as
a variation of the continued imperialization of the island’s subject, be the imperial center Chi-

nese, Japanese, or U.S.

A context about Taiwan’s involvement in the PRC’s territorial and demarcation disputes in
maritime Asia is in order. Maritime security issues associated with the PRC have been grabbing
the headlines since the past decade, both because its fast-growing capabilities have led to a
popular perception of the “power shift” in East Asia and the subsequent U.S. attempts to “rebal-
ance” its priorities there,? and because it is the commonly known claimant state that has con-
current territorial and demarcation disputes in the East and South China Seas.¥ The PRC is nev-
ertheless a lone claimant state with little support from other regional stakeholders. In its territo-
rial dispute with Tokyo, Beijing’s claim has been met with a renewed U.S. security pledge re-

lated to the Japanese-held islands.” Although Hanoi and Manila have not been able to enlist
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backing from the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and its member states as a
whole for their respective claims, they have managed to bring in extraregional major powers,
notably the United States and Japan, in the forms of arms transfer and joint military drills to
counterbalance China’s growing presence in the South China Sea.® Understandably, China’s
continued isolation in maritime disputes is not merely detrimental to its international image. The
isolation also makes China appear unreasonable, which, in turn, could lead to the further dis-
crediting of its claims, as seen in the recent South China Sea arbitration case where China was
confronted with international legal pressure.” Getting political supports from relevant actors in
maritime Asia will no doubt help mitigate (if not fully alter) negative international perceptions
that a mighty, rule-breaking China is flexing its muscle and pushing its neighbors around. The

question remains : getting supports from whom?

Counterintuitive as it may appear, Taiwan, which was often represented by the interna-
tional media as the PRC’s archenemy at least until the late 2000s, has the potential to amelio-
rate the latter’s isolation in the ongoing maritime disputes in the East and South China Seas,¥
for three reasons. First, Beijing and Taipei make essentially the same claim that the Diaoyu(tai)
Islands were discovered, named, and used by the Chinese dating back to the Ming Dynasty
(1368-1644) and they were ceded to Japan, as Taiwan’s “appertaining islands,” under the Treaty
of Shimonoseki that concluded the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895).” Since Taipei’s ownership
claim amounts to its affirmation of the “One China” principle (there exists only one China of
which Taiwan is a part), Beijing can benefit from Taipei’s involvement in the islands dispute as
long as such involvement does not entail that Taiwan is a sovereign state actor. Second, the
PRC’s claims in the South China Sea stem from the “Location Map of South China Sea Is-
lands” published by the ROC Ministry of the Interior between 1946 and 1948 (hereafter the
1947 map).'” Taipei’s upholding of the 1947 map is therefore crucial for Beijing to maintain its
claims. Third, relations across the Taiwan Strait were expanding and intensifying on an un-
precedented scale under the Ma Ying-jeou administration (2008-2016) of the Kuomintang
(KMT, Chinese Nationalist Party). China has been Taiwan’s top trading partner and largest
source of trade surplus, and Taipei and Beijing have concluded dozens of agreements to facili-
tate their functional cooperation in terms of freer movements of personnel, goods, services, and
capital across the Strait.'" It seems only natural for the PRC to intensify its push for some sort

of cross-Strait political cooperation.'?

Following this introductory section, the next two sections will look at how Taiwan re-
sponded to the Sino-Japanese row over a collision incident near the Senkaku Islands in 2010
and their subsequent “nationalization” and to the rising tensions in the South China Sea since

the Scarborough Shoal standoff in 2012. While Taiwan has been neutralized from the PRC-

Japan island dispute following the conclusion of its fisheries agreement with Japan in April
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2013, Taipei has turned down Washington’s suggestion to ditch the 1947 map or redraw more
realistic maritime boundaries. Having identified this apparent discrepancy between Taipei’s lim-
ited cooperation with Beijing in the South China Sea and the lack thereof over the Senkakus,
the fourth section will illustrate that Taiwan’s inconsistent participation in the PRC’s maritime
disputes is due as much to Taipei’s geopolitical considerations as to the island’s incomplete de-
colonization. From a realist perspective, Taiwan’s involvement in the disputes runs the risk of
damaging its relationship with Japan (East China Sea) and the United States (South China Sea)
and the roles they might play in a militarized cross-Strait conflict, but such a perspective does
not take into account Taiwan’s psychological need to balance its relationship with China (the
estranged self-turned-Other) and Japan (the former colonizer and a symbol of modernity) as

well as the island’s appropriation of “(non-)Chineseness” as an identity strategy.
Taiwan’s responses to China’s maritime disputes in the East China Sea

The deterioration of Sino-Japanese relations is a relatively recent phenomenon.!? Since the
normalization of the Japan-PRC relationship, both Tokyo and Beijing have sought to keep the
lid on the Senkaku Islands, which are administered by the former but also claimed by the latter,
so as not to harm their overall bilateral (especially economic) relations. Nevertheless, the nation-
alist genie in the bottle was released by a contingent incident in 2010. On September 7, the
Chinese trawler Minjinyu 5179 collided with two Japanese coastguard vessels, which were at-
tempting to make the trawler leave the disputed waters. In response, Japanese coast guards
boarded the Chinese trawler ; the captain and his crews were arrested the following day for

“obstructing the duties of public officials” and “illegal fishing.”

The Chinese government swiftly reacted with a series of diplomatic protests : the Japanese
ambassador to China was summoned for no less than six times between September 8 and 19.
Understandably, Beijing wanted to avoid the impression that Japan had the jurisdiction to indict
the trawler’s captain (hence possessing effective control over the Senkaku Islands and under-
mining China’s claim under international law). Until then, the Japanese government had not ap-
plied domestic law in waters around the disputed islands, including even the landing of some
Chinese “Bao-Diao” (“defending the Diaoyus”) activists in 2004 who damaged Japanese prop-
erty on the island.' Following the trawler captain’s arrest, Beijing also cancelled or suspended
several official and non-official bilateral exchanges, detained four Japanese nationals in Hebei
Province under the charge of entering a military zone without authorization and of videotaping
military targets, and allegedly halted China’s export of rare earth materials to Japan for nearly
two months.!® In the end, the Minjinyu 5179 and its crew were released on September 13, and
the Prosecutor’s Office announced the release of the trawler’s captain without charges on Sep-
tember 24, on the grounds that further investigation would bring adverse effects “on the people

of Japan and the future of Japan-China relations.”'®
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Although no personnel from Taiwan was involved in the collision incident directly, two
Taiwanese Bao-Diao activists were allowed to board the fishing boat Ganen 99 on September
13, which almost reached the disputed waters the next day before being blocked by Japanese
coast guard vessels. Before the Ganen 99’s departure, Japan’s representative to Taiwan Imai
Tadashi was summoned by vice foreign minister Shen Lyu-shun. Shen told Imai that ROC citi-
zens’ activities in waters near the Diayutais were under the ROC’s sovereign jurisdiction and
their safety would be protected by the ROC government. He also asked the Japanese side not to
interfere with the Bao-Diao activity and expressed his concerns over the “recent and frequent
appearance of Japanese public vessels and aircraft” in the disputed area.'® However, Shen did
not only repeat Taipei’s claim but also reassure Imai about the importance that the Ma admini-
stration placed on the Taiwan-Japan relationship. A press release issued on the same day indi-
cated the non-official, spontaneous nature of the Ganen 99’s action and threatened to revoke
Hong Kong and Macao activists’ entry permit and prohibit them from entering Taiwan in the
future should they board the boat.!” In its press conference on September 14, the ROC foreign
ministry similarly denied the connection between its summoning Imai and the PRC’s diplomatic

protests and any collaboration between Taiwan and China against Japan.??

Another round of tensions arose in 2012 after Tokyo Governor Ishihara Shintaro proposed
to purchase parts of the Senkaku Islands from their private landlord and develop them. Until
then, the Japanese government maintained an annually renewed lease on them and forbade Japa-
nese from landing on the islands. As Ishihara’s fund-raising campaign was gaining momentum
and his development plan was deemed outright provocative for China, the Noda Yoshihiko ad-
ministration sought to preempt the maverick governor by purchasing the islands instead.?” The
“nationalization” move itself was nevertheless seen by Beijing as a violation of the status quo

22 This move, then,

that worked to shore up Tokyo’s effective control over the disputed islands.
set in motion a series of violent anti-Japanese demonstrations in major Chinese cities unprece-
dented in Japan-PRC relations and frequent appearance of Chinese patrol vessels and surveil-
lance aircraft in the surrounding waters and airspace. A mass boycott movement of Japanese
goods and services led to a slump in Japanese exports to China and in Chinese tourists to Ja-
pan, which was estimated to lower Japan’s economic growth in fiscal year 2012 by up to 0.6

percent.?¥

With the increasing number of aerial and maritime near-misses and without hotline-like
conflict-prevention mechanisms between them, in January 2013, Chinese warships were said to
have pointed their fire-control radar at a Japanese helicopter and a destroyer in close distance in
the East China Sea. The Sino-Japanese relationship was so tense that some media described
them as being on the brink of war.?¥ The PRC foreign ministry in April referred to the Diaoyus

as a part of China’s “core interests,” a term normally associated with Xinjiang, Tibet, and Tai-
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wan, for the first time.”® Unabated, Beijing proceeded to include the islands into its self-
declared East Sea Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) in November. To make matters
worse, Japanese Prime Minister Abe Shinzo’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine in December 2013
offered more munitions to the PRC government’s diplomatic and media warfare that fused this
territorial dispute with Japan’s World War Two-related “history issue,” framing the latter’s con-
trol of the Diaoyu Islands as “a challenge to the victorious outcome of the war against fascism
and a challenge to the postwar international order.”?® The frequency of entries by Chinese pub-
lic ships into the 12-nautical-mile waters around the Senkaku Islands (i.e. Japanese-defined ter-
ritorial waters) eventually began to drop in October 2013 and has stayed stable since then,
which might indicate Beijing’s intention to signal de-escalation.?”

LT3

Before the islands’ “nationalization” took place, Bao-Diao activists from Taiwan and Hong
Kong again attempted to land on the Diaoyutais. The latter managed to do so on August 15,
2012 and carried with them PRC and ROC flags upon landing. As with 2010, Taipei tolerated
Bao-Diao activities as a way to extract Tokyo’s recognition of the existence of a sovereignty
dispute over the Senkakus, while avoiding the impression that it was teaming up with Beijing at
the expense of Taiwan’s relations with Japan (and, by extension, the United States). On the one
hand, the ROC government asserted that the appearance of the ROC flag was consistent with its
sovereignty claim to the islands and described Japan’s arrest of these Hong Kong activists as
“unhelpful for regional peace and security” and demanded their immediate release. On the other
hand, Taipei denied its connection with Beijing and these activists (justifying Taiwanese coast
guards’ supply of food and water to them on the “humanitarian” ground) and downplayed the

display of the PRC flag as a matter of “freedom of expression.”?®

Since August 2012, Taipei had started promoting President Ma’s “East China Sea Peace
Initiative” (ECSPI) based on the principle that “while sovereignty is indivisible, resources can
be shared.” The initiative called upon all parties concerned to “replace confrontation with dia-
logue, shelve territorial disputes through negotiations, formulate a Code of Conduct in the East
China Sea and engage in joint development of resources.” Although the Japanese government
did not henceforth change its position that “no dispute exists” over the Senkaku Islands, the non
-coercive nature of the ECSPI made it possible for Tokyo to reciprocate while using policy con-
cessions to neutralize Taipei from the bigger Sino-Japanese row. The result was the signing of
the Japan-Taiwan fisheries agreement in April 2013,*? which avoided the territorial issues in the
designated waters by specifying that flag-state jurisdiction be applied. Despite its Beijing-like
description of the Diaoyutais as a territory “surreptitiously occupied” (giezhan) by Japan,*)
Taipei’s decision to conclude a fisheries agreement that in effect discourages Taiwanese fishing

boats from entering the Japanese-controlled 12-nautical-mile belt of waters surrounding the Di-

aoyutai Islands (hence acquiescing in Japan’s effective control over them) has distanced itself
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from the PRC’s maritime dispute with Japan.??

Taiwan’s responses to China’s maritime disputes in the South China Sea

Territorial and maritime demarcation disputes have smoldered in the South China Sea for
decades,® but tensions among the claimants themselves and with some extraregional states have
turned more severe since 2011, which could lead to militarized conflicts if not properly man-
aged. In this regard, how Taiwan responds to the PRC’s (and other concerned parties’) strategic
behavior in the region are not inconsequential for (de-)escalating tensions there. After all, Tai-
wan controls both the largest island group in the South China Sea (Tungsha/Paratas Islands) as
well as the largest natural high-tide feature (Taiping/Itu Aba) in the Spratly Islands. Itu Aba
hosts a renovated airstrip that can accommodate C-130 Hercules military transport aircraft and
an enlarged pier that allows 3,000-tonne naval frigates and coastguard cutters to dock there ; it
is also the only high-tide feature with its own stable fresh water supply, making a long-term
presence possible. Moreover, Taiwanese coast guards regularly patrol the area and Taiwan’s
fishing industry is one of the largest in the Pacific. To borrow from Lynn Kuok’s words, ex-
cluding Taiwan from South China Sea code of conduct negotiations and cooperative activities
among the claimants inevitably weakens the efficacy for managing the South China Sea dispute,

since an important “road user” is not included in the making of relevant rules of the road.’®

Although such exclusion is largely attributable to the PRC’s uncompromising position on
Taiwan’s international/legal status (and to ASEAN member states’ resulting fear of offending
China over the Taiwan issue), it is worthy of note that, unlike Manila and Hanoi, Taipei has
never explicitly objected to, much less challenged, Beijing’s actions in the South China Sea. On
April 10, 2012, the Philippine Navy’s flagship BRP Gregorio del Pilar was sent to inspect the
activities of eight Chinese fishing boats anchored near the Scarborough Shoal. Filipino sailors
claimed to find illegally harvested coral and live sharks in one vessel, and attempted to return
the next day to arrest the Chinese fishermen. However, two China Marine Surveillance vessels
later arrived in the area, blocking the Philippine crew from boarding to detain the fishermen.?®
Since then, China continued to maintain its presence there and has erected a barrier to the en-
trance of the shoal after Philippine vessels withdrew.?® In addition to various belligerent com-
mentaries in the Chinese media,*” Beijing in May 2012 tightened its quarantine regulations on
Chinese import of Philippine fruits such as bananas — an important pillar of the Philippines’
external trade — and suspended tours to the Philippines citing safety concerns,®® both of which

could be seen as its coercive moves to alter Manila’s behavior over the Scarborough Shoal.

Similar to the Minjinyu 5179 collision incident, Taiwan was not a party directly involved
in the 2012 shoal standoff, but the way it asserted its sovereignty claim reinforced, not allevi-

ated, an old concern among ASEAN member states that Taipei and Beijing might cooperate to
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defend the disputed islets/rocks against another claimant’s attack or to bolster claims to the
South China Sea.’” In its press release concerning the aforementioned standoff, the ROC for-
eign ministry simply restated that the disputed shoal belongs to the Chungsha/Macclesfield Is-
lands, which, together with the Spratly/Nansha, Paracel/Shisha and Pratas Islands and their sur-
rounding waters, fall under the ROC’s “indisputable sovereignty” ; it also refuted “all claims to
sovereignty over, or occupation of, these areas by other countries” and called on the parties
concerned to “exercise self-restraint” and to “refrain from adopting unilateral measures that
threaten the peace and stability of the region”.*® While this statement could be read as a mild
criticism against both Beijing and Manila without mentioning their name, curiously, the text did
not address the Scarborough Shoal as “Minzhu-jiao” (“Democracy Reef” in Chinese), the name
that appeared on the ROC Ministry of Interior’s 1947 map. Rather, it followed the PRC’s re-
naming in 1983 (i.e. Huangyan-dao, meaning island), which added to a false impression that
the object of dispute is not a few tiny rocks (each just about large enough to stand on) but a
high-tide feature fitting the UNCLOS definition of an island.*? Similarly, some Taiwanese legis-
lators” sudden visit to Taiping Island on April 30 and proposals to expand defense capabilities
there was justified on the grounds of an alleged Vietnamese shooting at Taiwanese coast guard
vessels in the Taiping’s vicinity on March 22,*? but from the perspective of other concerned
parties these moves worked to Beijing’s overall advantage in the South China Sea.*» Indeed,
Taiwan’s subsequent live fire drill on Taiping Island was perceived by the PRC positively,
“conducive to the Chinese nation’s common protection of sovereignty over the Nansha.”* As
an editorial of Global Times put it : “[It] came at a right timing. The Taiwan authorities has al-
ways indicated that it will not directly cooperate with the mainland over territorial disputes ;
however, East Asian [countries’] interpretations of this drill are nuanced, and its implications

are of course not that simple.”

In early May 2014, the state-owned China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC)
moved its oil rig Haiyang Shiyou 981 into disputed waters near the Paracel Islands and was
about 120 nautical miles off the coast of Vietnam. The placement of the rig led to protests and
demands by Hanoi that it be withdrawn, and the deployment of a Vietnamese flotilla to the
area. A series of skirmishes between PRC and Vietnamese public vessels culminated in the
sinking of a Vietnamese ship before the removal of the drilling platform in mid-July. Consider-
ing the still ongoing tensions in the South China Sea, China’s unilateral move to introduce its
oil rig into these disputed waters was qualitatively different from its previously reactive behav-
ior and was thus more destabilizing. The placement prompted violent protests across Vietnam
targeting Chinese (and other East Asian foreign-owned) business that killed one, injured hun-
dreds, and led to property losses worthy millions of dollars. Compared with the U.S. State De-
partment’s description of Beijing’s move as “provocative and unhelpful,”*® ROC Ministry of

Foreign Affairs merely expressed its “serious concern” over “recent confrontations in the waters
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off the Paracel Islands” without even mentioning the PRC ;*” in fact, it only scrambled to dif-
ferentiate Taiwan from China by distributing “I am Taiwanese” stickers to Taiwanese business-

men in Vietnam in the wake of the aforementioned anti-Chinese protests.

Against this backdrop, a sort of “correlation” between the PRC’s demonstration of its ad-
ministrative control in the South China Sea and the ROC’s upgrading of its infrastructure on Itu
Aba became more discernable in 2014, as seen for instance in the former’s adding a school to
Woody/Yongxin Island and the latter’s building a new pier on Taiping Island.*® To be sure,
Taiwanese officials had repeatedly ruled out the possibility of cross-Strait cooperation over the
South China Sea,*’ but their denial did little to undo the “spill-over” effect of Taipei’s develop-
ment work and defense buildup on Taiping Island that was seen by Beijing as strengthening
Chinese sovereignty there.®® With the PRC’s land reclamation activities and construction of
military installations gaining international attention since late 2014, it is intriguing that security
discourse in Taiwan was more concerned with the growing “Vietnamese threat” to the Spratly
outpost,’” even though Taipei was clearly aware that Hanoi’s reclamation and deployment on

Sand Cay/Dungian Sand Island was no match to Beijing’s in the same area.’?

Taiwan’s ambivalent attitude on the South China Sea issues in relation to the PRC has
prompted (former) officials and think tank researchers in the United States to call for Taiwan to
abandon or clarify its expansive claim.® Washington’s logic is that “if the inventors of the po-
sition [i.e. the ROC] clarify the dashed line to mean something different from what the PRC is
now saying, that will ultimately undermine the PRC’s claims to sovereignty or historic waters
up to the dashed line.™® To some extent, Taipei had sought to clarify its position through the
Academia Historica’s “Exhibition of Historical Archives on the Southern Territories of the Re-
public of China,” whose title indicated a focus on land rather than maritime claims. President
Ma also affirmed at the opening ceremony the existence of the “land-dominates-the-sea” princi-
ple in the Law of the Sea, hence acknowledging that maritime claims begin with land.*® How-
ever, this clarification was weakened by his mentioning of the “intertemporal law” principle,
which could be seen as an attempt to buttress the legal status of the dashed line or “historic
rights” to virtually everything therein on Beijing’s behalf.’® Ma later adopt a tactical argument
against the charge that Taiwan’s South China Sea claims were identical to that of mainland
China’s by pointing to the fact that the PRC was not in existence in 1947 when the ROC made
the sovereignty claim; moreover, he resorted to the 1947 map for basing Taiwan’s claims
while addressing participants of the International Law Association and American Society of In-

ternational Law Asia-Pacific Research Forum.’”

It is therefore unsurprising that Taipei’s “South China Sea Peace Initiative” (SCSPI),>®
which was based on the widely praised 2012 ECSPI, was given the cold shoulder by Washing-
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ton. The U.S. government was frustrated with Taipei’s call on claimants to exercise restraint on
the one hand and silence about Beijing’s unilateral actions that could escalate tensions on the
other. Worse, from Washington’s viewpoint, Ma agreed to meet with President Xi Jinping in
Singapore (the first summit-like meeting between leaders of Taiwan and mainland China since
the end of the Chinese Civil War) at a time when the United States resumed “freedom of navi-
gation and overflight” operations and sought to build up international pressure against the PRC
over the South China Sea.>® President Ma’s sudden visit to Taiping Island in January 2016 de-
spite prior U.S. opposition was criticized by the State Department as a “frankly disappointing”
and “unhelpful” unilateral action that “could possibly raise [tensions]”.%” Before the end of his
presidency, Ma, a Harvard-trained international lawyer, waged a legal war against the Philip-
pines that asked the Permanent Court of Arbitration to rule on some of China’s claims under
UNCLOS.®Y Rebutting Manila’s assertion that Itu Aba is not an island but a rock, the ROC
government invited domestic and foreign journalists to visit Taiping Island on March 23 and the
president held a press conference personally upon their return to Taipei.®? Although this ap-
peared to be a desperate move by an internationally unrecognized actor to defend its sover-
eignty, the move provided Beijing with a potential legal cover under UNCLOS when Washing-
ton just carried out another round of freedom of navigation operation by sailing an aircraft car-

rier strike group within 12 nautical miles of artificial islands constructed by China.®®

Making sense of Taipei’s inconsistent involvement in Beijing’s maritime disputes

Taken together, the previous two sections indicate that considerations of cross-Strait rela-
tions have profoundly conditioned Taiwan’s territorial and maritime claims in the East and
South China Seas, to the extent of clouding its otherwise cordial (or, rather, submissive) rela-
tionships with Japan and the United States. To be sure, Taipei’s express abandonment of the Di-
aoyutai claim or the dashed line would lead to concerns about whether the government is mov-
ing away from the “One China” principle, which in turn could be interpreted as an act of de-
claring Taiwan’s de jure independence — a casus belli for Beijing. In other words, it would be
a strategic suicide for Taipei to do so without securing a more explicit and stronger commit-
ment from the United States to Taiwan’s defense.®® Still, the question remains as to why the
“One China” principle-affirming Ma administration adopted different approaches to the PRC’s

maritime disputes.

From a realist perspective, one might point out that the material structure of the interna-
tional system in East Asia ultimately determines Taiwan’s strategic alignment behavior. Given
the PRC’s fast-growing capabilities and its refusal to renounce the use of force in pursuing its
unification with Taiwan,® even the Beijing-friendly KMT government could not ignore the
worst-case scenario, i.e. the loss of Taiwan as an autonomous (albeit isolated) actor in the inter-

national arena and the ROC’s last territory. On the other hand, Taiwan’s limited capabilities
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mean that the island must cultivate relations with major powers to keep the PRC in check at
peacetime and to intervene should a shooting war brake out in the Taiwan Strait. In addition to
Taiwan’s long-standing and better known security ties with (or dependence on) the United
States,®® Japan has been the most noticeable potential balancer in the region, because of its ad-
vanced military capabilities (the navy in particular), geostrategic needs to secure its energy im-
ports through the southern sea lanes of communication, and its own rivalry with China (espe-
cially under a “proactive pacifist” Abe administration that legalizes Japan’s exercise of collec-
tive self-defense away from the Japanese homeland).” The possibility of the Japanese participa-
tion in a U.S. intervention in the Taiwan Strait has been further opened up, considering that U.
S. military bases in Japan would be among the primary targets of the first-wave Chinese strikes
should such a cross-Strait conflict break out. Furthermore, Tokyo demonstrated necessary flexi-
bility in the aftermath of the Senkaku Islands’ “nationalization” by responding to Taipei’s EC-
SPI positively ;°® as a result, the latter was able to conclude a fisheries agreement with Japan
(which by 2012 had been negotiated for 16 rounds but to no avail) that yielded tangible gains
for Taiwan’s fishing industry, and Ma could declare diplomatic victory without resorting to the
PRC card.

Although the Philippines should have been another potential security partner for a Taiwan
facing the same systemic imperative, its lack of material capabilities means that the latter has
few strategic incentives to pursue a more reconciliatory approach to South China Sea issues,
which in turn adds to China’s advantage. The military spending of the Philippines in 2014
($3,292 million) was less than that of Taiwan’s one-third ($10,244 million),*” which suggests
that Manila depends even more on Washington for deterring Beijing than Taipei does. Unlike
Japan, moreover, the Philippines did not maneuver its tensions with Taiwan into a “three-win”
situation as a U.S. ally. Following the 2013 Guangdaxing 28 incident where an unarmed Tai-
wanese fisherman was shot dead by personnel on a Philippine government vessel in the overlap-
ping EEZs of the two countries,”” Manila under Taipei’s economic sanction eventually com-
plied with the latter’s demands, including a formal apology and compensation. Yet it took more
than two and a half years for the two sides to merely conclude a damage control-type agree-
ment on law enforcement cooperation in the disputed EEZs.”Y By ignoring Taipei’s SCSPI, Ma-
nila missed a golden opportunity to neutralize Taiwan from the Sino-Philippine territorial dis-
putes. Rather than signing a fisheries agreement comparable to the 2013 Japan-Taiwan deal, the
Philippine government asserted in its South China Sea arbitration case that no high-tide feature
of the Spratly Islands (including the Taiwan-controlled Itu Aba) could meet the UNCLOS defi-

nition as an island, hence further pushing Taipei to align with Beijing.

Nevertheless, these aforementioned material capabilities and interests would not have

gained their meanings and significance without being perceived by Taiwan’s policymakers and
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general public as such ; their perceptions are in turn shaped by the island’s fluid, postcolonial
identity under the triple legacies of Japanese colonial rule, Chinese Civil War, and the U.S.-led
Cold War in Asia.”” The separation of Taiwan from mainland China means that the former’s as-
sumed “Chineseness” is neither stable nor complete ; rather, it makes it possible for Taiwanese
to switch between different legacies as sources of identity formation and appropriate them selec-
tively when facing different (real or imagined) audiences, without feeling apparent contradic-
tion.” Following this postcolonial psychoanalysis, Taiwan’s involvement in the PRC’s maritime
disputes is not an entirely irrational behavior, for its conforming to the “One China” principle
represents an attempt to soothe its increasing estrangement from China against which Taiwan
defines its own emerging nation-statehood. During this process of “becoming Taiwanese,” “Chi-

neseness” can take a back seat or be enlisted, depending on the ontological security need.”®

Since the island’s colonial Japanese experience has served as an important reference point
to demonstrate its “non-Chineseness” in the formation of Taiwanese subjectivity (which has
been a self-defeating strategy for a former colony), it follows that Taipei is constantly under an
imagined Japanese gaze, feeling the need to show that its relationship with Tokyo remains inti-
mate despite the PRC-Japan row. Indeed, even when being recalled in protest of Tokyo’s move
to nationalize the Senkaku Islands, Taiwan’s representative to Japan still described Taiwan-
Japan ties as “at their best in 40 years” to legislators.”> While identity politics has impeded Chi-
nese self-identification in Taiwan concerning the East China Sea dispute, a claim of “Chinese-
ness” has provided Taiwanese policymakers and the public with an “empowering” strategy in
the face of Southeast Asian claimant states. This is to the extent that in the Taiwanese mindset
it rarely occurs to them that the size of Taiwan is actually dwarfed by that of the Philippines or
Vietnam in terms of landmass and population. Similar to an infamous statement by then-PRC
Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi at the July 2010 ASEAN Ministers Conference that “China is a

79 Taiwanese tend to as-

big country and other countries are small countries, and that’s a fact,
sign their Southeast Asian neighbors to the “margins” of Chinese civilization and look at them
through a hierarchical lens. This was the psychological basis on which the ROC government in-
sisted on “punishing” the Philippines with high-profile economic sanction and military exercise
following the Guangdaxing 28 incident, despite President Benigno Aquino’s dispatch of his en-
voy to Taipei to convey his “deep regret and apology over the unfortunate and unintended loss
of life” to “the people of Taiwan.”’” What behind the bellicose (and derogatory) rhetoric of
various Taiwanese legislators and netizens was, in a nutshell, a paternalistic attitude wanting to

ERINT3

teach their “junior,” “small” and disrespectful neighbor a lesson.”® In the final analysis, appro-
priating “Chineseness” in this way has proven counterproductive, as Taipei’s subsequent failure
to further distance itself from the U-shape line not only reinforces a region-wide perception that
it has been reduced to a “big country’s proxy” in the South China Sea but also undermines the

process of de-imperialization in Taiwan.
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magnanimity, but it is oversimplified to attribute such failure to “mundane” reasons (e.g. pressure
from Ma’s opponents and Taiwan’s lack of diplomatic exposure) or ethnic “Han chauvinism.” Cole,
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“How Taiwan Bungled the Philippine Crisis ; ” and Philip Bowring, “Taiwan’s Reaction to Killing of
Fisherman Is out of Proportion,” South China Morning Post, May 19, 2013.

78) Jen-chun Kang, “Qiang kaizhan! Su Ching-chuan: Feilubin zhe xiao hunhun, sadao women
toushang! [Declare War! Su Ching-chuan : The Philippines Is a Little Scoundrel Riding on Us]
NOWnews.com, May 10, 2013.
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