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The roots of the Taiwan conflict

Taiwan Part Six: US-China ‘normalisation’ 
and provocations

By Melissa Harrison
For decades the island of Taiwan, situated about 160km 

off the southeastern coast of China, has been used by Anglo-
American powers to agitate against the Chinese government. 
Parts 1-5 of this AAS series documented the rise of Chiang 
Kai-shek, head of the Kuomintang Party, and his ultimate de-
feat by the Communist Party of China; the influence of the 
pro-Chiang “China Lobby” in America; and the collabora-
tion of US-KMT intelligence agencies.

Post-World War II, the USA supported China’s ruling 
Kuomintang Party (KMT) in the KMT’s fight against its chief 
rival, the Communist Party of China (CPC), thereby interfer-
ing in China’s civil war (1927-49). Despite significant US sup-
port, the KMT was defeated by the CPC, which established 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in October 1949. The 
KMT’s armies, secret police and political establishment fled 
to the nearby island of Taiwan. 

For two decades following the KMT’s defeat, American 
policymaking was conditioned by US hostility toward China. 
In the early 1950s, the USA enacted a trade embargo against 
the PRC, refused to allow the exchange of journalists, and 
restricted American travel to China. During this time, Wash-
ington successfully campaigned against the PRC’s admission 
to the United Nations, which allowed the vanquished KMT 
regime on Taiwan to remain the UN representative for all of 
China. In America, anti-CPC sentiment was aggressively pro-
moted by the KMT’s vast propaganda networks and the pow-
erful “China Lobby”, which successfully purged any dissent-
ing voices from American academia, foreign service and the 
US State Department. The USA also attempted to destabilise 
the PRC government: in the 1950s and 1960s, the KMT and 
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) collaborated to con-
duct raids, sabotage, psychological warfare, intelligence col-
lection and aerial spying operations against China, direct-
ed from Taiwan. Under the USA’s clandestine warfare pro-
gram, Operation Paper, the CIA utilised remnant KMT armies 
in neighbouring Burma (Myanmar) to attempt military inva-
sions of southern China.

Soon after the PRC’s establishment in 1949, the CPC 
ejected American reporters from the country and CPC Chair-
man Mao Zedong launched an anti-American propaganda 
campaign, denouncing the USA for imperialist tendencies. 
However, CPC leaders had initially been positive towards 
America. For example, in his youth Mao expressed admira-
tion for American statesmen George Washington and Abra-
ham Lincoln, and envisioned close collaboration between 
China and the USA.1 As a CPC leader during World War II, 
Mao informed American diplomat John Service that he be-
lieved the United States and China had “strong ties of sym-
pathy, understanding, and mutual interest”. Mao considered 
the USA to be the most suitable country to assist China in 
its national economic development.2 However, the USA’s 
military and economic support of the KMT in its civil war 
against the CPC eroded the Chinese Communists’ positive 
regard of America.
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Military buildup and nu-
clear threats

In the early 1950s, the 
USA established military 
alliances with China’s re-
gional neighbours, form-
ing defence treaties with Ja-
pan (1951), the Philippines 
(1951), Thailand (1951), 
and South Korea (1953). 
In 1951, the United States, 
Australia and New Zealand 
formed the ANZUS securi-
ty agreement. In 1954, the 
USA and Taiwan co-signed 
a Mutual Defence Treaty, 
which guaranteed support 
to Taiwan in the event of an attack by the PRC. By 1957 
there were 10,000 Americans on Taiwan, who were mostly 
CIA and military personnel and their families; by 1967, this 
figure had doubled. 

In 1954, America led the formation of the anti-commu-
nist Southeast Asian Treaty Organisation (SEATO) military al-
liance, which included Thailand and the Phillipines, and ex-
tended military protection to “observer” countries South Viet-
nam, Cambodia and Laos. SEATO members also included 
Australia, New Zealand and former regional colonial pow-
ers Britain and France. The USA used SEATO as the legal 
framework to justify its involvement in the Vietnam conflict, 
by including Vietnam, China’s neighbour, as a territory un-
der SEATO’s protection. US-China tensions escalated dur-
ing the Vietnam War (1955-75); between 1965 and 1968, 
China deployed around 50,000 troops into North Vietnam 
on the side of the Viet Cong, and US and Chinese forces en-
gaged in direct conflict.

In 1954, KMT and CPC forces clashed over China’s off-
shore islands. In response to the KMT’s build-up of military 
installations and deployment of large numbers of troops 
there, the PRC began bombing the islands in September 
1954. When the CPC-KMT conflict escalated in early 1955, 
Washington was prepared to use nuclear weapons to de-
fend Taiwan. The crisis de-escalated after Chinese Premier 
Zhou Enlai proposed in a 24 April 1955 speech at the inter-
national Asian-African Conference (Bandung Conference) 
in Indonesia that China and the USA “should sit down and 
enter into negotiations to settle the question of relaxing and 
eliminating the tension in the Taiwan area”. During the re-
sulting US-China ambassadorial-level talks which began in 
Geneva in August 1955, the Chinese side suggested the for-
mation of a joint US-China renunciation of force agreement, 
which would commit the two countries to settle disputes by 
peaceful means, in which the matter of Taiwan was includ-
ed. However, China’s proposed compromise was rejected by 
the Eisenhower Administration, which wished to avoid an-
gering Chiang Kai-shek and the powerful pro-Chiang Con-
gressional bloc. It was also believed that any such agreement 
would encourage other nations to switch diplomatic recog-
nition from the Chiang’s “Republic of China” (ROC) to the 
PRC, which the USA firmly opposed. 

In 1958 US military and State Department leaders  

Zhou Enlai with the chairman of the 
24 April 1955 Bandung conference. 
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responded to the PRC’s resumed bombing of the KMT-con-
trolled offshore islands by preparing to launch nuclear attacks 
against the Chinese mainland, although the attacks were ul-
timately vetoed by Eisenhower.3 At this time, Taiwan hosted 
US nuclear cruise missiles which were capable of reaching 
the Chinese mainland. In 1958, the KMT initiated research 
on its own nuclear weapons program. 

Status of Taiwan
Taiwan was the primary issue around which US-China 

hostilities revolved. In the early 1950s, Taiwan’s status as Chi-
nese territory began to be doubted by the USA and United 
Kingdom, although historically Taiwan had generally been 
recognised as a part of China. In 1895 China had been forced 
to cede Taiwan to Japan following a major defeat in the First 
Sino-Japanese War (1894-95). During WWII, the 1943 Cairo 
Declaration, signed by Chiang Kai-shek, US President Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt and UK Prime Minister Winston Churchill, 
promised the eventual restoration of “stolen” Taiwan to Chi-
na. The July 1945 Potsdam Declaration, in which the USA, 
UK and Soviet Union set negotiated terms for the end of the 
war, affirmed that the terms of the Cairo Declaration would 
be carried out. When WWII ended in August 1945, the Al-
lied powers required that Japan surrender its forces stationed 
on Taiwan to China’s then-leader, Chiang Kai-shek. In the 
years following WWII, US ambassadors and foreign service 
officials, various State Department guidance papers, state-
ments by US President Harry S Truman, and official reports 
of US aid distribution under the 1948 China Aid Act, treat-
ed Taiwan as part of China. 

When the CPC defeated the KMT in October 1949 and 
Chiang’s forces retreated to Taiwan, Washington expected 
that the island would soon fall to the CPC. In a 5 January 
1950 speech, Truman affirmed that the United States regard-
ed Taiwan as Chinese territory. Truman claimed that the USA 
had no “predatory designs” on Taiwan, and no desire to es-
tablish military bases on Taiwan “at this time”. Truman an-
nounced that US armed forces would not interfere in Chi-
na’s civil conflict or “provide military aid or advice to Chi-
nese forces on [Taiwan]”.

However, six months later, upon the outbreak of the Ko-
rean War, Truman reversed his position. In a 27 June 1950 
speech, Truman declared that the attack on South Korea 
from northern communist forces demonstrated that commu-
nism was an expansionist military threat. Truman announced 
that in these circumstances, “the occupation of [Taiwan] by 
Communist forces would be a direct threat to the security of 
the Pacific area and to United States forces performing their 
lawful and necessary functions in that area”, and thus, he 
had ordered the US Seventh Fleet into the Taiwan Strait to 
protect the island. Truman also called on Chiang’s forces to 
cease attacks against the Chinese mainland, and stated that 
the 7th Fleet would ensure that this was done. The Chinese 
civil conflict was now considered an international affair. Al-
though Truman claimed that these actions were in response 
to the Korean War, they were essentially anticipated some 
years earlier—in December 1948, the US National Securi-
ty Council concluded that it was in the USA’s strategic inter-
est to deny Taiwan to the Chinese Communists, a judgement 
with which the State Department concurred.4

Although in January 1950 Truman had affirmed that  
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Taiwan was part of China’s territory, when the Korean War 
broke out, he raised doubts about Taiwan’s status. In Tru-
man’s June 1950 speech, he raised the prospect of the “de-
termination of the future status of [Taiwan]”, which he said 
“must await the restoration of security in the Pacific, a peace 
settlement with Japan, or consideration by the United Na-
tions.” Notably, any UN decision on the matter would like-
ly have been influenced by the KMT, which, as China’s rep-
resentative to the UN National Security Council, had veto 
power over decisions. By the time that the formal post-war 
San Francisco Peace Treaty was signed between Japan and 
UN member nations in 1951, there were diverging views 
over Taiwan’s legal status. The 1951 Treaty did not resolve 
the matter, because although Japan formally rescinded its 
sovereignty over Taiwan, Japan did not specify to whom sov-
ereignty was ceded. Both the USA and the UK maintained 
that Taiwan’s status remained undetermined. It was evident 
that any solution to the issue was dependent upon the USA’s 
approval, as Taiwan’s self-appointed protector. Neither the 
PRC nor the KMT were signatories to the 1951 Peace Trea-
ty. Both parties rejected the view that Taiwan’s status was un-
determined, insisting that there was only “One China”, and 
that Taiwan was part of it. The parties only differed over who 
was the legitimate government of China—both the CPC and 
the exiled KMT claimed to be the rightful government. The 
Chinese Communists’ view was that Taiwan was part of Chi-
na, which the KMT retained only through US intervention in 
China’s civil conflict. 

For the next several decades, the USA refused to recog-
nise the legitimacy of the PRC government. Because Wash-
ington continued to recognise Chiang Kai-shek’s ROC, US 
military activities on Taiwan could be justified as conduct-
ed at the invitation of China’s legitimate government, rather 
than interference in another country’s internal affairs.

Improved US-China relations a geopolitical manoeuvre 
After 1965, opinion leaders in American media, academia 

and the political arena began to question the prevailing con-
vention of total hostility toward China and communism in 
Asia. During this time, many of Chiang Kai-shek’s American 
supporters, relics of the once-formidable “China Lobby”, 
were older and uninterested in Chiang’s cause. In a series of 
hearings on the Vietnam War conducted by the US Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee between 1966-71, American 
Asia experts testified that the United States had egregious-
ly misconstrued China’s foreign policy since WWII, and ar-
gued against the US government’s portrayal of the PRC as a 
ruthless and imperialist communist power. During this pe-
riod, understanding Communist China became a critical is-
sue, as the PRC exploded its first nuclear device (1964), de-
veloped a hydrogen bomb (1967) and launched its first sat-
ellite into orbit (1970). 

Ultimately, the decision to improve US-China relations 
was a geopolitical manoeuvre. A major catalyst was the 
Sino-Soviet split, a rupture in PRC-Soviet Union relations 
which began in 1956 and peaked in military clashes in 
1969. US President Richard Nixon (in office 1969-74) and 
his National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger aimed to 
exploit the Sino-Soviet split, hoping to play the two sides 
against each other to US advantage and to inveigle conces-
sions from the PRC, which was now bereft of its major eco-
nomic and military ally. 

Shortly after Nixon assumed office in January 1969, the 
PRC indicated a wish to improve the US-China relationship, 
suggesting that the two nations should pursue peaceful coex-
istence. This was followed by a mutual thawing in relations.
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Shanghai Communiqué
In November 1970 Nixon commissioned a review of US 

China policy by the Interdepartmental Group for East Asia 
and Pacific Affairs, which found that the USA’s policy of rec-
ognising the ROC over the PRC was “being regarded more 
and more as being unrealistic and out of date”. The Group 
projected that within the next few years, most US allies would 
have recognised the PRC, and the ROC would be expelled 
from the UN. Notably, the Group acknowledged that the USA 
was “largely responsible for the very existence of the [ROC]”. 

In a televised 15 July 1971 announcement, Nixon stunned 
America and the world by announcing that Kissinger had just 
returned from a secret week-long visit to China. At the invi-
tation of Premier Zhou, Kissinger met with PRC leaders to 
discuss the normalisation of US-China relations. 

During the discussions, Zhou stated that although the 
PRC’s legal rights in the UN should be reinstated, China re-
garded the future of Taiwan as “the most crucial issue” be-
tween the USA and China. Zhou observed that prior to 1950, 
Washington had viewed China’s civil war as an internal Chi-
nese affair, and by this time, Taiwan had “already been re-
stored to the motherland, and China was that motherland”. 
However, upon the outbreak of the Korean War, the USA 
“surrounded” Taiwan and declared that Taiwan’s status was 
“still unsettled”.

Zhou enumerated specific requirements for US-China 
“friendship” and the normalisation of relations: 

• It must be recognised that the Government of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China is the sole legitimate government 
representing the Chinese people.

• It must be recognised that Taiwan belongs to China; 
that it is an inalienable part of China which was returned to 
China after World War II.

• That … the USA does not support a two Chinas or a 
one China, one Taiwan policy and does not support the so-
called Taiwan Independence Movement.

• [That] the spokesman of the Department of State no lon-
ger [states] that the status of Taiwan is undetermined.

Zhou also insisted that the USA must withdraw all of its 
forces from Taiwan and the Taiwan Strait “within a limited 
period”, referring to the Taiwan-US Mutual Defence Trea-
ty as “illegal”.

Several months after Nixon’s announcement of the Kiss-
inger visit, UN member nations voted to expel Taiwan and 
grant sole recognition to the PRC. In February 1972, Nixon 
accepted an invitation to visit China, which was celebrated 
with much pomp and hype in America. At the end of Nix-
on’s week-long visit, Chinese and American leaders issued 
the joint Shanghai Communiqué (formally titled the Joint 
Communiqué of the United States of America and the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China), which defined the new terms of the 
US-China relationship. 

Although the overall tone of the Communiqué was friend-
ly, and both sides stated that progress toward normalisation of 
relations was “in the interest of all countries”, the two coun-
tries still had major differences. Each country issued a sep-
arate declaration concerning Taiwan. The Chinese side as-
serted that the “liberation” of Taiwan was strictly an internal 
affair, “in which no other country [had] a right to interfere”. 
The American side reaffirmed “its interest in a peaceful set-
tlement of the Taiwan question by the Chinese themselves”, 
stating that the US military presence on Taiwan would be 
progressively reduced as “tensions in the area diminish[ed]”.

The USA planned to remove its military forces and in-
stallations from Taiwan by 1977, including nuclear weap-
ons, which had been deployed on the island since 1958. 

Although US authorities considered the loss of Taiwan as a 
weapons storage facility to be inconvenient, one month af-
ter his July 1971 visit to China to discuss normalisation, Kiss-
inger observed that with nuclear-capable bombers and sub-
marines alone, “the US will be able to pre-empt [China] for 
perhaps the next 10 to 15 years”.5 

USA refuses to publicly affirm the ‘One China principle’
During the private negotiations which preceded the re-

lease of the Shanghai Communiqué, the Nixon Adminis-
tration assured the PRC that America “would not foster any 
‘two Chinas’ situation”, and that US government spokesmen 
would no longer make any statements to the effect that Tai-
wan’s status was “undetermined” (although US government 
officials continued to imply this). In his private February 1972 
meetings with Chinese officials, Nixon informed Zhou that 
he “completely endors[ed]” the principle that “There is one 
China, and Taiwan is a part of China”, and promised that 
the United States would not support any Taiwan indepen-
dence movement.6

However, in public it was a different matter. In the Shang-
hai Communiqué, the USA merely “acknowledge[d] that all 
China on either side of the Taiwan Strait maintain there is but 
one China and that Taiwan is a part of that China”, (empha-
sis added) and affirmed that the US government “[did] not 
challenge that position”.

During the preceding discussions with Zhou, Nixon main-
tained that the Shanghai Communiqué’s final language re-
garding Taiwan must be carefully chosen, because various 
American opposition groups could “gang up and say … that 
the American President went to Peking and sold Taiwan down 
the river”, and thus “torpedo our initiative [to improve US-
China relations]”. Nixon said that upon his return to the US, 
he did not want to be forced, either by the press or Congres-
sional leaders, to “make a strong basically pro-Taiwan state-
ment because of what has been said here”. Nixon stated that 
this would make it very difficult to deliver on the USA’s nor-
malisation commitments.  

However, the US government’s non-committal language 
in the Shanghai Communiqué also served the USA’s deter-
mination to maintain the US-Taiwan Mutual Defence Trea-
ty. As the State Department’s Deputy Legal Adviser argued 
in a 7 January 1974 memorandum to Kissinger, if Washing-
ton publicly recognised the “principle of One China”, this 
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could be “fatal” to the legal foundation for maintaining the 
defence treaty, unless the matter was very carefully handled. 
Kissinger was advised that if the United States publicly with-
drew recognition of Taiwan’s statehood, this would result in 
unavoidable termination of the defence treaty, which would 
render any US threat or use of force to defend Taiwan against 
the PRC unlawful.

1979 establishment of US-China diplomatic relations
After the USA and China established unofficial embas-

sies in their respective countries in 1973, progress on nor-
malisation slowed under the Ford (1974-77) and the early 
Carter (1977-81) administrations. Differences over Taiwan 
remained the key obstacle to furthering US-China relations. 

In 1975, the KMT’s leader on Taiwan, 87-year-old Chiang 
Kai-shek, died, and was succeeded by his son, Chiang Ch-
ing-kuo, several years later. PRC leaders Mao Zedong and 
Zhou Enlai died in 1976. Mao’s death and the ousting of the 
group known as the Gang of Four, which was led by Mao’s 
wife, ended China’s brutal Great Proletarian Cultural Revo-
lution (1966-76). From 1978, China’s new political leader-
ship launched programs to modernise China’s economy, in-
dustry, agriculture, science and defence; sent large numbers 
of Chinese students abroad to undertake scientific and tech-
nical training; allowed foreign scholars to visit China; and 
welcomed foreign businesses and investment. Concurrently, 
there was a liberalisation of Chinese domestic civil society. 

China’s rapid modernisation influenced the USA’s move 
to establish full diplomatic relations with the PRC, however 
the decision was also a geopolitical one. Zbigniew Brzezin-
ski, national security advisor to US President Jimmy Carter, 
was a driving force behind finalising normalisation. Brzez-
inski, an adherent of “balance of power” geopolitics, spoke 
of “playing the China card”—using closer US-China ties to 
contain the Soviet Union.  

During preceding discussions, the USA continued to press 
China to renounce the use of force in reuniting Taiwan with 
the mainland. The Chinese side rejected this as tantamount 
to relinquishing sovereignty over China’s own internal affairs.

The USA insisted that it would continue to sell arms to 
Taiwan for “defensive purposes” after normalisation. Chinese 
officials emphatically objected to this. PRC Foreign Minister 
Huang Hua stated: “We think if Chiang Ching-kuo of Taiwan 
did not get US equipment and weapons there might have 
been a quicker and better settlement of [the Taiwan issue]”. 

In December 1978, a US-China Joint Communiqué was 
issued, which announced that as of 1 January 1979, the two 
nations would establish bilateral diplomatic relations. The 
United States affirmed that it recognised the PRC as the sole 
legal government of China, would terminate the US-Taiwan 
Mutual Defence Treaty, and would end diplomatic relations 
with the ROC. The Carter Administration intended to seek 
changes to US legislation to allow the maintenance of unof-
ficial cultural, commercial and other relations with Taiwan.

Both countries issued separate statements in the 1978 Joint 
Communiqué. The Chinese side stridently objected to contin-
ued US arms sales to Taiwan, arguing that this was against the 
principles of normalisation, was “detrimental to the peace-
ful liberation of Taiwan, and “would exercise an unfavour-
able influence on the peace and stability of the Asia-Pacif-
ic”. The US continued to maintain that America had an in-
terest in the “peaceful resolution of the Taiwan issue”; Chi-
na insisted that the matter of reunification was entirely Chi-
na’s internal affair.

At the same time, Taiwan issued a statement which at-
tacked the United States for breaking its commitments to  

Taiwan, stating that the 
USA’s diplomatic recogni-
tion of the PRC was “tanta-
mount to denying the hun-
dreds of millions of enslaved 
peoples on the Chinese 
mainland of their hope for 
an early restoration of free-
dom” and was “a great set-
back to human freedom and 
democratic institutions”. At 
this time Taiwan was still un-
der martial law, which was 
imposed on Taiwanese citi-
zens for a total of 38 years 
(from 1949 to 1987).

In a 1 January 1979 message, the PRC leadership extend-
ed an offer of reconciliation to Taiwan, which expressed kin-
ship and hope in the Taiwanese people, and proposed to open 
up postal services, trade and travel between Taiwan and Chi-
na. PRC leaders pledged to “take present realities into ac-
count” in accomplishing reunification, and promised to “re-
spect the status quo on Taiwan and the opinions of people 
in all walks of life there and adopt reasonable policies and 
measures in settling the question of reunification so as not 
to cause the people of Taiwan any losses”.

However, Chiang Ching-kuo refused China’s overtures of 
peace. In April 1979 his government established the policy 
of “three noes”—no compromise, no contact, and no nego-
tiations with the PRC. Instead, he authorised a propaganda 
campaign directed against the Chinese mainland and a new 
covert warfare program, in which the KMT allied with organ-
ised crime and extreme right-wing groups to harass and in-
timidate individuals in Taiwan and overseas who were sus-
pected of being allied with the PRC’s cause.

On 28 January 1979 the Carter Administration intro-
duced a bill to authorise the USA’s unofficial relations with 
Taiwan, which would be conducted through the American 
Institute in Taiwan and a corresponding organisation creat-
ed by Taiwan. However, the Congress, which included sup-
porters of Taiwan, felt slighted by the Carter Administration’s 
lack of formal consultation prior to announcing the termina-
tion of the US-Taiwan Mutual Defence Treaty. Subsequent-
ly, Congressional intervention transformed the 1979 Taiwan 
Relations Act (TRA) into an effective guarantee of Taiwan’s 
security, authorising the sale of arms of a “defensive char-
acter” to Taiwan, and essentially reconstituting the original 
US-Taiwan defence treaty. China formally protested that the 
language of the TRA contravened the normalisation agree-
ment and violated the principle of non-interference in oth-
er countries’ internal affairs. In the following decades, the 
PRC repeatedly expressed dissatisfaction with the TRA; for 
example, in a 19 July 2004 statement the Chinese govern-
ment affirmed that it regards the US law as “openly violat-
ing China’s sovereignty”.

Next—Taiwan and ‘Project Democracy’
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