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INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades, the progressive reorientation of the global strategic centre of gravity
toward the Indo-Pacific has rendered the Taiwan Strait one of the most salient and volatile loci
of great-power competition between the People’s Republic of China and the United States. In
this context, Taiwan’s centrality transcends the strictly military domain and encompasses
identity-related, technological, and economic dimensions which, taken together, contribute to
recasting the traditional security dilemma between Beijing and Washington as a regional
security spiral that increasingly entangles allies and partners. The evolution of U.S. strategy
from an Asia-Pacific to an Indo-Pacific paradigm, the far-reaching military modernisation of
the PRC, and Taipei’s asymmetric resilience intersect with the growing strategic significance
of semiconductor value chains, the proliferation of minilateral arrangements, and competing
narratives of internal and external legitimacy.

Against this backdrop, the thesis investigates how Taiwan’s positioning within the emerging
Indo-Pacific architecture contributes to the transformation of the Sino-American security
dilemmainto aregionalised security spiral. More specifically, it seeks to answer the following
research questions: to what extent does Taiwan’s strategic, economic, and identity-based
centrality in the Indo-Pacific exacerbate or mitigate the dynamics of the security dilemma
between China and the United States? How do the evolving strategies of Beijing, Taipei, and
Washington interact with the agency of regional alies and partners in turning a bilateral
dilemmainto awider regional security spiral? The core hypotheses advanced by the thesis are
threefold. First, it posits that Taiwan’s growing strategic centrality, particularly in the
semiconductor sector, functions less as an absolute «shield» and more as a catalyst that
heightens the stakes of great-power competition, thereby deepening the security dilemma.
Second, it hypothesises that the shift from an Asia-Pacific to an Indo-Pacific framework,
combined with the rise of strategic minilateralism, structurally favours the regionalisation of
the security spiral by embedding the Taiwan question within a denser network of alignments
and counter-alignments. Third, it contends that identity-based transformations in Taiwan,
especially the consolidation of adistinct Taiwanese identity, act as akey ideational driver that
reduces the feasibility of peaceful accommodation and increases the likelihood that coercive
instruments will be privileged over cooperative ones.

At the theoretical level, the study mobilises realist approaches — in particular defensive and

offensive realism — in conjunction with a constructivist lens, with the aim of capturing both



material power dynamics and the constitutive role of identity, historical discourse, and status
representations in the production of (in)security in the Taiwan Strait. Methodologically, the
research adopts an in-depth case study design, grounded in qualitative anaysis of open-source
material and official Chinese, Taiwanese, and U.S. documents, and supplemented by think-tank
reports, wargaming studies, and longitudinal public opinion data.

The work is organised into four substantive chapters. The first reconstructs the genealogy of
the Indo-Pacific concept and examines its implications for security theory and practice, with
particular reference to the articulation of the security dilemma in the Taiwan Strait and the
progressive reconfiguration of U.S. Indo-Pacific strategy. The second chapter analyses the
PRC’s strategy toward Taiwan, situating it within the broader framework of the «Chinese
Dream», the Chinese Communist Party’s existential objective of reunification, and the
modernisation of the People’s Liberation Army, including its A2/AD capabilities and
grey-zone operations. The third chapter turns to Taiwan’s response, scrutinising the Overall
Defense Concept, the porcupine strategy, the notion of the «silicon shield», and economic
diversification initiatives such as the New Southbound Policy, conceived as instruments of
deterrence and as mechanisms for the mitigation of structural vulnerabilities vis-a-vis Beijing.
The fourth and final chapter explores the contribution of regional and extra-regional actors —
in particular Japan, Australia, strategic minilaterals such as the Quad and AUKUS, and the
European Union — to the transformation of the security dilemmainto aregional spiral, thereby
showing how the Taiwan case illuminates, beyond the Strait itself, the structural challengesto

stability in the contemporary Indo-Pacific security order.



CHAPTER 1: THE INDO-PACIFIC AND THE SECURITY THEORIES

1.1. The Evolution of the Ter m «l ndo-Pacific»

The concept of «Indo-Pacific» has transformed from a mere geographical label to a centra
strategic paradigm in international relations, reflecting the redefinition of global balances of
power and the increasingly central role assumed by this area on the world stage!. The term
«Indo-Pacific» combines the Indian and the Pacific Oceans into a singular regional construct?.
Prior to the 18th century, the geopolitical concept of «Indo-Pacific» did not exist as a formal
strategic or analytical category®. Nevertheless, the space that would later be conceptualized
under this label was already deeply integrated through dense civilizational, commercial, and
cultural linkages dominated by the Indian and Chinese worlds®. These two systems functioned
as the main economic and demographic barycentre of pre-modern Asia, together accounting
for more than half of global Gross Domestic Product (GDP)®. Their economic preponderance
bolstered extensive networks of trade, migration, and political influence that connected the
Indian Ocean and East Asian regions into a de facto integrated territory®. In this sense, while
the «Indo-Pacific» as a geopolitical conception is a modern coinage, its underlying
civilizational foundations long precede its contemporary strategic articulation’.

The formalization of this «Greater Indo-Pacific» space was pioneered in the 1920s by the
German geopolitician Karl Haushofer, who hypothesized that this maritime continuum could
facilitate unprecedented trans-regional cooperation, particularly with emerging Asian powers®,
By leveraging the demographic and cultural density of the Chinese and Indian spheres,

1 Gurpreet S. Khurana, “The ‘Indo-Pacific’ Concept: Retrospect and Prospect,” CIMSEC, November 14, 2017.
2 Hansong Li, “The ‘Indo-Pacific’: Intellectual Origins and International Visions in Global Contexts,” Modern
Intellectual History 19, no. 3 (2022): 807-833.

3 1bid.

4 Anthony Reid, Southeast Asia in the Age of Commer ce, 14501680, Volume One: The Lands below the Winds
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988).

5 Angus Maddison, Contours of the World Economy 1-2030 AD: Essays in Macro-Economic History (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2007).

6 Sabba Choudhary, “From Samudra-Manthan to SAGAR: Civilisational Foundations of India’s Indo-Pacific
Vision,” International Journal of Social Science and Education Research 7, no. 2 (2025): 906-911.

" 1bid.

8 Encyclopaadia Britannica Online, s.v. "Indo-Pacific," by Kenneth Pletcher, accessed December 21, 2024,
https://www.britanni ca.com/place/lndo-Pacific.



Haushofer predicted a resurgent Asia capable of dismantling the established hegemony of
Western colonial powers and of reshaping future international power relations’.

Historically, the socio-political heterogeneity among the coastal states of the Indian and the
Pacific Oceans precluded a unified political delineation of the region®.

It was not until the 21st century that the term underwent asignificant intellectual and diplomatic
revival’l. The year 2005 marked a critical juncture in this resurgence, as the concept began to
gain traction among maritime strategists and regional analysts'. This shift was accelerated by
a growing recognition of the geo-economic indivisibility between the Indian and the Pacific
Oceans. As Rory Medcalf wrotein 2017,

By 2005, there was a breakthrough in the expansion of diplomatic architecture tying Southeast Asian countries
with various other powers. This led to the establishment of the so-called East Asia Summit. But from birth, the
summit was misnamed. It wasin fact an Indo-Pacific institution, an early reflection of the changesin the regional

system of economic and strategic links'®.

In the same year, the New Zealand strategic analyst Peter Cozens published a semina
contribution in the journal Maritime Affairs, providing a retrospective analysis of six decades
of maritime evolution in the «Indo-Pacific». He argued that the region should be viewed as an
indivisible and interconnected theatre of geopolitical activity that «extends from the northern
extremities of the Indian Ocean to include [...] South Asia, Southeast Asia, Austraasia, the
islands of Melanesia, Micronesia and Polynesia, and the eastern countries of Asia»4. He
therefore spoke about the «Indo-Pacific» as representing the «non-Atlantic view of the
world»*®, rejuvenating Karl Haushofer’s view.

In contemporary academic and diplomatic discourse, the Indo-Pacific construct achieved
significant momentum following Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s paramount address to

the Indian Parliament of August 2007, which persists as a key political moment. The speech,

9 Axel Berkofsky and Sergio Miracola, eds., Geopolitics by Other Means. The Indo-Pacific Reality (Milan:
ISPI, 2019), 14.

10 Gene Helfman, Bruce B. Collette, and Douglas E. Facey, The Diversity of Fishes (Malden, MA: Blackwell
Publishing, 1997), 274-76.

1 Hansong Li, “The ‘Indo-Pacific’: Intellectual Origins and International Visions in Global Contexts,” Modern
Intellectual History 19, no. 3 (2021): 807-833.

2 David Scott, “The Return of the ‘Indo-Pacific’,” Asa Maior 34 (2023).

13 Rory Medcalf, "Goodbye Asia-Pacific. But Why the Sudden Buzz over Indo-Pacific?," South China Morning
Post, December 17, 2017.

14 peter Cozens, "Some Reflections on Maritime Developments in the Indo-Pacific Region" (paper presented at
the CSCAP Working Group on Maritime Cooperation, Delhi, India, 2005).

15 peter Cozens, "E-mail Interview," by Axel Berkofsky and Sergio Miracola, in Geopolitics by Other Means:
The Indo-Pacific Reality, ed. Axel Berkofsky and Sergio Miracola (Milan: 1SPI, 2019), August 20, 2018.



titled «The Confluence of the Two Seas» provided one of the first formal articulations of the
Indo-Pacific as a unified strategic arena'®. By framing the two Oceans as a singular,
interconnected space, Abe underscored the necessity for strategic stability and a rules-based
maritime order'”. Moreover, Abe proposed the establishment of an «Arc of Freedom and
Prosperity» within a«broader Asia», envisioning an expansive strategic network that integrated
the United States and Australia, rooted in a robust «Strategic Global Partnership» between
Japan and Indial®. Abe’s thesis posited that Japan and India served as the geographic and
strategic «bookends» of this vast region and argued that the security of Sea Lines of
Communication (SLOCs) was a vital mutual interest, necessitating an open and transparent
framework to facilitate the unhindered flow of human capital, commerce, and knowledge'®.
The Indo-Pacific paradigm represents a significant analytical evolution over the traditional
«Asia-Pacific» framework, that — according to Abe — advances a normative and strategic
reimagining of regional space by linking the Pacific and Indian Oceans into a single, coherent
theatre, that enables it to politically connect distinct subregions to support specific visions of
order, aliance configurations, and perceived threats. Scholars have subsequently expanded on
these premises, amongst whom Matteo Dian, who understands the Indo-Pacific as a
«discursively constructed or politically engineered region», rather than a ssimply ascribed
geographical definition®.

Wheresas the term «Asia-Pacific» has frequently marginalized or entirely omitted the Indian
Ocean Region (IOR), the Indo-Pacific concept explicitly integrates the IOR into Asia’s broader
geopolitical and security architecture. In consequence a more comprehensive anaysis of
regiona power dynamicsis achievable, one which acknowledges the strategi ¢ interdependence
of these two maritime domains reflecting the contemporary realities of trans-regional security
and commerce?t. As D. Gnanagurunathan writes,

16 Ashley Townshend, "The Indo-Pacific,” in The Alliance at 70: The Story of the Alliance between Australia
and the United States, ed. United States Studies Centre (Sydney: United States Studies Centre, 2021), chapter 8,
https://www.ussc.edu.au/books/the-alliance-at-70/chapter-8-the-indo-pacific.

17 shinzo Abe, "Confluence of the Two Seas' (speech, Parliament of the Republic of India, New Delhi, August
22, 2007), Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, https.//www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/pmv0708/speech-
2.html.

18 Shinzo Abe, “Confluence of the Two Seas,” speech to the Parliament of India, New Delhi, August 22, 2007,
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan.

1 Abe, "Confluence of the Two Seas."

2 Dian, Matteo. The Evolution of the “Indo-Pacific”: Power Shifts, Geopolitics and the Future of Regional
Order. Rome: Istituto Affari Internazionali, 2019.

2! David Scott, “The ‘Indo-Pacific’—New Regiona Formulations and New Maritime Frameworks for US-India
Strategic Convergence,” Asia-Pacific Review 19, no. 2 (2012): 85-109.



Japan and Australia promoted the term «Asia Pacific» in the 1970s and 1980s to draw them closer to the United

States and the economically burgeoning East Asia. Indiawas far, geographically, from the region, and politically,

economically and strategically remained uninvolved for inherent reasons?.

The conceptual emergence of the Indo-Pacific is intricately linked to the rising geopolitical
prominence of Indiaat the turn of the 21st century. As Donald Berlin argued in 2006, the rise
of Indiafunctions as a primary facilitator for the increased strategic significance of the Indian
Ocean®. Consequently, India’s expanding economic and naval impact has rendered its
exclusion from any regional security architecture untenable. This shift has necessitated a
transition beyond the traditional Asia-Pacific framework — which historically peripheralized
the Indian subcontinent — toward a more inclusive model that recognizes India as an
indispensable actor in the broader Asian geopolitical and maritime standing?.

1.2. The security dilemmain the Taiwan Strait

Taiwan's history is a succession of dominations that have forged its exceptionality. Originaly
inhabited by Austronesian peoples®, the island saw the passage of several European powers
before being annexed in the 17th century by the Qing Dynasty, that initially treated Formosa?®
asan unremarkable continental periphery?’. The Qing Dynasty administration of Taiwan lasted
for about two centuries and represents the historical foundation on which Beljing rests its
current territorial claims®®. However, this continuity was drastically interrupted in 1895, when
China's defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War forced the Island's cession to Japan through the

22 D. Gnanagurunathan, "India and the Idea of the ‘Indo-Pacific’," East Asia Forum, October 20, 2012.

2 Dondd L. Berlin, "Indiain the Indian Ocean,” Naval War College Review 59, no. 2 (Spring 2006).

% Felix Heiduk and Gudrun Wacker, From Asia-Pacific to Indo-Pacific: Sgnificance, Implementation and
Challenges, SWP Research Paper 9 (Berlin: Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, 2020).

% Once the island's only inhabitants, Indigenous Taiwanese now make up just 2.38% of the population. See
James Rogerson, "A Vibrant Celebration of Taiwan's Little-Known Original Inhabitants," BBC, January 26,
2024, https://www.bbc.com/travel/article/20240125-a-vibrant-cel ebrati on-of -taiwans-little-known-original -
inhabitants.

% A largeisland named "Formosa" by the Portuguese in the 16th century; the Japanese name is Taiwan, while
the Chinese nameis T'ai-wan. See Enciclopedia Italiana, s.v. "Formosa," by Roberto Almagia, accessed
December 28, 2025, https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedial/formosa_(Enciclopedia-1taliana)/.

27 See Jonathan Manthorpe, Forbidden Nation: A History of Taiwan (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2008).

2 Catherine Lila Chou, “Decolonizing the ‘One China’ Narrative: The Case of Taiwan,” The Historical
Journal 67, no. 1 (2024): 161-168, discusses how the People’s Republic of China retrospectively reframes the
Qing administration of Taiwan as evidence of an unbroken line of historical continuity linking the political
configurations of the old Middle Empire to the present-day Chinese state.



Treaty of Shimonoseki®®. This manoeuvre directly affected the psychological vulnerability of
China, which had been historically anchored to a continental vision of power, forcing it to
abruptly confront the need to project itself beyond its land borders™.

The fifty years of Japanese rule (1895-1945) marked a profound and irreversible deviation in
the Idand's evolutionary tragjectory. The colonial regime was not limited to a military
occupation, but carried out aradical revolution of local customs, aimed at modernizing society
according to Tokyo's parameters®’. Besides the sociocultural dimension, the Japanese
administration intervened massively on the infrastructure and the aesthetics of the territory,
making Taipei’s urban landscape a tangible witness of the historical stratification that separates
Taiwan from mainland China.

During the Second World War, the Cairo Declaration established the principle of restoring
Chinese sovereignty over the territories occupied by Japan which officially came under the
administration of the Republic of Chinain 1945, With the conclusion of the Chinese Civil
War in 1949, Taiwan became the last stronghold of the Kuomintang®. Heirs of a centralist
vision and convinced that they were the sole custodians of the legitimacy of Chinese
civilization, the nationaists imposed a systematic Sinicization of the local population®,
meeting with resistance from the local population that was often discriminated against, leading
to the outbreak of the repressive season known as the «White Terror»*., Despite the harshness
of the regime, the pre-existing culture was never completely removed from the social fabric of
the island. Internationally, the Republic of China received immediate diplomatic recognition
from the United States, as part of Washington’s broader anti-communist strategy in East Asia

2 Dario Fabbri, "Taiwan I'anti-Cing," in L'altra Cina: Chiave della competizione globale, Limes 9 (2021): 10.
%0 Feng Lin, “Recovery of Taiwan: Echoes of WWII Justice and National Rejuvenation,” China’s Diplomacy,
August 17, 2025.

31 Kate Allanson Conlon, "The Rise and Fall of Chanzi: A Short History of Footbinding in Taiwan," Taiwan
Insight, June 24, 2024, https://taiwaninsight.org/2024/06/24/the-rise-and-fall -of -chanzu-a-short-history-of -
footbinding-in-taiwan/.

32 Chan, Angel. “Asian Colonisation: The Case of Japan and Taiwan.” Insight Publication, no. 3 (February 27,
n.d.). UCLA Asiatic Affairs. https://www.uclasiaticaffairs.com/publications-list/asi an-col oni sation-the-case-of -
japan-and-taiwan-d95na.

33 U.S. Department of State, "The Cairo Conference, 1943," Office of the Historian, Bureau of Public Affairs,
released January 20, 2001, https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/palho/time/wwii/107184.htm.

34 Mahlon Meyer estimates that approximately one and a half million Chinese nationdists led by Chiang Kai-
shek—referred to as waishengren, or “people from outside the province”—crossed the Taiwan (Formosa) Strait
to establish the island’s current governmental structure after the Chinese Civil War. Mahlon

Meyer, Remembering China from Taiwan: Divided Families and Bittersweet Reunions after the Chinese Civil
War (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2012).

35 Fabbri, "Taiwan I'anti-Cina," 12.

36 Mary Brandt, "The 228 Incident: History, Memorialization, and Collective Memory," CSS Taiwan, March 12,
2025, https://taiwancss.org/the-228-inci dent-history-memorialization-and-coll ective-memory/.



and retained China’s permanent seat in the United Nations Security Council®’. However, at the
dawn of the Cold War, the U.S. administration considered the option of abandoning Taiwan to
concentrate resources on the Korean Peninsula. This orientation changed radically when
American strategic apparatuses reworked the so-called «Japanese L esson»: The understanding
that only joint control of both the Korean Peninsula and Taiwan would allow Russian and
Chinese influence to be contained simultaneously®. This reassessment translated rapidly into
concrete military measures. The United States naval intervention in 1950 — following the
outbreak of the Korean War — implemented by positioning the Seventh Fleet in the Strait of
Formosa, effectively neutralized any ambitions of the People's Republic of Chinato proceed
with a military resolution of the Taiwanese question®. Mao Zedong faced the obvious
impossibility of competing with American technological and aeronaval supremacy and was
forced into a radical reconfiguration of his strategic axis, crystallizing a predilection for the
land dimension that would shape Chinese foreign policy for decades*. This structural
limitation emerged clearly during the Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1958, when despite the heavy
bombing of Kinmen and Matsu Islands, the PRC proved itself of being incapable of launching
an effective amphibious attack and challenge the US naval blockade®. The historical inability
of Communist Chinato develop a credible maritime projection during the Cold War allowed
the consolidation of the status quo of Taiwan, and created a maritime power vacuum that the
United States has permanently occupied.

In 1971, the architecture of relations in the Pacific was shaken by a strategic repositioning of
the United States that aimed to exploit the People's Republic of Chinafor anti-Soviet purposes,
and therefore began normalizing the affiliation with Beijing*. This change resulted in the
cessation of official recognition of Taipei and the subsequent expulsion of the Nationalist
government from the United Nations Glass Palace in favour of the PRC*. The United States

37 U.S. Department of State, "The Chinese Revolution of 1949," Office of the Historian, accessed January 15,
2026, https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/chinese-rev.

38 See Dario Fabbri, "Stati Uniti e Giappone, destini intrecciati," Limes: Rivista italiana di geopolitica, no. 2, La
rivoluzone giapponese (2018).

3 U.S. Department of State, "The Taiwan Straits Crises: 1954-55 and 1958," Office of the Historian, accessed
January 15, 2026, https://history.state.gov/milestones/1953-1960/taiwan-strait-crises.

40 Fabbri, "Taiwan l'anti-Cina," 13.

41 André Munro, "Taiwan Strait Crises," Encyclopedia Britannica, last modified August 13, 2024,
https://www.britannica.com/event/Taiwan- Strait-crises.

42 Henry A. Kissinger, "Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Kissinger)
to President Nixon," January 12, 1971, in Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969-1976, vol. XVII, China,
1969-1972, ed. Steven E. Phillips (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2006), doc. 101, https://2001-
2009.state.gov/documents/organi zation/70142.pdf

43 Shun-Hsing Chou, “United Nations Resolution 2758 and Taiwan’s Diplomatic Prospect,” UCL Diplomacy
Society, October 15, 2024, UCL Diplomacy Society, https.//www.ucldiplomacy.com/post/united-nations-

resol ution-2758-and-taiwan-s-diplomati c-prospect



operated on the understanding that Mao's China, at the time, did not possess the technological
and military capabilities for aforced annexation of theisland*. In this context, the «One China
Policy» was formalized, leading to the Washington’s official endorsement of the PRC while
still maintaining a relevant defensive link with Taiwan due to President Jimmy Carter’s
signature of the Taiwan Relations Act, which committed the United States to «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»*°. The TRA, however, does not
obligate the United States to come to Taiwan’s defence, and for decades U.S. Presidents have
refused to say whether they would intervene on Taiwan’s behalf — apolicy known as Strategic
Ambiguity*. Tensions culminated in the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis (1995-1996), sparked by
Beijing’s demonstration missile launches to protest Taiwanese President Lee Teng-hui's visit
to the United States, which was perceived by the PRC as a provocation and a violation of the
«One China Policy»*’. The American response was immediate and resolute; The dispatch of
the aircraft carriers USS Nimitz and USS Independence®®. This episode exposed once again
Chinas structural inability to challenge American maritime dominance and project force
beyond its shores. Furthermore, over the decades, not only did Taiwan maintain political
autonomy, but it also developed a distinct, indigenous cultural identity, which still acts as a
powerful deterrent against annexation attempts and represents a strategic obstacle for Beijing
as significant as the presence of American fleets®. Moreover, the erosion of Hong Kong’s
autonomy and civil liberties since 1997, culminating in the imposition of the National Security
Law in 2020, has further undermined Beijing’s «one country, two systems» proposal, that from
Taiwan’s perspective results into widespread fear that «today’s Hong Kong» could become

«tomorrow’s Taiwany if unification was accepted™.

4 Hsu Chung-mao, “The Taiwan Strait Crises of the 1950s and the Evolution of Sino-US Relations [Photo
Story],” Think China, October 30, 2020.

4 Taiwan Relations Act, Pub. L. No. 96-8, 93 Stat. 14 (1979) (codified as amended at 22 U.S.C. §§ 3301-3316).
46 Center for Preventive Action, "Confrontation Over Taiwan," Global Conflict Tracker, Council on Foreign
Relations, last modified October 30, 2025, https.//www.cfr.org/global -conflict-tracker/conflict/china-taiwan-
confrontation.

47 Randall G. Schriver, A Perfect Storm: Managing Conflict in the Taiwan Strait (Arlington, VA: Project 2049
Ingtitute, October 2023), https://indopacificsecurity.org/wp-content/upl oads/A -Perfect-Storm-Managing-
Conflict-in-the-Taiwan-Strait.pdf.

4 R. C. Lutz, "Third Taiwan Strait Crisis," in EBSCO Knowledge Advantage, EBSCOhost, |ast modified 2023.
4 Election Study Center, "Taiwanese/Chinese | dentity (1992/06-2025/06)," National Chengchi University, last
modified July 7, 2025, https://esc.nccu.edu.tw/PageDoc/Detail 7fid=7800& id=6961.

%0 “Hong Kong National Security Law: The View From Taiwan,” The Diplomat, July 7, 2020.



ERARERA/ FAALFER 5 (1992~2025.06)
Changes in the Taiwanese/Chinese Identity of Taiwanese
as Tracked in Surveys by the Election Study Center, NCCU(1992~2025.06)
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Fig. 1. Taiwanese/Chinese Identity (1992/06-2025/06). Source: Election Study Center,
National Chengchi University (2025).

Building on these findings, it becomes clear that the rise of a distinct Taiwanese identity
complicates Beijing's strategic calculus. If the population no longer identifies as Chinese, the
prospect of a peaceful «reunification» becomes increasingly dubious, potentialy leading to a
shift toward more coercive measures®’. This sociopolitical transformation is the result of a
long-term historical evolution that began with a starkly different vision: According to Chiang
Kai-shek — the nationalist leader who arrived in the island in 1949 — Taiwan was not just a
refuge, but it was the location of a future revived Chinese State, destined to serve as a model
for the reconquest of the Mainland®®. From this perspective, the Japanese influence that

occurred in previous decades was dismissed as aform of humiliating «slavery» to be eradicated

51 Davide Campagnola, “The Status Quo between Taiwan and China: The Inevitability of a Dramatic End?,”
Taiwan Politics, November 26, 2024.

52 Jay Taylor, The Generalissimo: Chiang Kai-shek and the Struggle for Modern China (Cambridge, MA:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2009), 395-401.



through «re-sinicization»>®. Nevertheless, the incentive for the modern identity shift was,
paradoxically, the geopolitical realism of the 1970s. The American recognition of the People's
Republic of China hence forced Taipei leadership to abandon its ambitions for a return to the
Middle Empire and accept its own strategic otherness emphasizing its historical and social
specificity®. The abolition of martial law in 1987 and the conclusion of the «White Terror
Period» paved the way for a process of democratization, marking the beginning of the period
known as «Taiwanization»>°. By the early 2000s, this anthropological ateration resulted in a
crisis of consensus for the KMT, which was increasingly perceived as too tied to an outdated
Sino-centric vision™. The leadership of this identity refurbishment passed to the Democratic
Progressive Party, later symbolized by figures like Tsai Ing-wen, whose mixed genealogy —
Hakka and Aborigina — perfectly embodied the Island's new multicultural identity®’.
Ultimately, this transition to a «sovereign multicultural democracy» represents the most
significant challenge to the cross-strait status quo because, from Beijing’s perspective, the
consolidation of a Taiwanese identity is not merely a domestic sociological shift, but a
definitive move toward permanent separation®®. This perception transforms an internal cultural
evolution into aprimary driver of regional instability, acting as the spark of a classic structural
tension in International Relations: The Security Dilemma. In international Relations Theory,
the Security Dilemma occurs when a State’s attempts to enhance its own security — such as
through military buildup or strategic alliances — are perceived as a threat by another State,
leading to areactive spiral where both sides end up less secure than before™®.

In the Taiwan Strait, this logic has evolved into a «vicious cycle» involving three primary
actors: The People’s Republic of China, Taiwan, and the United States. China presents its
massive military modernization as a necessary defensive response against the Taiwanese
separatism movement and foreign interference®. However, from the perspective of Taipei and

53 Steven E. Phillips, Between Assimilation and Independence: The Taiwanese Resistance Movement, 1945—
1950 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), 70-75.
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Washington, these same capabilities are interpreted as a preparation for adeliberate invasion®?.
For decades, the U.S. relied on a posture of Strategic Ambiguity, designed to deter both a
Chinese invasion and a Taiwanese declaration of independence, however, as China’s military
capability expands, Washington starts wondering whether that ambiguity is no longer enough
to deter Beijing, therefore, under the Biden and the subsequent Trump administrations (2024-
2025), the officia rhetoric has shifted toward Strategic Clarity®2. High-profile visits and
increased funding for the Pacific Deterrence Initiative are viewed by Beijing as an
estrangement from the One ChinaPolicy, leading Chinato believe it must show resolve through
force®. Notwithstanding, Liberalism (or Neolibera Institutionalism) argues that economic
interdependence and International Organizations should mitigate the Security Dilemma®.
Previously, the deep economic ties between China and Taiwan acted as a stabilizer as both
sides stood to lose too much from conflict, indeed the Silicon Shield Paradox entails that the
fact that China and the U.S. both rely on Taiwan’s semiconductors, represents a deterrent by
cost®. Nonetheless, in 2025, security concerns have begun to override economic logic and a
«Weaponization of Interdependence» is currently taking place®®. Economic interdependenceis
increasingly being turned into atool of pressure and control, with China using trade restrictions
as «Gray-Zone» coercion, while Taiwan seeks to derisk its economy by moving
semiconductor manufacturing to the U.S. and Japan®’. This economic decoupling removes a
major incentive for restraint, degpening the Security Dilemma.

The Defensive Realism approach emphasizes the primary objective of States to be the
assurance of their security rather than the aggressive maximization of power®. It underscores
the importance of the balance of power in International Relations, which leads governments to
form alliances and partnerships to counterbal ance perceived threats®. Theissueisthat neither
Beijing nor Taiwan can prove their weapons are purely defensive: When Taiwan buys long-
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rangemissilesfor defence, Beijing perceivesthem astoolsfor building afuture sovereign State,
while when China builds «Mock Taipei»’ training grounds, it claims they are needed for
peaceful reunification insurance, but Taipei sees an imminent scheme of war’®. Theresultisa
spiral of fear where defensive measures are interpreted as offensive intents, leading to the very
conflict both sides are trying to avoid.

Offensive Realism argues that since the only way to betruly secureisto be the most powerful,
states behave as power maximisers’. Therefore, according to this perspective, Chinaisn't just
reacting to fear but it is attempting to secure regional dominance’. From the Offensive
Realism’s perspective controlling Taiwan would allow the PLA to project power into the deep
Pacific and push the U.S. out of Asia. The result isthat security is a zero-sum game, where any
gain for China is a permanent loss for U.S. and Taiwanese security . In this framework, the
Security Dilemmaisimpossible to solve. Recent developments have significantly exacerbated
this dilemma. In late 2025, the People's Liberation Army has transitioned toward a more
operational «Encirclement Geometry» suggesting a shift from conventional deterrence to
compulsion, as demonstrated by the Justice Mission 2025 exercises, consisting of a total
maritime and aeria blockade that had been rehearsed, showing an attempt of Beijing to force
a change of the status quo”™. Consequently, this pressure compels Taipei and Washington to
accelerate the deployment of asymmetric capabilities, thus validating Beijing’s threat

perceptions and further tightening the security spiral ’°.
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5 Global Taiwan Institute, "The PLA’s ‘Justice Mission-2025" Exercise Around Taiwan," Global Taiwan Brief,
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Fig. 2. PLA Justice Mission 2025 Exercise Zones Near Taiwan, December 29 to 30, 2025. The
gpatial distribution of these zones demonstrates a shift toward "Encirclement Geometry,"
specifically targeting the maritime "choke points' of Keelung and Kaohsiung to rehearse atotal
blockade of theisland. Source: Institute for the Sudy of War (1SW), 2026.

However, since Realism attributes the main determination of state behaviour to the
international structural context, it tendsto neglect internal factors— such as political dynamics,
ideological orientations, or economic interests— that can influence the choices of ahegemonic
power’’. In response to these limitations, Constructivism asserts that the Security Dilemma
isn't just about weapons; it’s about ideas, history, and identity’®. From this standpoint, security

is not simply a reflection of power balances or geopolitical facts, but it is actively produced

7 Arash Heydarian Pashakhanlou, "The Past, Present and Future of Realism," E-International Relations, January
15, 2018, https://lwww.e-ir.info/2018/01/15/the-past-present-and-future-of -realism/.
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through shared understandings shaped by discourse, culture, and historical circumstances’.
This theoretical lens explains why the Taiwan Strait has become a site of deeply securitized
identities. For the People's Republic of China, the annexation of Taiwan is not merely a
geopolitical objective, but rather an indispensable component of the Great Rejuvenation of the
Chinese Nation — a sacred narrative of national restoration®. Conversely, the sociopolitical
landscape in Taiwan has evolved from a competing «Republic of China» claim toward a
distinct, democratic identity®. Simultaneously, the Taiwanese polity increasingly regards
reunification as a threat to the democratic values and civil liberties that define their
contemporary existence.

Ultimately, thetransition from an Asia-Pacific to an Indo-Pacific framework not only expanded
the geographical scope of the theater, but it intensified the complexity of the Security Dilemma,
making the management of this vicious cycle afundamental challenge for regiona stability in
the decades ahead.

1.3. The Evolution of the U.S. Strategy in the Indo-Pacific: From the Pivot
to Asiato Integrated Deterrence

U.S. Grand Strategy has undergone a significant transformation, mirroring changes in power
dynamics, technologica rivalry, and regional security challenges. What began under the
Obama administration as the Pivot to Asia has evolved into a comprehensive, multi-domain
strategic framework that emphasizes deeper integration with allies and partners and aims to
deter conflict across the entire Indo-Pacific®. The announcement of the Pivot to Asiain 2011
marked a conscious shift in U.S. foreign policy priorities. After decades dominated by the wars
in Iraq and Afghanistan, policymakers under President Barack Obama sought to re-orient U.S.

diplomatic, economic, and military attention toward aregion that wasrapidly growing in global
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importance®. The central logic was straightforward: The Asia-Pacific was at the heart of global
economic growth, with severa key U.S. alliances, and was the arena of an emerging strategic
rival — the People’s Republic of China®. Strategically, the Pivot was not simply about
increasing U.S. military presence; rather it was framed as a comprehensive adjustment of U.S.
policy across security, diplomacy, trade, and institutional engagement®. Within this
framework, longstanding treaty commitments to Japan and South Korea were complemented
by renewed emphasis on joint capabilities, interoperability, and modernization initiatives with
alies such as Australia and the Philippines, including new force posture arrangements,
rotational deployments, and enhanced maritime cooperation®. Economicaly, the
administration cast the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) as the central trade pillar of the
rebalance, intended both to lock in high-standard trade rules and to signal long-term U.S.
commitment to the region’s economic architecture®”. Longstanding treaty obligations with
Japan and South Korea were complemented by renewed focus on joint capabilities and
interoperability®e.

Despite this ambitious agenda, the Pivot soon attracted criticism regarding both its strategic
coherence and its implementation. Analysts argued that the United States systematically
overestimated its capacity to sustain an Asia-first focus while simultaneously managing acute
crises in the Middle East and Europe, and never fully committed the political capital and
resources necessary to realize the Pivot’s goals®. Building on these critiques, a growing body
of scholarship characterizes the period from the announcement of the Pivot in 2011 through
roughly the early 2020s as a «lost decade» in U.S. Asia policy®. Authors such as Robert
Blackwill and Richard Fontaine argue that while U.S. officials correctly diagnosed the strategic
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Center for a New American Security, November 14, 2016),
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centrality of the Indo-Pacific, they did not translate this recognition into a sustained, integrated
strategy capable of arresting or shaping China’s accelerating power projection in the region®..
Under the Trump administration, the language of U.S. strategy shifted from «Asia-Pacific» to
the Indo-Pacific — a deliberate choice that extended the strategic frame to encompass the
Indian Ocean and South Asia, thereby integrating India as akey partner in balancing regional
power®?, This geographic reframing was not merely semantic; it embodied a broader strategic
purpose: recognizing the interconnectedness of maritime and economic corridors stretching
from East Asia through the Indian Ocean and reinforcing the U.S. role not only in the Pacific
but also in the Indian Ocean region®.

In February 2022, the Biden administration released the Indo-Pacific Strategy of the United
Sates, articulating a long-term, comprehensive commitment to the region that wove together
traditional security concerns with economic, ingtitutional, and governance dimensions™.
Unlike the earlier Pivot to Asia, the more recent Indo-Pacific strategy places greater emphasis
on structured cooperation with allies and partners across multiple levels. Rather than relying
predominantly on traditional bilateral treaties, it seeks to embed U.S. engagement within a
denser web of multilateral arrangements™. In this context, forums such as the Quad (bringing
together the United States, Japan, India, and Australia) and the security partnership AUKUS
(linking the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia) are designed to foster
coordination on defence capabilities, emerging technologies, and maritime security®. These
formats signal a shift from a hub-and-spokes model of alliance management toward a more
networked approach to regional order-building.

Traditional aliances with Japan, South Korea, Australia, and others form the backbone, while
newer or revitalized mechanisms — like the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue — deepen
interoperability and signal collective will®’. Such partnerships also reflect a strategic insight:
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deterrence in the Indo-Pacific cannot rest on U.S. force alone but must integrate regional actors
into a coherent security framework®.

The concept of integrated deterrence has emerged asacentral concept in U.S. defence planning.
It wasformally articulated in the 2022 National Defence Strategy and later refined in associated
strategic documents, including the Nuclear Posture Review, the Missile Defence Review, and
the National Military Strategy®. Integrated deterrence seeksto unify all elementsof U.S. power
— military capabilities, economic tools, technological acumen, data-sharing operations, and
alliances — to present a consolidated deterrent which is resilient, adaptable, and credible!®,
The U.S. has widened its cooperation, intelligence sharing, and interoperability with its allies,
increasingly weaving these elements into operational planning that has been tested through
combined exercises, shared technology development, and coordinated responses to threats'®:.
While the core recognition — that the Indo-Pacific is central to U.S. interests — has remained
constant, the operational frameworks, conceptual tools, and emphasis on cooperation represent
meaningful evolution. As competition with China deepens and the regional strategic
environment grows more complex, the U.S. Strategy of Integrated Deterrence seeks to ensure
that coercion is discouraged not just by American power, but by collective, resilient, and

adaptive power shared with alies and partners throughout the Indo-Pacific'®.
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1.4. The Rise of «minilateralism»

In the current phase marked by global instability, international cooperation continues to adapt
and reconfigure itself. As observed by Barge Brende, World Economic Forum President and
CEO, «Cooperation is like water. If it seesit's being blocked, it just finds other ways because
cooperation is a necessity and not a luxury»'®. As a new and more competitive order is
emerging, one pattern of cooperation isgaining momentum, amodel inwhich smaller and more
flexible groups of nations try to address specific challenges together®,

The post-Second World War international order had been structured around traditional forms
of multilateralism, embodied by institutions as the United Nations, World Trade Organization,
and World Health Organization which rest on formal treaties, consensus-driven procedures,
and international law'%. However, this architecture has recently been retreating due to the rise
of a multipolar configuration of power, accompanied by what Karlsrud and Reykers describe
as «conflict management a la carte» , in which states increasingly resort to ad hoc coalitions
and «coalitions of thewilling» — rapid, flexible and task-specific arrangements of like-minded
actors — to bypass multilaterals’ deadlock, often at the cost of institutional learning,
accountability, and the long-term strengthening of UN-centred peace operations'%.

Within this changing scenario, minilateralism has gained prominence. The international
political economist Miles Kahler coined the term «minilateralism» in 1992, even though such
mechanisms could already be traced back to earlier 20th-century arrangements'®’. ASEAN
itself wasoriginally created asaminilateral in 1967, when Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines,
Singapore and Thailand joined forces to confront perceived communist threats'®®. However,
minilateralism takes multiple forms in the Indo-Pacific and does not appear as a single model.
Anaysts distinguish between functionally focused minilaterals — centred on maritime
security, health, and climate — those orchestrated by great powers, and «like-minded»

democracies and middle powers that accentuate shared values and common threat
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perceptions'®. Notwithstanding smaller groups can bypass bureaucracy inertia and political
deadlock, allowing countries to act expeditiously on urgent chalenges and provide more
targeted and effective responses — a dynamic referred as to as an «age of flux» in the Indo-
Pacific ingtitutional order by Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar |brahim*°. Concurrently, the
growing number of coalitions could fragment the international order, and gradually undermine
universal ingtitutions*!. These dynamics are especially visible in Southeast Asia, where the
rise of Indo-Pacific minilaterals overlaps with debates over ASEAN centrality, since its
consensus-based enforcement has struggled to generate resolute outcomes on issues as the
Myanmar crisis, the Rohingya situation and the South China Sea disputes'*2. As aresult, some
observers remark increasing frustration with ASEAN’s structural constraints and vulnerability
to external pressure, which encouraged pragmatic, results-oriented states to pursue deeper
cooperation in minilateral formats, including the Quad and AUKUS, which — if properly
connected to regional structures — could serve as flexible complements rather than substitutes
of ASEANE,

Within this broader landscape, «Strategic» minilaterals— first identified as adistinct category
by Kei Koga — such as the Quad, AUKUS, and the TSD, stand out. They are predominantly
oriented toward strategic competition across various domains, including military, defence,
economic, technological, ideological, and informational arenas, with the aim of preserving the
balance of power and uphold a rules-based security order in the Indo-Pacifict!4,

The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) is among the most prominent strategic minilateral
partnerships in the Indo-Pacific. Although it lacked sufficient forward-looking vision by the
end of 2004 — partly due to «Australia and India’s strong aversion to provoking China»*® —
it has experienced arevival since 2017 and has succeeded to adapt to an era of sharper power
competition. Precisely, «Quad 2.0» aims to promote a normative international order in support
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of a «Free and Open Indo-Pacific», and since 2021 it has progressively broadened its agenda
beyond maritime security to cover issues such as cybersecurity, outer space, and climate
change!*®.

Whereas AUKUS — announced in 2021 — is atrilateral security and technology partnership
between Australia, the United States, and the United Kingdom that further illustrates the rise
of strategic minilateral configuration. According to analysis by the United States Studies
Centre, AUKUS aims to «support Australia in acquiring nuclear-powered submarines and the
necessary infrastructure to upkeep them», marking acrucial shift in deterrence dynamicsin the
region''’. Furthermore, the Trilateral Strategic Dialogue — launched in 2002 between the
United States, Japan, and Australia— similarly demonstrate the potential for enduring strategic
coherence and provides an alternative to the traditional US «hub-and-spokes» alliance system
that was established in the Asia-Pacific in the aftermath of the Second World Warl?8,

Building on this, research by Felix Heiduk and Thomas Wilkins explores possible future
trajectories of strategic minilaterals applying a range of International Relations theories to
assess how the ingtitutional configuration of the Quad, AUKUS, and TSD might develop*'®.
With respect to the Quad, the analysis suggests that the creation of a formal quadrilateral
military alliance is unlikely to emerge unless India was faced by a far a more direct and
threatening confrontation from China'?. Indiaintends to safeguard its strategic autonomy and
therefore remains unwilling to openly align with the United States or its closest dlies in any
potential dispute with Beijing®?!. Reflecting this stance, the Indian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
has emphasized that «the Indo-Pacific is for something — not against somebody», hence
signalling New Delhi desire to balance Chinese power without overtly provoking the People’s
Republic of Chinal??. Even so, the Quad’s growing engagement on governance-rel ated issues
could gradually position it as an aternative provider of regional security governance that might

compete with ASEAN’s role!®. Such development would, however, require both further
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ingtitutionalization as well as an enlargement in membership which has been fostered by
ongoing «Quad-plus» discussions'?*,

AUKUS, together with Quad, is often inaccurately described as an «alliance» despite the
absence of atrilateral defence treaty underpinning the agreement. Neverthel ess, the outstanding
alignment between the three participants — and the extent of their existing bilateral security
ties — make this misrepresentation less problematic than in the Quad’s case'®®. Accordingly,
the prospect for an evolvement of AUKUS into a forma alliance is reinforced by the
consolidation of defence integration and pre-existing alliance commitments — namely NATO
and ANZUS'?,

The TSD, by contrast, has gradually acquired many of the features associated with a military
aliance, despite lacking a formal treaty instrument!?’. As strategic competition in the region
has intensified and threat perceptions have converged among the United States, Japan, and
Australia, the TSD has attracted growing attention. It is sufficiently institutionalised through
political and defence consultation mechanisms that enable the three governments to coordinate
their responses to potential crises and aign their strategic attitudes'?®. During a Trilateral
Defence Ministers’” Meeting was announced the establishment of a dedicated «Trilatera
Defence Consultations» instrument to support policy and operational alignment among the
Japan Self-Defence Forces, the Australian Defence Force, and US forces from peacetime
through contingencies, integrated by trilateral exercisesaimed at warfighting'?®. However, both
the TSD and AUKUS still lack an explicit treaty commitment obliging the parties to respond
collectively to an armed attack, even though their network of bilateral alliances is solid and
thus underpins strong expectations of mutual assistance*.

As a result, these minilaterals are likely to preserve a degree of constructive ambiguity,
avoiding unnecessary tensions while deepening integration in order to operate as effective

military coalitions in times of crisis. In this sense, «aliances» as traditionally understood —
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rooted in formal treaty constraints — may increasingly be eclipsed by more flexible forms of

security cooperation, of which strategic minilaterals constitute key illustrations'.

CHAPTER 2: THE STRATEGY OF THE PEOPLES’ REPUBLIC OF
CHINA TOWARDSTAIWAN

2.1. The «Chinese Dream» and reunification as an existential objective of
the Chinese Communist Party

«States with different identities have different world-views, which, in turn, make different
impacts upon foreign policies and strategies»'®.

Propper tried to explain — in his article «The “Chinese Dream”: An Analysis of the Belt Road
Initiative» — why it is hard for the outside world to comprehend the concept of «Chinese

Dream» and why there is no formal definition of it.

To understand avision is to unravel its history and its future. An answer to the question being raised all over the
world, “What does China think?’” should therefore start in its past. *>What past?’’ one may ask, since due to what
Edward Said famously named “Orientalism” (the idea of Western “natural superiority” and the perception of

inferiority or even unimportance of the East) most have deemed this past unworthy of serious study 3.

Propper contends that the understanding of Chinese contemporary political thought is tied to
China’s traditional self-perception, since it represents the precondition for grasping both the
discourse of «national humiliation» and the one of «national rejuvenation»'34,

Since the 19" century and persisting into the present, China has conceived itself asthe cultural

and moral centre of the world, a perception encoded in the term «zhongguo», literally «central
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state»'®>. Moreover, China’s physical and symbolic horizons expanded across Asia and beyond
due to the Silk Road, reinforcing designations such as «Middle Land»'%. However, the
penetration of Western and Japanese imperial powers into China fractured this sense of
civilizational centrality and generated the so defined «century of national humiliation»t®’.
William A. Calahan contends that emotions such as humiliation, guilt, and victimhood have
been systematically lifted from individual experiences to collective national sentiments,
resulting in what he calls a «Guilt of Nations» that shapes both domestic politics and
international relations'®. In the contemporary official narrative, China’s «century of
humiliation» is understood to have concluded in 1949, when the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) came to power and «rescued» the nation by reasserting sovereignty*°. In the post-Cold
War era the disintegration of communist regimes in Eastern Europe, together with the 1989
protest movement in China, generated what Zheng Wang describes as three intertwined crises
of belief in sociaism, in Marxism, and in the CCP itself°. In response to this ideological
deterioration, CCP leaders reconfigured the humiliation and the rejuvenation narrativesin order
to rebuild the Party’s claims of legitimacy and portrayed their rule as the necessary condition
for national survival and revival14,

In the early 1980s, Deng Xiaoping promoted the slogan of the «invigoration of Chinax», arguing
that the country still stagnated behind global standards of modernization and therefore a broad
national regeneration was required. This formulation anticipated the Chinese Dream by
explicitly linking national strength and prosperity to the materia advancement of individual
citizens**?. Within the Chinese Dream, there is a clear connection between the people and the
nation, therefore, rejuvenating China must start with the enhancement of its citizens'#.

This logic was sharpened under the rule of Jiang Zemin, in the early 1990s, through the
adoption of «the great rejuvenation of the Chinese Nation» as its core mission'**. From this
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moment forward, the national-humiliation narrative became ajustification for territorial claims,
particularly in relation to Hong Kong, Macao, and disputed maritime areas'®.

Within Xi Jinping’s articulation of the «Chinese Dream» of national rejuvenation, the
realization of this process explicitly posits the unification of all Chineseterritories as necessary,
with Taiwan occupying a pivotal position'#®, In Xi’s discourse, failure to achieve reunification
would not simply signify an incomplete foreign policy agenda, but a deterioration of the
Chinese Dream itself and, by implication, a direct challenge to the CCP’s historical mission
and political survival. It is precisely in this context that Beijing’s contemporary cross-Strait
strategy must be addressed.

In January 1979, the National People’s Congress issued the «Message to Compatriots in
Taiwan», formally renouncing the previous policy of «military liberation» and calling for
peaceful reunification'*’. Deng Xiaoping’s 1982 articulation of «one country, two systems»
provided an institutional formula under which Taiwan would be incorporated as a Specid
Administrative Region retaining its socio-economic system, a high degree of autonomy and
its own armed forces'®®. This condition was subsequently written into the PRC Constitution
and reaffirmed under Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao as the official pattern for the resolution of
the Taiwan issue, thus weaving unification into the legal and ideological architecture of
national rejuvenation®.

Chunlong Lu describes the Chinese Dream as the «natural result of along-lasting discourse of
national rejuvenation, victim mentality and rising nationalism», characterizing it within a
longer genealogy of humiliation and revival**,

Since 1949, the CCP has never abandoned its aim of «reunifying» Taiwan, officialy defining
theisland as an «inalienable part» of Chinawhose «liberation» constitutes a sacred duty of the
party-state'™!. Xi’s rhetoric thus embeds Taiwan into the finalism of the China Dream by
asserting that only once territorial integrity has been restored and great-power status achieved

can rejuvenation be considered compl ete'®?,
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Under Xi Jinping, the rejuvenation motif has been further elevated, while explicit invocations
of humiliation have become less prominent, though remaining embedded in educational and
commemorative practices. As Segrensen observes that «Rather than on foreign invasion and
exploitation, the focus is on the positive elements and strengths in Chinese history and in
Chinese ancient civilization with strong callsto revive and be proud of Chinese cultural values,
strengths and achievements»*>3,

The Chinese Dream can therefore be conceptualized as an enduring aspiration to recover alost
civilizational centrality™>*.

Moreover, the Chinese Dream aims at achieving two major objectives, which are encoded in
its agenda «Two Century Goals»'*. Thefirst centenary goal wasto establish a «moderate well-
off society» by 2021, when the CCP made its 100th birthday, objective declared as achieved
by Chairman Xi Jinping; the second one is to create a «rich and strong socialist country» by
2049, when the PRC will mark its 100 years'™. In this sense, the Chinese Dream operates as a
narrative tool that purposely shifts attention away from present challenges and redirects it
toward apromised future. Accordingly, as CamillaT. N. Sgrensen explains, the Chinese Dream
is an effort to ensure China’s domestic stability and CCP’s legitimacy, shifting public anger
and protests toward avision for China’s development over the next decades™’.

For Xi Jinping, hence the main context for promoting the Chinese Dream narrative is domestic
politics, even though its implications inevitably extend beyond China’s borders®®,

Xing Li — in his article «Interpreting and Understanding “The Chinese Dream” in a Holistic
Nexus» — underlined the international scope of such concept, emphasizing that «The Chinese
Dream is a dream of peace, development, cooperation and mutual benefit for al. It will not

only benefit the Chinese people, but also people of al countriesin the worl d»°.
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A major challenge for this concept lies in whether it is understood abroad, particularly since
current debates about China are polarized between two opposing views that convey that its
risewill either destabilize the balance of power or, alternatively, that growing interdependence
will further integrate China into the existing international order'®, However, the leading
interpretation of the Chinese Dream portraysit as a nationalistic doctrine focused on regaining
— through military force if necessary — China’s great power status and dignity?6Z.

Beijing’s Taiwan policy illustrates the tension between peaceful and coercive rhetoric. The
1993 White Paper «The Taiwan Question and the Reunification of China» simultaneously
presents peaceful reunification as the preferred path while affirming China’s right to employ
«whatever means», including force, to safeguard sovereignty*2. The 2000 White Paper «The
One China Principle and the Taiwan Issue» further codifies this duality by specifying three
conditions for military action — a formal declaration of independence by Tawan,
«uncontrollable» interna turmoil on the idand, or the indefinite postponement of peaceful
talks'®® — thus legally circumscribing, but not removing, the possibility of force. The 2005
Anti-Secession Law deepens this logic by explicitly legalizing the use of «non-peaceful
means» against Taiwan independence, indicating both domestically and internationally that
armed unification remains a legitimate, if last-resort, option for protecting core interests'®*.
This framework was reaffirmed and updated in the 2022 White Paper «The Taiwan Question
and China’s Reunification in the New Era», which reiterates peaceful reunification as the
CCP’s first choice while refusing to renounce to the use of force'®. In the Paper China
repeatedly insisted on its right to take «all necessary measures» to safeguard sovereignty and
territorial integrity, explicitly grounding this clam in the UN Charter principle of state
sovereignty, thereby reinforcing the codified tension between professed peaceful intent and
the retained option of coercive force'®.
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Simultaneously, Beijing has pursued a strategy often summarized as «economicsfirst, politics
second», using trade, investment, tourism and social exchanges to deepen cross-Strait
interdependence while keeping political leveragein reserve'®’. A strategy that was particularly
evident during the Ma Ying-jeou era but has since been complemented by growing military
and diplomatic coercion under Xi Jinping.

While military and legal instruments signal the hard-edge of this existential commitment, the
CCP aso deploys the «Chinese Dream» as a soft-power narrative to cultivate international
acceptance of China’s rise and, indirectly, of its claims to national reunification.

Alex Berkofsky, in his article «The “Chinese Dream” and Chinese Foreign and Security
Policies— Rosy Rhetoric versus Harsh Realities» clarifies that China’s perspective of its own
regional foreign and security policy represents a mere reclamation of what has belonged to
China since «ancient times»,

Chinese foreign policy is guided by the «Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence» created in
1954 by Zhou Enlai that were presented at the Bandung Conference of 1955: «Following the
principles of mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, non-aggression, non-
interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutua benefit, the peaceful
coexistence of countries with different social systems can be realized»*°.

In the 2000s, Weissmann highlighted the fact that China’s underlying foreign policy had been
reworked within the «new security concept» structure, which extended these principles
delineating Beijing’s code of conduct in the post—Cold War order. The new security concept
reaffirmed the adherence to the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, and advocated
mutually beneficial economic cooperation, confidence-building measures, and the
development of «strategic partnerships», which were explicitly not to be constructed with the
aim of negatively targeting any third country'™. This approach affirmed a new tendency in

China’s foreign policy, one which would establish China’s «peaceful rise» (the term was
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subsequently changed to «peaceful development» owing to the negative connotation of the
term «rise») and reassure the international community of China’s peaceful purposes®’.

When Xi Jinping assumed Party leadership in 2012, China begun to shift form a «low profile
strategy» to one of «striving for achievements»!’?. As Weissmann’s analysis emphasized, «The
overarching goal is to ensure prosperity in China, to open up new paths for the nation’s

rejuvenation, and create conditions that benefit the Chinese people»'’3. To accomplish so, Xi’s

foreign policy focuses on the development of China’s relationships with its «old friends».

China has been trying to widen itsimpact in the emerging developing world, trying to increase its presence and
influence in Central Asia, South Asia, Latin America and Africa. It is aso trying to develop its cooperation with
other emerging major states, such as India, Mexico, South Africa and Russial’.

Drawing on this concept, Demir identifiesthe launching of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)"™
as one of the most important aspects in Xi’s presidency, indeed through the project the leader
sought to overcome its domestic economic and security problems by improving connectivity
with the Eurasian region'’®. As stated by Marc Lanteigne, «(...) identifying a clear separation
between China’s domestic political interests and its foreign policy can be a complicated
process»'’’. In fact, China’s foreign policy is regulated to pursue the country’s national

interests which are defined in the White Paper published by the Information Office of the State
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Council of the PRC in 2011 called «China’s Peaceful Development» and repeatedly reaffirmed
in subsequent official documents under Xi Jinping as China’s «core interests»'’®, It thus
identifies six core interests of China, namely, state sovereignty, national security, territorial
integrity, national unification, China’s political system established by the Constitution and
overall socia stability, and basic precautions for safeguarding sustai nable economic and social
development’®. In this sense, the Taiwan question crystallizes several of these core interests at
once: sovereignty, territorial integrity, national unification and regime security. The 1992
ARATS-SEF — the Association for the Relations across Taiwan Strait, created in 1992 in
Beijing in response to the Strait Exchange Foundation, created in 1990 in Taiwan — talks
produced the «1992 Consensus» of «one China, respective interpretations», which Taipel has
treated as a pragmatic formulafor managing ambiguity, even as Beijing mainly emphasizesthe
«One China» portion®. Looking forward, the interplay between China’s pursuit of the China
Dream, Taiwan’s democratic identity consolidation, and the trajectory of U.S.-China strategic
competition will be decisive for the prospects of reunification. Nationalism and the narrative
of rgiuvenation empower the CCP but also create expectations that may become difficult to
manage if unification continues to be postponed!®l. As China’s military power grows, the
material preconditions for a coercive campaign against Taiwan, especially under conditions of
limited or absent U.S. intervention, may improve.

Beston Arif, in his article «The Role of Soft power in China’s Foreign Policy in the 21st
century» argued that «(...) China’s aspiration to be considered as a more powerful state
regionaly as well as globally depends on further attention to the role of soft power in its
decision making of foreign relations»'82. Soft power wasfirstly introduced by Joseph Nye, who
defined it as«(...) the ability to affect othersto obtain the outcomes one wants through attraction
rather than coercion. A country’s soft power rests on its resources of culture, values, and
policies»®, Chinese soft power was theorized and defined by different school of thoughts, the

most prominent of which is the one identified by Courmont as the «cultural school» that
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advocates for the promotion of Chinese culture abroad to improve the attractiveness of China
on the world stage»*®4.

The Chinese Dream is aso deployed in both domestic and international discourse as a soft
power instrument, used to justify or mobilize action not through coercion but through
attraction, thereby framing assertive foreign policies as defensive rather than offensive®, The
Chinese Dream’s impact on China’s foreign policy ultimately lies in the fact that national
leadership and pride are bounded to such dream?®®. In this sense, the «Chinese Dream» turns

into an existential objective for the Party’s authority at home and its status abroad®®’.

2.2. The modernization of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and its
Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) capabilities.

The modernization of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and its Anti-Access/Area Denial
(A2/AD) architecture must be understood as an integral component of Beijing’s broader
strategic project of «great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation» and its aspiration to become a
«global» military power by mid 21st century. In International Relations’ theories, power is
described as the ability to take actions, or control those of others. The concept of power was
defined by various political scientists, anong them Raymond Aron who believed that power
is the «capacity of a political unit to impose its will upon other units»'®8. However, power is
connected to multiple dimensions, therefore, as Hans J Morgenthau claimed, it consists of both
measurable factors — such as geography or military strength — and unmeasurable ones —
such as the morale of a nation'®. Nevertheless, there is no formal agreement among scholars
on which factor isthe most influential in defining the power of anation. Paul Kennedy claimed
that it is economic power the one playing the most important role as it allows to build strong

armed forces and deliver on political commitments to other states®. Within this conceptual
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framework, China’s post-1978 economic transformation provides an illustrative example of
how material capabilities underpin military power. In particular, contemporary PLA
modernization can be read as part of abroader Chinese effort to erode what Barry Posen termed
U.S. «command of the commons», namely Washington’s long-standing ability to project power
through key global air and maritime domains while denying similar access to others':.

Since the beginning of the process of economic reforms launched by Chinese leader Deng
Xiaoping in the early 80s, the People Republic of China has been facing a period of
unprecedented economic development!®2, This sustained growth has provided the material
foundation for the expansion and comprehensive upgrading of its armed forcesthat has created
fractions with the United States, manifested through the development of advanced weapons
systems'®®. This framework has recently evolved into an arms race that affects aimost all
domains of offensive and defensive military power, including strategic nuclear forces,
conventional forces, high-precision strike systems, land, sea and air defence, and space warfare
assets. Many analysts interpret China’s A2/AD investments as precisely aimed at undermining
U.S. operational accessin the Western Pacific and thus complicate U.S. reinforcement of allies
inacrisis'®,

Today, with over 2.2 million soldiers, the Peopl€'s Liberation Army remains the world's largest
armed force in terms of number®®. It consists of five branches, namely Ground, Navy, Air,
Rocket, and Strategic Support Forces, that together perform in China’s active defence strategy
which combines an overall strategic defensive posture with offensive capabilities at the
operational and tactical levels!®. Within this framework, A2/AD is intended not sSsimply to
defend the Chinese coastline but also to raise the costs and risks of U.S. power projection into
its near seas'®’. Chinese 2019 White Paper set the national defence goals— in terms of Armed

191 Barry R. Posen, “Command of the Commons: The Military Foundation of U.S. Hegemony,” International
Security 28, no. 1 (Summer 2003): 5-46.

192 Tomasz Smura, Modernization of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army and Its Impact on the Security of the
Indo-Pacific Region, Strategic Papers, no. 14 (Doha: Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies, February 6,
2024), https:.//lwww.dohainstitute.org/en/ListsyACRPS-PDFDocumentL ibrary/moderni zation-of -chinese-army-
impact-on-security-of-the-indo-pacific-region.pdf.

198 Marianna G. Yevtodyeva, “Development of the Chinese A2/AD System in the Context of US-China
Relations,” Obshchestvennye nauki i sovremennost’ 2022, no. 4: 77-92.

194 Stephen Biddle and Ivan Oelrich, “Future Warfare in the Western Pacific: Chinese Antiaccess/Area Denial,
U.S. AirSea Battle, and Command of the Commons in East Asia,” International Security 41, no. 1 (Summer
2016): 7-48.

1% Annua Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People's Republic of China
2022(Washington, DC: Ministry of Defence of the United States, 2022), 34-35.

19 1bid.

197 Stephen Biddle and Ivan Oelrich, “Future Warfare in the Western Pacific: Chinese Antiaccess/Area Denidl,
U.S. AirSea Battle, and Command of the Commons in East Asia,” International Security 41, no. 1 (Summer
2016): 7-48.

30



Forces modernization — to be the achievement of mechanization with significant
informatization and improved strategic capabilities by 2020, and the conclusion of the
restructuring and upgrading of national defence and armed forces by 2035'%, Inimplementing
the strategic vision of building a «modern socialist country» by 2049, the Chinese leadership
has designated the centenary of the People’s Liberation Army in 2027 as a key milestone that
requires an accelerated process of reform to ensure that substantial advances are achieved by
the time the armed forces mark their 100th anniversary'®. Xi Jinping underscored this priority
in his report to the 20th National Congress, stating that «achieving the goals for the centenary
of the People’s Liberation Army in 2027 and more quickly elevating our people’s armed forces
to world-class standards are strategic tasks for building a modern socialist country in al
respects»?®, In this framework, A2/AD approach — or what Chinese sources often describe
as a «counter-intervention» strategy — emerges not as an isolated operational concept, but as
a central pillar of awider effort to secure regional hegemony in East Asia, push the United
States’ military presence further from China’s periphery, and ultimately enable China to revise
elements of the existing international order in ways that would benefit Beijing’s interests,
consolidating a more assertive military posturein East Asia®®l. Formulated in the 2000s, in
anticipation of potential intervention by U.S. forces and their alies in conflicts involving the
PRC, this strategy seeks to enable Bejing to assert control over strategicaly significant
maritime areas during times of military escalation, explicitly accounting for persistent U.S.
superiority inair power, major surface combatants and naval weapon systems, aswell as C4ISR
capabilities’®. The U.S. conceptual response, developed under the label AirSea Battle and
subsequently rebranded as the Joint Concept for Access and Maneuver in the Global
Commons®®3, explicitly sought to preserve American access by combining passive defences
with offensive effort to destroy or degrade the networks underpinning Chinese A2/AD?%,
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The el aboration of the A2/AD concept coincided with amajor doctrinal shift within the PLA
awvay from the Maoist notion of «people’s war», enfolded on mass mobilization and
conventional combat, towards the doctrine of «informatized» warfare that prioritizes
high-technology forces, joint operations, and the integration of precision strike, and networked
command systems®®.

In analytical terms, the core elements of an effective denial system comprise a combination
of accurate ballistic and cruise missiles; integrated, multilayered surface-to-air defences; large
numbers of fourth-generation and more advanced fighter aircraft equipped with
high-performance air-to-air missiles; near-real-time distributed surveillance and
reconnaissance systems, as well as robust electronic warfare, anti-satellite, and cyber
capabilities?®. When combined, these assets serve a single overarching goal, that is to limit
or block an adversary’s ability to access, manoeuvre, and conduct effective operations in
defined air, maritime, and information spaces®®’. These modernization efforts manifest
differently across each service, but they collectively underpin China’s evolving A2/AD
posture. According to Biddle and Odlrich, long-range reconnaissance, surveillance, and target
acquisition (RSTA) represent the core of this system, since they allow accurate engagement of
mobile ships and aircraft at extended distances, whereas mobile land-based launchers remain
comparatively hard to detect amidst complex terrain®®,

Although the PLA Ground Forces continue to operate a substantial inventory of legacy Soviet-
era platforms, recent structural reforms have emphasized qualitative enhancements over
quantitative expansion, enabling more effective integration into joint operations®®. The PLA
force development process was assessed in the 2022 DoD report to be focused on «improving
precision, multi-functional, and sustained operations capabilities, command and control, and
integrated systems to promote ambitions of building aglobal combat capable army» to support
theatre-level A2/AD campaigns more effectively?'°, Nonetheless, the continued reliance on
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ageing battle tanks (such as Type-59 derivatives) and older infantry fighting vehicles
underscores persistent capability gaps within the force?*?.

The most dynamic A2/AD-relevant transformations have occurred in the PLA Navy (PLAN),
which has already become the world’s largest fleet by number of surface and submarine
vessels and according to estimates by the Ministry of Defence, the number of Chinese warships
was expected to reach about 400 by 2025 and 440 by 2030212, Submarine forces constitute a
central element of China’s A2/AD posture, featuring a growing number of nuclear-powered
ballistic missile submarines (Type 094/094A Jin-class) and nuclear-powered attack
submarines (Type 093/093A/B Shang-class)?!, while older conventionally powered
submarines— such as Kilo-class boats armed with Russian SS-N-27 anti-ship cruise missiles,
along with China’s Song, Yuan and Shang submarines — provide a significant undersea
anti-ship capability?'*. Power projection platforms, including the Liaoning and Shandong
aircraft carriers and the indigenously designed Fujian, together with large amphibious ships
such asthe Y ushen-class (Type 075) landing helicopter assault ships and Y uzhao-class (Type
071) transport docks, reinforce China’s ability to conduct large-scale amphibious and
expeditionary operations, a capability that simultaneously supports potential Taiwan
contingencies, island-seizure scenarios, and presence operations in the wider Indo-Pacific?®.
The PLA Air Force (PLAAF) has evolved from a force largely dependent on obsolete
Soviet-derived aircraft into an increasingly sophisticated component of China’s A2/AD
architecture, with both defensive and offensive long-range strike tasks?'®. These material
improvements are accompanied by complex exercises aimed at strengthening coordination
among forces into joint A2/AD-oriented scenarios. A significant share of such practices has
been conducted in the air and maritime areas around Taiwan, underscoring the centrality of a
cross-Strait contingency to the practical refinement of China’s denial capabilities. The most

recent mgjor activity around the Island is «Justice Mission 2025» which has been described as
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the largest Chinese exercise implemented in the area in terms of geographic reach?!’.
Concurrently, effective A2/AD control requires close operations owing to the effectiveness of
radar and air defence decays with distance?8,

A particularly critica pillar of A2/AD is the PLA Rocket Force (PLARF), which provides
China with dense, diversified missile coverage designed to threaten adversary assets from
tactical to strategic ranges. In addition to intercontinental ballistic missiles aimed at deterring
or coercing major powers, the PLARF deploys short-range ballistic missiles capable of
striking targets within roughly 600-850 km, thus covering Taiwan and key facilities in the
immediate region?'®. Medium-range ballistic missiles such as the DF-21 family, together with
intermediate-range systems like the DF-26 (with a range of around 4,000 km), extend China’s
strike capability deep into the Western Pacific, enabling Beijing to threaten U.S. basesin Japan
and Guam aswell as naval forces operating at significant distances from the Chinese coast®%.
Together, these systems are designed to erode an adversary’s ability to deploy, sustain, and

coordinate operations near China’s periphery, forming the core of its regiona strike posture.
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Conventional Strike Capabilities
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Fig. 4. Short, Medium, and Intermediate Ballistic Missile Ranges. Figure adapted from U.S.
Department of Defence, Annual Report to Congress. Military and Security Developments
Involving the People’s Republic of China 2020.

The establishment of the Strategic Support Force (SSF) in 2016 represents part of the PLA’s
stated goal of «informatization» reflecting Beijing’s recognition that effective A2/AD requires
not only dynamic operationa tools but also dominance in information, cyber, and
electromagnetic domains. The SSF’s Space Systems Department oversees space operations,
including satellite surveillance and data processing, which are essential for targeting, missile
guidance, and battle damage assessment in a contested environment. Since 2007 — when
China conducted a decisive test on ground-based anti-satellite capabilities destroying the
Fengyun-1C meteorological satellite — additional developments were made in the sphere of
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kinetic interceptors, ground-based lasers, and orbital «space robot» technologies®!. This
potential, together with the PLA’s increasing number of anti-satellite operations training,
significantly increased China’s ability to threaten U.S. and allied space assets in the
Indo-Pacific??2. The Network Systems Department, which oversees cyber operations,
electronic warfare, and psychological operations, aims to degrade enemy command and
control, disrupt communications and sensors, and shape perceptions and morale, thereby
amplifying the impact of kinetic A2/AD systems by targeting the information backbone of
opposing forces’®. Military analysts highlight China’s significant cyber and electronic
warfare assets as key enablers of a counter-intervention strategy, allowing the PLA to disrupt
adversary command, control, and communications networks at an early stage of a crisis?®*. By
targeting military C4ISR networks and key civilian infrastructure in cyberspace, Beijing aims
to manage escalation while deterring external intervention — especially by the United States
and itsalies— intheinitia stages of acrisis. From an A2/AD competition perspective, such
cyber capabilities are crucial for disrupting or degrading adversary RSTA, therefore
constraining the effectiveness of either side’s denial operations®%.

Externally, regiona actors and the United States increasingly interpret PLA modernization
and A2/AD development as a structural challenge to the existing security order in East Asia.
Japanese defence White Papers since the early 2010s have moved toward direct expressions
of concern, highlighting both the rapid quantitative and qualitative expansion of Chinese
military power and the opacity surrounding Beijing’s intentions and decision-making
processes??%. From 2014 onward, these documents described the Chinese enhancing of A2/AD
capabilities as a restriction of Japan’s freedom of action in its own maritime and airspace?*’.
By the mid-2010s, some US assessments argued that China had effectively overtaken Russia
in the deployment of anti-access systems, making it the second most capable A2/AD power
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after the United States?®®. Moreover, in 2014 and 2015, China procured 32 S-400 «Triumf»
systems from Russia, extending the reach of its ground-based air defences to cover the entire
territory of Tawan and much of the airspace over the South and East China Seas, with
significant implications for the regional air balance®®.

In the United States, the perceived challenge posed by China’s emerging A2/AD prompted
the articulation of the Air-Sea Battle concept in 2010, an operationa framework intended to
enable U.S. forcesto operate in «non-permissive» environments by penetrating and bypassing
an adversary’s denial systems?3°. The maritime dimension of this response is reflected in
initiatives such as the US Navy’s Battle Force 2045 vision, which envisages a larger, more
distributed, and more resilient fleet better suited to operating under intense Chinese A2/AD
pressure in the Western Pacific. Notably, Pentagon planning documents suggest that key tasks
in countering China’s C4ISR and denial capabilities will increasingly be shared with regional
allies and partners in the Indo-Pacific, embedding the response to China’s A2/AD within a
broader network of coalitions®,

The 2021 U.S. Ministry of Defence’s report to Congress, Military and Security Devel opments
Involving the People's Republic of China, expected China’s consistent effort to strengthen
national power to give the PRC the possibility to project power beyond the first and second
island chains, including Taiwan?3?. Therefore, PLA modernization and A2/AD capabilities are
increasingly seen not only as instruments of territorial defence and regime security, but also
as tools to support a more assertive regional policy and to underpin Beijing’s long-term
ambition to reshape the Indo-Pacific security architecture. As a result, under conditions of
mutual A2/AD, China’s most plausible path of regional coercion by 2040 may lie less in
decisive invasion or devastating missile campaigns, and more in reinforced economic leverage
achievable through sustained, denial-backed blockade operations®3,
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2.3. Beyond Kinetic conflict: operations in the “grey zone”, hybrid warfare,
and cyber pressures.

China’s contemporary maritime strategy in East Asia is increasingly characterized by the use
of grey zonetactics, understood as coercive yet formally non-militarized activities designed to
ater the legal and political status of contested maritime spaces while remaining below the
threshold of open military hostilities?®*. In the South and East China Seas and the Taiwan Strait,
Beijing has relied on a symbiotic employment of Coast Guard forces, maritime militia, and
civilian actors such asfishing and dredging fleets to consolidate effective control over disputed
waters, as well as to reframe its expansion as the lawful defence of its «maritime rights and
interests»”®. In the Chinese case, these forms of coercive gradualism are not confined to
physical or legal contests at sea, but extend into cognitive and cyber domains, where Beijing
similarly exploits ambiguity and deniability to shape adversaries’ perceptions and
decision-makings®®. Such practiceisincreasingly framed as apart of abroader hybrid-warfare
approach, through which Beijing aims to mobilise the instruments of national power without
going beyond the threshold of overt armed conflict®’.

At the conceptual level, grey zone strategies emerged in U.S. strategic discourse with the 2010
Quadrennial Defence Review and were defined as multi-dimensiona activities designed to
influence adversary behaviour while remaining below the threshold of conventional military
employment?*®. Subsequent conceptual work has sharpened thisidea: Hal Brands defined grey
zone warfare as coercive and aggressive activities «deliberately designed to remain below the

239 while Hoffman

threshold of conventional military conflict and open interstate war»,
emphasized the use of an «integrated suite of national and subnational instruments of power in
an ambiguous war to gain specified strategic objectives without crossing the threshold of overt

conflict»?*. Mazarr further stressed the formation of strategic conundrums, in which each
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actionismodest in scale, yet any firm response risks escal ation, gradually placing the defender
in ano-win situation enabling progressive ateration of the status quo?*t. CCP military theorists
have increasingly adopted the concept of hybrid warfare to capture such strategy, portraying it
as way to indirectly confront adversaries implementing kinetic and non-kinetic instruments
across multiple domains®*,

Analysts argue that what has been labelled as «grey zone» may overlap with or resemble
«hybrid warfare» leading to conceptual debate. Alessio Patalano observes that grey zone
literature fails to articulate «<how and when actions are not part of a “grey zone” strategy» and
to effectively identify «what changes of the status quo» China seeks?®. Reflecting this blurring
of categories, Gao Wel expressed the first precise definition of hybrid warfare in 2020 in a
state-sanctioned Ministry of National Defence-affiliated press outlet, and described it as
«unified and coordinated act of war that is conducted at the strategic level, employing political
(public opinion, diplomacy, law, etc.), economic (trade war, energy war, etc.), military
(intelligence warfare, electronic warfare, special operations), and other such means»?*,
However, China’s approach is predominantly non-militarized, sea-based, and focused on
accumulating legal-administrative and geostrategic advantages in peacetime through
non-kinetic forms of pressure?*®, whereas hybrid warfare — such as that practiced by Russia
in Crimea— typically relies on a heavy use of military force on land, combining conventional
and irregular units oriented toward territorial occupation and political destabilization®*.
Accordingly, rather than seeking direct control of populated territory, Chinaaimsto expand its
authority over maritime spaces and the surrounding regional order, minimizing the risk of
destructive developments and giving Beijing subtle control over escal ation?*’.

The South China Sea has been the primary laboratory for this strategy. One of the earliest
indicators of such emerging pattern arose with the 2009 USNS Impeccable Incident, in which
Chinese vessels intimidated a U.S. survey ship in internationa waters, signalling a more

21 Michagl J. Mazarr, Mastering the Gray Zone: Understanding a Changing Era of Conflict (Carlisle, PA: U.S.
Army War College Press, 2015).

242 Nils Peterson, “The Chinese Communist Party’s Theory of Hybrid Warfare,” Institute for the Study of War,
November 21, 2023.

23 Alessio Patalano, “When Strategy Is ‘Hybrid’ and Not ‘Grey’: Reviewing Chinese Military and Constabulary
Coercion at Sea,” The Pacific Review (January 9, 2019): 3.

244 Nils Peterson, “The Chinese Communist Party’s Theory of Hybrid Warfare,” Institute for the Study of War,
November 21, 2023.

2% Michagl J. Mazarr, Mastering the Gray Zone: Understanding a Changing Era of Conflict (Carlise Barracks,
PA: Strategic Studies Ingtitute and U.S. Army War College Press, 2015).

2% John J. McCuen, “Hybrid Wars,” Military Review 88, no. 2 (March-April 2008): 107-113.

247 Scott Bentley, “The Next South China Sea Crisis: China vs. Indonesia?” The National Interest, September
24, 2014, https://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/the-next-south-china-sea-crisis-china-vs-indonesia-11342.

39



assertive posture in contesting foreign activities within waters that Beijing regards as part of
its jurisdiction®®®, By 2012, Chinese grey zone methods had become more evident, especially
during the Scarborough Shoa stalemate, when a relatively modest flotilla of China Marine
Surveillance vessels, maritime militia and fishing boats was coordinated to establish spatial
dominance, implementing militia-activated fishing vessels that physically blocked access to
the Shoal’s inner lagoon (often described as «Scarborough Model»?*°) while the PLA Navy
remained in the background, monitoring and escorting foreign warships and avoiding direct
front-line engagement®>. Since then, China has maintained de facto control over Scarborough
Shoal and its surrounding waters®!. Beijing’s actions around Scarborough Shoal and in the
broader Spratly and Paracel areas have often been characterized as fait accompli, hence small,
cumulative moves that utilize civilian agencies to maintain military-like control, granting the
advantage of deniability of the usage of conventiona military actions in the region?2.

China’s grey zone campaign rests on a prolonged legal and normative efforts that reshaped
how contested maritime spaces are defined and understood. In 1992, Beijing adopted the Law
on the Territorial Sea and the Contiguous Zone, claiming all islands in the South China Sea,
and announced its intent to pursue its «maritime rights and interests»?>3, The 1998 Exclusive
Economic Zone and Continental Shelf Act extended these claims by establishing an EEZ and
continental shelf measured from China’s territorial seas, supported by unspecified «historical
rightsy, reiterating Beijing’s determination to safeguard the rights grounded in the Law on the
Territorial Seaand the Contiguous Zone?®*. These domestic laws — which only partially align
with the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCL 0OS)?® — provided the legal
foundations for two core features of China’s grey zone approach: pronounced ambiguity and
the reframing of expansionist aims as the protection of lawful rights. Although China acceded
to UNCLOS in 1996, long refrained from officially clarify the scope and meaning of the nine-
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dash line — which overlaps with the EEZs of several Southeast Asian States — disorienting
neighbouring States that expected Chinese claims to align with the law of the sea?®. Beijing
explicitly linked its South China Sea claims to the nine-dash line only in a 2009 diplomatic
note addressed to the UN Secretary-General®’. In August 2023, China’s Ministry of Natural
Resources released anew «standard map» that converted the nine-dash line into aten-dash line

by adding a dash east of Taiwan, effectively reaffirming and visually extending its clamsin
the area®®.
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Fig. 5. Map attached to China’s diplomatic note CML/17/2009 to the UN Secretary-General
showing the nine-dash line claim in the South China Sea, 7 May 2009, reproduced from:
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This manoeuvre operates «under the colour» of domestic legislation and national jurisdictional
claims but incrementally reshape the status quo.

Taiwan’s legal framework reflects and complicates this dynamic. The 1992 Act Governing
Rel ations between the People of the Taiwan Area and the Mainland Area authorizes Taiwanese
authoritiesto drive away, seize, or otherwise act defensively against mainland vessel s entering,
without permission, restricted or prohibited waters of the Taiwan Area®™®. Since China does
not recognize Taipei’s maritime claims, Chinese fishing boats frequently cross the median line
of the Taiwan Strait, entering Taiwan’s claimed zones?®. As a result, Chinese fishing boats
and associated «illegal trespass fishing» are viewed by Taiwan not merely as administrative
violations but as elements of a broader strategy that erodes the authority and effectiveness of
Taiwanese maritime governance?®?. Illegal sand and gravel extraction constitutes a prominent
tool of China’s grey zone repertoire against Taiwan, characterized by large Chinese dredging
vessels conducting extensive mining inside Taiwan’s claimed EEZ and in waters near Kinmen
and Matsu, ostensibly for commercial purposes but with significant security implications®®2.
Excessive sand dredging can gradually reshape coastlines, undermine coastal defences, and
degrade marine ecosystems, thereby affecting both territorial integrity and long-term resource
sustainability, directly impacting Taiwan and its fishermen.

Simultaneously, Beijing integrates lawfare, psychological warfare, and public opinion warfare
— what Chinese doctrine refers to as the «three warfares» — to influence international public
opinion, delegitimize opponents’ claims, and present China as a victim?3, These «three
warfares» constitute a core component of China’s emerging cognitive-warfare posture, as they
systematically aim at shaping perceptions, emotions, and decision-making in target societies
while remaining formally below the threshold of armed conflict. Modern Cognitive warfare
draws on military strategies described by Chinese military general and strategist Sun Tzu in
the 5" century BC, in hiswork «The Art of War», and extends them through the technol ogical

29 Act Governing Relations between the People of the Taiwan Area and the Mainland Area (Taipei: Mainland
Affairs Council, Executive Yuan, 1992). https.//law.moj.gov.tw/ENG/LawClass/L awAll.aspx?pcode=Q0010001
260 \Wei-Chung Chen et al., “China’s Gray Zone Actions in the East China Sea, Taiwan Strait, and South China
Sea: A Comparative Study and Impact on Fisheries,” Marine Policy 167 (2024): 106246.

%1 Andrew S. Erickson and Conor M. Kennedy, “China’s Maritime Militia,” China Maritime Report No. 1
(Newport, RI: U.S. Naval War College, China Maritime Studies Institute, 2019).

22 Cheng-Chung Cho, Nein-Tsu Chiang, Rui-Hsin Kao, and Cheng-Chung Wu, “A Study on Influence of
Illegal Sand Mining on Coastal Marine Environments: The Kinmen, Taiwan and Xiamen, Mainland

China,” International Journal of Applied Science and Technology 11, no. 1 (March 2021): 46-64.

%3 Peter A. Dutton, “Conceptualizing China’s Maritime Gray Zone Operations,” in China’s Maritime Gray
Zone Operations, ed. Andrew S. Erickson and Ryan D. Martinson (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2019).
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domain?®*. Sloss noted that cognitive warfareis often treated as athreat to democraci es because
freedom of expression can be abused and undermined by disinformation-driven «information
warfare», contributing to democratic decay?®. Although cognitive warfare is a significant
phenomenon, thereis still no consensus on its definition, primarily because it is entangled with
concepts such as information warfare and cyber warfare. Tashev, Purcell, and McLaughlin
argued that the cognitive dimension represents the upmost layer of the information sphere?®®,
while Lewis emphasized the cognitive effects of cyberattacks?®’. Simultaneously, Siman-Tov
underlined that cognition control is not confined to information or cyber warfare but can also
be pursued through more traditional political instruments such as propaganda, public relations,
and public diplomacy?.

China’s grey zone methods against Taiwan thus increasingly blend physical coercion and
cognitive operations. In the Taiwan context, military intimidation — such as intensified PLA
air incursions into Taiwan’s Air Defence Identification Zone or crossing of the median linein
the Taiwan Strait — serves not only operational signalling purposes, but also psychological
ones, reinforcing the expectation that «independence means war» in the Taiwanese public
psyche®®. Survey data from the Taiwan National Security Studies Surveys show that by the
end of 2020, 61.8 percent of Taiwanese people believed Chinawould attack if Taiwan declared
independence, suggesting China’s cognitive operations have been partially effective in the
sense that they considerably reduced open support for independence among Taiwanese
public?™.

%4 NATO, Cognitive Warfare: NATO Chief Scientist Research Report (Brussels: NATO Science and
Technology Organization, 2025).

%5 David L. Sloss, Tyrants on Twitter: Protecting Democracies from Chinese and Russian Information
Warfare (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2020).
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%7 James A. Lewis, “Cognitive Effect and State Conflict in Cyberspace,” Center for Strategic and International
Studies, September 25, 2018.
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National Security Studies, 2019).
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Chinese cognitive campaigns also exploit sociocultural and economic levers, using fabricated
historical ties and cross-Strait Mazu religious festivals to cultivate a shared sense of cultural
identity and to publicize one-China policy under a narrative of peaceful unification®’?.
Regarding «attracting», China simultaneously announced several policies promoting cross-
Strait exchanges — such as the «thirty-one measures» (2018), «twenty-six measures» (2019),
«eleven measures» (2020), and «twenty-two measures» (2021) — to attract Taiwanese youth,
professional, and investors, explicitly framing these initiatives as away to «forge closer bonds

of heart and mind» and advance Xi Jinping’s stated objective of peaceful reunification®’2,

271 ChiarLin Chang and Hsiu-Chin Tsai, “Dalu Fujian Zongjiaowenhua Ji Zongjiaoluyou Jieqing Zhi
Zhengjingfenxi [A Political Economic Analysis of ‘Religious Culture’ and ‘Religious Travel’ Festivals in Fujian
Province, China],” Prospect & Exploration 7, no. 7 (2009): 57.

272 Taiwan Work Office of the CPC Central Committee, “Working Together to Realize Rejuvenation of the
Chinese Nation and Advance China’s Peaceful Reunification,” speech at the Meeting Marking the 40th
Anniversary of the Issuance of the Message to Compatriotsin Taiwan, Taiwan Affairs Office of the State
Council, Beijing, 2019, accessed June 17, 2022,

https.//www.gwytb.gov.cn/wyly/201904/t20190412 12155687.htm.
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Moreover, China’s grey zone methods extend into the cyber and information domains. Chinese
hackers have been implicated in a wide range of activities, from espionage and theft of
intellectual property to targeting sensitive research, as it happened in 2020 when U.S.
authorities publicly warned of attempts by Chinese actorsto steal COVID-19 vaccine research
data?’®. These cyber operations complement maritime and lawfare tactics by undermining
adversary resilience, acquiring sensitive information, and shaping the informational
environment without crossing the military threshold. Together with economic incentives and
coercion, political pressure, and diplomatic manoeuvring, they form part of amultidimensional
apparatus that seeksto convinceregional Statesthat resistanceisfutile. Theanalytical literature
on grey zone conflict underscoresthat countering such tacticsis particularly arduous, especially
due to the anonymity and plausible deniability inherent in cyber operations that make
attribution challenging®®. As Azad notes, despite the proliferation of grey zoneinterpretations,
«no universaly agreed-upon definition exists», which intensifies conceptual confusion and
hinders practical responses®”. The absence of clear, universally agreed definitions and the
inherent ambiguity of grey zone behaviour complicate the identification, attribution, and
characterization of threats, hence the fundamental requirement for effective counter-strategies
is the careful recognition and understanding of the nature of these conflicts, through which
revisionist powers seek to advance their aims?’®. In the Chinese case, this means recognizing
how legal alteration, |aw enforcement, militia operations, economic pressures, propaganda, and
cyber activities are orchestrated to exploit the grey area between war and peace, achieving

significant strategic gains without triggering traditional thresholds for military retaliation®’’.
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CHAPTER 3: TAIWAN RESILIENCE: ASYMMETRIC DEFENSE AND
THE «SILICON SHIEL D»

3.1. The Evolution of Taipei’s Military Doctrine: The Overall Defense
Concept and the «Por cupine Strategy»

Taiwan’s defence posture has undergone a marked transformation over the past decade and a
half, shifting from atraditional, platform-centric approach towards an increasingly asymmetric
«porcupine strategy» designed to deny the People’s Liberation Army a rapid or uncostly victory
in a cross-Strait conflict?’®, This evolution reflects a growing recognition in both Taipei and
Washington that Taiwan’s own force structure, operational concepts, and societal resilience are
more decisive for deterrence and defence than US-China bal ance of power?™.

Throughout much of the post-Cold War era, Taiwan sought to offset the PLA’s numerical
superiority with qualitative advantages in technology, training, and sophisticated platforms
such as advanced fighter aircraft, large surface combatants, and submarines®.
Notwithstanding, China’s unprecedented military modernization — allegedly the most
ambitious since the 1930s — has progressively eroded this advantage, rendering traditional
Taiwanese strengths vulnerable to a PLA joint firepower strike campaign built around large
inventories of precise ballistic and cruise missiles, long-range airpower, and refined cyber and
electronic warfare capabilities®®!. Operational analyses suggest that an initial PLA
bombardment could rapidly neutralize Taiwan’s airbases, naval facilities, command-and-
control nodes, and logistic hubs, leaving much of its traditional air and naval order of battle
«amost irrelevant» in the opening phase of amajor contingency?®2.

Taiwan’s most coherent doctrinal response to this shifting balance was articulated in Admiral
Lee Hsi-min’s Overall Defence Concept (ODC), which reframed Taiwan’s defence issue in

terms of denia and endurance rather than decisive, symmetric engagements, emphasizing force

278 James Timbie and James O. Ellis Jr., “A Large Number of Small Things: A Porcupine Strategy for
Taiwan,” Texas National Security Review 5, no. 1 (Winter 2021/22): 83-93.

219 |_ee Hsi-min and Eric Lee, “Taiwan’s Overall Defense Concept, Explained,” The Diplomat, November 3,
2020.

280 William S. Murray, “Revisiting Taiwan’s Defense Strategy,” Naval War College Review 61, no. 3 (Summer
2008): 13-15

21 Mark F. Cancian, Matthew Cancian, and Eric Heginbotham, The First Battle of the Next War: Wargaming a
Chinese Invasion of Taiwan (Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2023).
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preservation, the deliberate exchange of space for time, and prioritizing the Strait, the littoral
waters and key landing beaches as critical operational environments?®. Building on earlier
proposals for asymmetric defence — notably William Murray’s 2008 call for a «porcupine
strategy»?34, subsequently developed by James Timbie and Admiral James Ellis — the ODC
encouraged the improvement of legacy aircraft and ships with «a large number of small
things»?®: Survivable, low-signature, mobile systems supported by redistic training, resilient
logistics, and civil-military coordination that could withstand a joint firepower campaign and
then degrade PLA forces®®. In line with this conceptual shift, Taiwanese and U.S. defence
analysts contend that resources should be reallocated from a limited inventory of expensive,
easily targetable platforms toward more numerous, mobile, and concealable systems —
road-mobile coastal anti-ship missiles, short and medium-range mobile surface-to-air missiles,
naval mines, unmanned aerial systems, and infantry equipped with modern anti-armour and
air-defence weapons — that, if effectively dispersed, concealed, and capable of rapid
redeployment, possess a substantially greater prospect of surviving initial wave of strikes?®’.
The approach characterized by a «large number of small things» has gained significant
institutional support both in Taiwan and the United States, when in an October 2020 address
to the U.S.-Taiwan Defence Industry Conference, Vice Minister of Defence for Armaments
Chang Guan-Chung affirmed that Taipei’s ambition was the development of capabilities that
are small, numerous, smart, steathy, fast, mobile, low-cost, survivable, effective, easy to
develop, maintain, and preserve, and difficult to detect and counter?,

Operationally, the porcupine strategy acknowledges that Taiwan is unlikely to prevent the PLA
from inflicting severe damage, yet it aims to deny a rapid and decisive Beijing victory by
increasing the probability of operational failure and protracted hostilities®®. In most invasion
scenarios, the PLA’s opening moves would comprise massed missile and air strikes on

runways, hardened shelters, air-defence batteries, radars, large ships, submarines, and segments

23 Michael A. Hunzek and J. Michael Cole, “Taiwan’s Overall Defense Concept, Explained,” The Diplomat,
November 4, 2020.
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of highways usable as emergency airstrips, complemented by cyber operations, electronic
warfare, and special operations targeting leadership and critical infrastructure®®. Such
hypothesis is strongly reinforced by operational lessons acquired from the war in Ukraine,
which demonstrated how large, conspicuous assets resulted to be highly vulnerable?®!. Under
intense Russian attack, high-value platforms, and fixed infrastructure (airbases, ships, major
armor concentrations) suffered rapid destruction, while dispersed, and mobile systems proved
to be far more decisive over time?®2. Under these conditions, Taiwan’s conventional prestige
platforms are expected to incur severe erosion and therefore contribute only marginaly to the
decisive phases of the campaign®®. By contrast, a variety of defence structures, including
truck-mounted coastal defence cruise missiles such as Harpoons, man-portable air-defence
systems like Stingers, dense minefields laid by specialized vessels, small missile craft capable
of swarming larger ships, and distributed ground units equipped with anti-armour weapons,
loitering munitions, and reconnaissance-strike drones have been deployed on distanced,
ground-based anti-ship and anti-air systems installed on mobile launchers. This configuration
is more likely to survive the initial offensive, thus imposing multiple layers of risk on PLA
forces as they transit the Strait and attempt to secure landing sites®.

Taiwan’s geographic characteristics— an island with amountainousinterior, alimited number
of suitable landing beaches, hazardous strait weather, and densely urbanized coastal plains —
significantly magnify its defensive advantages, enabling Taiwanese forcesto canalize invading
units into narrow corridors where they can impose disproportionate losses?®. Recent
assessments neverthel ess underscored that in order to exploit these geographic advantages and

conduct effective defensive operations once PLA units have established their presence on

2% Michagl A. Hunzeker and Alexander Lanoszka, A Question of Time: Enhancing Taiwan’s Conventional
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Taiwanese soil, Taipei must significantly enhance the quality, readiness, and training of its
ground forces?®.

The strategy aso displays a pronounced societal dimension, linking military posture to
conscription, reserve forces, and civil defence. Following various years of shortening
mandatory service to four months and moving toward an all-volunteer force — trends that |eft
many conscripts inadequately trained and reservists under-prepared — the shock of Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine prompted Taipel to restore one-year conscription, improve remuneration
and training, and place greater emphasis on homeland and territorial defence®’.

These reforms am to ingttutionalize the porcupine concept within a broader
«whole-of-society» resilience framework, signaling that any occupation would confront
sustained and organized resistance rather than rapid collapse?®®. Proposals associated with the
ODC and related analyses envision the creation of territorial defence forces composed of
reservists trained for decentralized, localy anchored operations, particularly in urban
environments where guerrilla-style tactics could further increase the costs of occupation®®. In
this conception, the porcupine metaphor extends beyond the narrow domain of battlefield
attrition to encompass long-term political deterrence, by heightening the probability that an
invasion would devolve into a protracted and politically damaging dilemma.

Notwithstanding sustained rhetorical endorsement in both Taipel and Washington, Taiwan’s
transition toward a fully realized porcupine posture remains partial and contested®®. President
Tsai Ing-wen has declared the acceleration of asymmetric capabilities under the Overall
Defence Concept as Taiwan’s «number one priority»®®, while senior defence officials have
repeatedly articulated the objective of building forces comprised of systems that are small,
numerous, smart, stealthy, fast, mobile, low-cost, survivable, and difficult to counter®®?, U.S.
officias, notably David Helvey, similarly advocated a «balanced approach» that combines
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indigenous development, targeted foreign acquisitions, and selective divestment of legacy
platforms to sustain an effective and enduring military deterrent2,

However, Taiwan’s budgetary patterns and procurement decisions still reveal a profound bias
for high-profile conventional programs — Indigenous Defence Submarines, upgraded F-16V
fighters, M1A2 Abrams tanks, and advanced air- and missile-defence interceptors — which
are frequently labelled as «asymmetric» in domestic discourse but are likely to constitute
priority targets in any high-intensity conflict and absorb resources that could otherwise be
devoted to «alarge number of small things»**.

After Lee Hsi-min’s retirement, the Ministry of National Defence adopted a more ambivalent
line, asserting in its 2021 Quadrennial Defence Review that asymmetric and «fundamental»
capabilities should complement one another in a comprehensive posture®®. Analysts attribute
this partial adoption of the porcupine concept to a confluence of several factors: the perceived
utility of prestige platforms for managing grey-zone coercion and signalling resolve in
peacetime; the political and industrial benefits of sustaining indigenous high-technology
production lines in shipbuilding, aerospace, and missile advancement; and the incentives for
political elitesto be associated with visible, symbolically salient programs®®.

Although the core proposition of the porcupine strategy retains broad expert support, recent
wargames indicate that the People’s Republic of China could still implement a successful
invasion in the absence of a U.S. intervention, especially if Taiwan falls short of a fully
constructed porcupine posture®”. These studies likewise highlight the magnitude of the
underlying imbalance in material power (China is estimated to spend twelve to twenty-five
times more on defence than Taiwan®®), and further caution that, given the val ue Beijing places

on unification, even very substantial costs may prove insufficient to deter an invasion if
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Chinese leaders believe their forces can ultimately succeed®®. A frequently noted limitation of
a strictly porcupine-style posture is its limited utility in deterring or undermine a blockade in
the absence of U.S. intervention®'%; consequently, some analysts endorse the development of
complementary forms of economic deterrence, including U.S.-led threats to terminate trade
with China or to disrupt its energy imports if Beijing pursue a blockade strategy3!*.

Simultaneously, remains an active debate concerning the People Liberation Army’s capacity
to conduct a full-scale amphibious invasion of Taiwan, with several assessments — including
the 2020 report of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission — arguing that
the PLA has yet to achieve a fully reliable capability for such an operation, even as other
analysts maintain that Taiwan would be unable to withstand a concerted assault by afar larger
and better-resourced adversary®!2. Against this backdrop, the prevailing expert consensus
favours a pragmatic rebalancing of Taiwan’s force structure, which should preserve alimited
inventory of legacy platforms for purposes of peacetime signalling and the management of
grey-zone contingencies, while directing marginal defence resources toward «a large number
of small things», improved training and reserve mobilization, and resilient
command-and-control and |ogi stics architectures, such that the porcupine strategy evolvesfrom
a compelling metaphor into a credible, multi-dimensional deterrent that renders Taiwan, in

strategic terms, as indigestible as the analogy implies®2,
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3.2. Economic security as a deterrent: TSMC’s global role and dependence
on semiconductors.

Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company (TSMC) has emerged as the world’s most
important semiconductor foundry, a status built on decades of trade and investment
liberalization, Taiwan’s pool of highly skilled enginecers and speciaized «pure-play»
manufacturing model that focuses exclusively on fabrication®“. This unique positioning has
entrenched a structural dependence of the global economy — and of major military powers—
on «Made in Taiwan» chips, turning TSMC into a pivotal node of economic security and an
indirect instrument of deterrence®®. China’s position within the global semiconductor value
chain (GVC) illustrates how economic security both constrains and enables deterrence
strategies within atechnol ogy-intensive sector dominated by asmall set of lead firms and their
strategic suppliers®!®. Chinabecame activein this GV C as alatecomer during the «free market»
era, offering lower-costed functions, such as assembly, testing, and packaging, while advanced
design, core intellectual property (IP), and leading-edge fabrication remained concentrated in
the United States, Europe, Taiwan, and South Korea®’. The result is a structurally asymmetric
interdependence where China is the world’s largest market and a major assembly hub for ICT
products, yet it depends heavily on foreign firms and imported technology®8. In turn, those
foreign firms — including TSMC and its customers — depend on China’s market scale and
manufacturing efficiency for revenue and global competitiveness®®. The complex division of
labour in the semiconductor industry across stages and regions — with the US and the EU
specializing in design, equipment and high-purity materials, and Asian economies dominating
fabrication and device manufacturing — entails that any attempt of supply chain weaponization
imposes significant systemic costs that no single actor can efficiently avoid®°. TSMC’s rise
was facilitated by the broader globalization of the semiconductor value chain, as US, Japanese

and later European and Chinese policies encouraged the relocation and fragmentation of
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production stages across borders®. Over time, its fabrication and assembly capacity shifted
heavily towards Asia, where cost advantages and targeted industrial strategies led to the
countries in this region becoming recognized specialists®*2. Within the area, Taiwan became
the main producer of cutting-edge logic nodes, with Taiwanese foundries producing the vast
majority (92%) of the global market share of sub-10 nm chips by 201932,

<10 nm

10-22 nm

Logic

28-45nm

45 nm

Fig. 7. Breakdown of Global Logic Process Technology by Country/Region in 2019.
Source: “2021 State of the US Semiconductor Industry”, Semiconductor Industry Association.

This technologica dominance, combined with reliability, underpins Taiwan’s centrality to
global supply chains and magnifies the systemic risk of any disruption in the Taiwan Strait.
Within this architecture, TSMC and its dense ecosystem occupy apivotal position that directly
links technological interdependence with economic security and deterrence®?. Moreover, its
«grand alliance» with leading fabless firms has produced a path-dependent innovation network
that is extremely difficult to replicate®®. This configuration gives Taiwan ade facto monopoly
on much of the world’s leading-edge logic capacity and positions TSMC as a critica
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chokepoint, therefore, any disruption — whether through conflict in the Taiwan Strait,
sanctions, or large-scale supply shocks — would reverberate across Information and
Communication Technology, automotive, aerospace, and defence industries®?®. Within this
configuration, Taiwan’s role is structurally crucial not only because of its advanced fabrication
capacity, but also because it combines relatively low measured interdependence, reflecting its
export-oriented foundry model®?’. Beyond the commercial function, TSMC’s output has deep
security implications, especially for the United States, because advanced chips manufactured
in Taiwan are embedded in sensitive systems, including F-35 fighters and a broad range of
«military-grade» devices used by the US Department of Defence®?®. This dynamic has
trandated into sustained political pressure on TSMC to locate part of its high-end production
on US soil, supported by substantial public incentives under the 2022 CHIPS and Science Act,
which aimsto return some fabrication capacity and reduce the national security risks associated
with geographic concentration of production in East Asia®?®. Y et, even with similar initiatives
in Europe (the European Chips Act®*) and in South Korea (South Korea’s K-Semiconductor
Belt®Y), recreating Taiwan’s dense ecosystem of suppliers, engineers and institutional
experience remains a daunting challenge. In this context, a strategy of calibrated
diversification, cross-regional investment and institutionalized cooperation emerge as far more
redistic, as it mitigates a single-supplier risk while preserving the stabilizing interdependence
that underpins both supply chain resilience and a form of economic deterrence grounded on
shared vulnerability332,

Initiatives such as the US-led «Chip 4» framework, which aspires to formalize coordination
among the United States, Taiwan, South Korea and Japan, am to ingtitutionalize this
interdependence within amore structured architecture, yet simultaneously risking accelerating
bloc formation and deepening technological decoupling®2. Simultaneously, Taiwan’s
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constrained physical space and fiscal resourceslimit its capacity to rival the large-scale subsidy
regimes deployed by the United States, Europe or South Korea, thereby complicating long-term

decisions on expanding fabrication capacity on the island®*,

3.3. The New Southbound Policy: Economic Diversification And Reduction
of Vulnerability to Beijing.

The New Southbound Policy Guidelines were formally approved and adopted on August 16,
2016, as part of Taiwan's effort to reorient its external economic relations away from excessive
dependence on the Chinese market and toward broader regional integration across the Indo-
Pacific3®. Taiwan’s New Southbound Policy (NSP), was introduced under President Tsai Ing-
wen and represents astrategic recalibration of the island’s external economic posture, explicitly
designed to anchor Taiwan more deeply within the Indo-Pacific industrial network and to
initiate a process of de-risking from excessive dependence from the PRC33. The guidelines
concentrate on cultivating a sense of shared economic community, fostering comprehensive
development, and pursuing mutual beneficial cooperation between Taiwan and ASEAN
members, South Asian countries, Australia, and New Zealand®’. In line with these principles,
on September 5, 2016, the Executive Y uan, together with the National Development Council,
introduced the New Promotion Plan, which called for the development of stronger bilateral
relations through four main tasks, namely the promotion of economic collaboration, the
conduction of talent exchange, the sharing of resources, and the forging of regional
connectivity®®. This framework was subsequently operationalized on December 14, 2016,
when the Executive Y uan approved the New Southbound Policy Work Plan, specifying 18

policy goals, 15 concrete projects, and 48 initiatives, with the first measures entering into force

34 bid.

335 Bureau of Foreign Trade, Ministry of Economic Affairs, Executive Yuan, ROC (Taiwan), “New Southbound
Policy Implementation Plans”.

3% Chun Chih Yang, “Taiwan’s New Southbound Policy: Implications for the Relations between Taiwan and
ASEAN,” in Bl 0 BiR [The Politics of Secession], special symposium, B # [The Japanese Journal of
Law and Political Science] 54, no. 1 (2023): 199-220.

337 Office of Trade Negotiations, Executive Y uan, ROC (Taiwan), “New Southbound Policy Promotion Plan
Launched,” news release, September 5, 2016.

338 Executive Yuan, ROC (Taiwan), “New Southbound Policy Promotion Plan,” October 3, 2016.



on January 1, 2017%*°. However, as its name implies, the New Southbound Policy is not
Taiwan's first attempt toward a «southbound» direction, but rather it reconfigures the earlier
Taiwan’s Go South strategy3.

Taiwan’s Go South agenda reflects a sustained effort — which evolved through four
presidential administrations — to deegpen both economic and societal ties with Southeast Asia
and address evolving regional dynamics and cross-Strait dependencies®. Launched by
President Lee Teng-hui in 1994, the original Go South Policy — formalized through the
«Guidelines for Strengthening Economic and Trade Ties with Southeast Asia» — was
primarily oriented toward redirecting manufacturing investments to Southeast Asian
economies and was implemented in seven phases between 1994 and 20162, Under Presidents
Chen Shui-bian (2000-2008) and Ma Ying-jeou (2008-2016), the strategy persisted but was
adapted, hence Chen reinvigorated the emphasis on free trade agreements and |obbying for
Taiwan’s international visibility, while Ma shifted the focus toward ASEAN’s emerging
consumer markets and educational linkages, avoiding explicit «southbound» rhetoric in order
to accommodate closer cross-Strait economic ties®*, Despite these efforts, Taiwan’s economic
imprint remained heavily inclined toward China: from 1991 to 2017, approximately 59.2
percent of approved overseas investment was directed to the mainland, whereas ASEAN
leaders such as Singapore (4.6 percent), Vietnam (3.1 percent), and Thailand (1.2 percent),
accounted for comparatively modest shares, underscoring persistent vulnerability to Beijing’s
leverage®*. Although the annual volume of approved outward FDI to China has declined
significantly since 2018, the absolute scale of these flows remains substantial, indicating a
gradual rather than abrupt reconfiguration of Taiwan’s investment geography>#. The temporal
evolution of outward FDI flows further illustrates this structural asymmetry. While Taiwanese

investment flowsto NSP target countriesincreased gradually, capital directed toward mainland
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experienced repeated surges throughout the 2000-2016 period, indicating that, even when
southbound investment intensified, the mainland continued to absorb the dominant share of

Taiwan’s outward capital, limiting the structural impact of earlier Go South measures>%.
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Fig. 8. Taiwan’s outbound investment into Mainland Chinaand into NSP target countries, USD
billion. Source: Glaser et a., 2018:17

Subsequent indicators suggested, however, that the NSP had begun to redirect this trgjectory,
showing that profits generated by Taiwanese investments in NSP countries in 2022 exceeded
those derived from China for the first time, indicating a gradual but tangible rebalancing of
Taiwan’s external economic profile*’. Rather than signalling aclean rupture with the mainland
economy, this shift is better interpreted as amove toward de-risking which aims at diversifying
markets while not fully decoupling from China.

The strategic rationale underpinning the NSP is aso rooted in the broader reconfiguration of
Asia’s economic landscape, as ASEAN and India have emerged among the world’s most
dynamic growth centres as a result of both their expanding consumer classes and their
increasingly sophisticated industrial capacities™. In this context, regional frameworks such as
the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) and India’s «Make in India» initiative have created
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more concrete opportunities for trade and investment, which align with Taiwan’s quest for
349

diversification®*. The NSP thus provides an essential channel for Taiwanese enterprises to
diversify supply chains and relocate selected production stages to South and Southeast Asia,
thereby mitigating risks associated with excessive dependence on the Beijing market>,
Building on thislogic, President Tsai Ing-wen articulated the short-term objectives of the NSP
a the International Economic and Trade Strategy meeting on 16 August 2016, placing
particular emphasis on «people-centred» multidimensional forms of engagement —
encompassing education, tourism, cultural exchange, and institutional cooperation — rather
than narrowly privileging trade and investment, explicitly framing the program as an
instrument of surmounting Taiwan’s historical overreliance on a single market®,

From a security and political perspective, the Tsal administration specified economic
diversification as a precondition for safeguarding Taiwan’s strategic autonomy, emphasizing
the fact that decades of cross-Strait economic integration had generated channels of reliance
which Beijing could potentially exploit asinstrument of political coercion®?. Such concern has
been echoed in areport to the Legislative Yuan in 2024, in which Foreign Minister Lin Chia-

lung maintained:

Authoritarian regimes have actively used economic tools to achieve the political aim of expanding their power.
Among these regimes, mainland China is the most adept at weaponising trade, resources, and the economy to
coerce Taiwan. In the face of such tremendous threats from mainland China, Taiwan, which plays a crucial role
in the global economy and trade, must be even more prepared to respond. Taiwan must bolster cooperation with
like-minded countries, enhance the international competitiveness of its industries, and strengthen economic

resilience®s,

In this sense, the NSP serves a dual purpose: it operates simultaneously as a vehicle for
expanding both market access and deepening regional partnerships, and also as a strategic

hedge against coercive economic dependencies that might otherwise constrain Taipei’s policy
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autonomy amid escalating U.S—China rivalry®*. Operationally, Tsai has employed a whole-
of-government approach, directing the policy through a dedicated New Southbound Policy
Office and coordinating implementation via the Office of Trade Negotiations (OTN) in the
Executive Y uan, thereby leveraging Taiwan’s cultural, educational, technological, agricultural,
and economic assets while seeking to maintain stable cross-Strait relations™>.

Y et, despite the overal dynamism of Taiwan’s economy, significant internal vulnerabilities
and external exposures persist. Domestically, the relative weakness of non-ICT sectors has
generated uneven growth, reinforcing, and in some cases exacerbating, regional disparities,
with northern and central Taiwan generally outperforming the southern and eastern regions>®.
Externally, economic complementarity in cross-Strait ties is eroding as the People’s Republic
of China ascends the value-added chain through industrial strategies such as «Made in China
2025», heightening competitive pressures that could undermine Taiwan’s productivity,
corporate profitability, and employment prospects™’. Concurrently, the global architecture of
trade and economic governance has struggled to adapt: the Doha Round has stalled; the
trajectory of the Trans-Pacific Partnership was altered following the United States’ withdrawal
in January 2017; and the prospects for a Taiwan-U.S. bilateral investment agreement have
receded amid Washington’s concerns regarding Taiwan’s trade surplus and Washington focus
on renegotiating NAFTA, revising KORUS, and pursuing new arrangements with Japan and
the United Kingdom?®®, In contrast, initiatives in which the PRC occupies a central position —
most notably the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) and the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI) — have advanced considerably, with RCEP bringing together ASEAN,
India, China, Japan, South Korea, Australia, and New Zealand, while more than seventy
countries have signalled interest in BRI-related infrastructure investments®™®. Within this
evolving environment, the Tsai administration has underscored the imperative of embedding

Taiwan more firmly within regional economic architectures®°. This strategic orientation has
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actively boosted Taiwan’s efforts to secure participation in frameworks such as RCEP and the
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), while
closely monitoring the negotiation of bilateral investment and taxation agreements with NSP
partner states®!. Recent trade data suggest that Taiwan’s export dependence on China and
Hong Kong has fallen by more than seven percentage points since 2020, while exports to
ASEAN and other NSP partners have expanded robustly3%2,

Nevertheless, Beijing’s considerable economic and diplomatic weight continues to
circumscribe the scope of Taiwan-ASEAN institutional deepening. Since the conclusion of the
2013 Taiwan-Singapore FTA, only a limited number of additional formal agreements have
materialized, as many Southeast Asian governments remain cautious about steps that might be
interpreted by Beijing as de facto elevation of relations with Taipei®®3. This dynamic was
vividly demonstrated by China’s reaction to the 2017 Taiwan—Philippines investment accord,
which highlighted the political sensitivity surrounding Taiwan’s economic engagement in the
region and reinforced a pattern of cautiously calibrated, low-profile interaction on the part of

ASEAN member states with Taiwan®%*.

Figure 1: Taiwan's Loss of Diplomatic Partners
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Fig. 9. Taiwan’s Loss of Diplomatic Partners. Source: Jonah Bock, “Why Countries Abandon
Taiwan: Indicators for a Diplomatic Switch,” Global Taiwan Institute, August 21, 2024.

President Lai Ching-te, at the 2024 Indo-Pacific Security Dialogue, remarked:

Mainland China continues to suppress Taiwan’s presence in the international community, impeding us from
signing trade agreements with other countries and participating in the regional economy. However, our resolve to
engage with the world remains strong. Over the past severa years, we have continued to expand our global

economic presence and diversify our risks. We have also greatly reduced dependence on mainland China®®s,

CHAPTER 4: REGIONAL AND GLOBAL ACTORS

4.1. The Synchronization of Japan’s Strategy with Taiwan: The Defence of
the Sakishima Islands

Japan’s strategic posture has become progressively aligned with Taiwan’s security, as Tokyo
conceptualizes the island’s «long-standing de facto independence» as a critica buffer
safeguarding essential sea lines of communication as well as its own territorial and resource
interests. The erosion of this statusis widely interpreted as a prelude to the obstruction of both
proximate and more distant sealanes and to the intensification of Chinese expansion in the East
China Sea, «possibly leading to Chinese domination of much of that region» and economic
devastation for Japan®®®. This perception is sharpened by Japan’s heavy dependence on
maritime oil supplies, 90 per cent of which transit sea lanes adjacent to Taiwan, and by its
position as the world’s third-largest oil consumer®®’. Reflecting these concerns, the 1996 US-
Japan Joint Declaration bound Tokyo and Washington to respond to «situations that may
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emerge in the areas surrounding Japan and which will have an important influence on the peace

and security of Japan», thereby implicitly extending to a Taiwan contingency >

doctrinal and institutional developments, notably the 1997 Japan-United States Defence

. Subsequent

Cooperation Guidelines and the 2003 War Contingency Law, reconfigured the Self-Defence
Forces by authorizing the protection of US forces «in and around Japan», therefore enabling
support to US operations related to the «security of Taiwan”*%°, The 2002 Defence White Paper
additionally recast China-Taiwan relations— although regarded as «a domestic issue from the
Chinese perspective» — as «a security problem which threatens regiona peace and
stability»>"°. Political elites have reinforced this orientation, as former defence minister Taro
Aso advocated that «firm relations between Japan and Taiwan should be maintained»*"* and
Japan and the US subsequently identified the security of Taiwan as a «common strategic
objective»32,

This strategic synchronization rests on a shared perception of the threat posed by China’s
pursuit of power maximization. Numerous Japanese officials contend that Beijing aims to
secure control over Taiwan as a preliminary step toward predominance in the East China Sea,
overturning the status quo premised on Taiwan’s de facto rather than de jure status and
triggering a «reordering of the balance of power» in the region®”®. From an offensive-realist
perspective, China’s modernization of its conventional and nuclear capabilities, its legal
initiatives such as the Anti-Secession Law, and the expansion of the PLA Navy are interpreted
as measures aimed at reshaping the regional order in its favour®’*. Shinzo Abe accordingly
argued that Japan should avoid «sending asignal to Chinathat the United States and Japan will
watch and tolerate China’s military invasion of Taiwan» and must be prepared to support US

99375

forces if «the situation surrounding Japan threatens our security Abe’s stance

foreshadowed, and helped justify, the major security and political changes Japan has
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undertaken in recent years>’®. Electoral and leadership shifts have further consolidated this
strategic trgjectory. Political instability generated space for leaders who openly advocated a
more robust defence stance®’. The rise of figures such as Sanae Takaichi, with a strong
parliamentary majority and political mandate, has accelerated the implementation of security
reforms’8, Backed by a stable majority in the Diet, debates previously considered sensitive —
revising constitutional constraints, increasing defence spending, and defining Japan’s role in a
Taiwan contingency — have shifted toward the core of government decision-making®”. In this
sense, recent developments in Tokyo’s electoral landscape and party politics are closely
intertwined with its evolving security strategy and with Abe’s previous insistence on Japan’s
readiness to act alongside the United States in safeguarding the regional balance of power3%,

Operationally, Japan has recalibrated its capabilities and posture in ways that closely integrate
its own defence with Taiwan’s security>L. The deployment of PAC-3 interceptors on Aegis-
equipped vessel s, the enactment of the Basic Ocean Law and establishment of the Ocean Policy
Office enabling JIMSDF protection of Japanese facilities around the Diaoyu Islands, the
relocation of assets such as 20 F-15J fighters to Okinawa «with the veiled intent of providing
enhanced air defence against China», and proposals to deploy SDF units on Y onaguni Island
— just 67 miles from Taiwan — collectively embed Taiwan-contingency scenarios into
Japan’s force posture®®2. Japan’s incremental alignment of its Taiwan policy with the defence
of the Sakishima Islands thus illustrates how geography and alliance dependence structurally
bind Tokyo to any serious cross-Strait contingency3®. Chinese missile launches during the
August 2022 crisis, with several missiles landing in Japan’s EEZ, reinforced elite perceptions
that «a Taiwan contingency is a Japan contingency» and highlighted that the southwest island
chain — from Kyushu to Y onaguni, scarcely 68 miles from Taiwan — constitutes a central
battlespace®®*. Japan’s incorporation of a Taiwan contingency into its territorial defence and
aliance posture has proceeded parallel to broader debates on «active denial» and «archipelagic
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defence»3®

. In this context, Japanese and allied planners increasingly conceptualize the
southwest island chain as a «wall» constraining China’s capacity to project power beyond it
and as critical terrain for land-based A2/AD in support of Taiwan, with Y onaguni, Ishigaki,
and Miyako embedded in an operational design that links Japan’s exclusively defensive
doctrine to deterrence by denia north and east of Taiwan and complements U.S. operational
constructs such as JOAC, Air-Sea Battle, ACE, and EABO®®, Japan’s geostrategic location
renders it at once indispensable to U.S. intervention and acutely exposed: forward-deployed
U.S. forces in Japan — including the 7th Fleet, 5th Air Force, and 111 Marine Expeditionary
Force — would be pivotal to any defence of Taiwan, yet these same bases and adjacent
Self-Defence Force facilities constitute priority targets for Chinese missile salvos intended to
degrade allied capabilities in the opening phase of a conflict®’. Tokyo has progressively
reinforced the Sakishima Islands in ways that directly couple their defence to Taiwan-related
denial missions: following the 2010 National Defence Program Guidelines’ identification of a
«vacuumy» in the southwest islands®®, the JSDF established new bases on Yonaguni and
Ishigaki and initiated deployments of Type-12 anti-ship missiles, Type-03 surface-to-air
missiles, and PAC-3 batteries capable of contesting the sea and airspace China would need to

control to blockade or invade Taiwan3®

, While planning the addition of a new medium-range
surface-to-air missile unit on Y onaguni by 2030°%. The emerging operational concept eschews
a narrow emphasis on high-end systems and instead envisions the Sakishima Islands as a
layered, high-low A2/AD bastion, closely integrated with U.S. and Taiwanese efforts®™?. It
entails mobile missile batteries networked with alied sensors and radars, strengthened

short-range air defences against unmanned systems, and the eventual employment of
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unmanned platforms exploiting the islands’ complex terrain to create a «hellscape» for PLAN
surface forces operating east of Taiwan3%,

Chinese military writings and exercisesincreasingly portray the neutralization of the Sakishima
archipelago and U.S. forces in Okinawa as a necessary precondition for blocking allied
intervention «from the east side of Taiwan», giving rise to what Japanese strategists term a
«strategic and tactical contradiction”: any rapid campaign to conquer Taiwan would compel
Beijing to strike Japanese territory and U.S. bases, thereby ensuring alliance involvement and
underscoring that the defence of these islands is inextricable from the management of a Taiwan
contingency>%,

The 2014 congtitutional reinterpretation and the 2015 security legislation established a new
category of «survival-threatening situations», under which Japan may employ force to the
«minimum extent necessary» when an armed attack on a closely related state or on U.S. forces
poses a serious threat to Japan’s survival®®. Concurrently, however, Article 88 of the
Self-Defence Forces Law remained unchanged, thereby keeping the formal legal basisfor SDF
use of force anchored in the defence of Japan itself3*°. Consequently, fully exercising collective
self-defence in a Taiwan conflict would require Tokyo to frame the protection of U.S. forces
and outer islands such as Sakishima as ultimately integra to Japan’s own defence, whereas a
Chinese attack on Taiwan aone would not legally meet the «surviva-threatening»
threshol d3%.

The above-mentioned condition has lead Japan toward what Mochizuki characterizes as a
doctrine of «defensive denial», which coincidewith U.S. notions of «active denial» and broader
regional concepts of «defensive defence», particularly well suited to the Sakishima

theatre. Rather than constructing large-scale offensive strike forces, Tokyo is prioritizing
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stand-off and air- and missile-defence capabilities, as well as the mobility, dispersion, and
resilience of its bases — including those on the southwestern islands — in order to harden its
posture against Chinese missile and air attacks while preserving the capacity to interdict PLA
forcesin the air and maritime approaches around Taiwan3®’,

Strengthening missile and air defence in and around Okinawa and Sakishima, pre-positioning
fuel, ammunition, and other materiel, and augmenting the SDF’s capacity to defend the outer
islands are all officially presented as measures to «fend off attacks» and safeguard Japanese
territory. At the same time, their geographic concentration — astride the routes PLA forces
would have to traverse and in close proximity to Taiwan’s eastern approaches — servesdirectly
to increase the costs and operational complexity of any Chinese bid to seize Taiwan®®%.
In thisway, the defence of the Sakishima Islands becomes the concrete military expression of
Japan’s strategic synchronization with Taiwan3%,

Finally, this alignment with Taiwan is tempered by Japan’s simultaneous reliance on deterrence
and reassurance toward China*®. Tokyo participates in joint regimes and confidence-building
measures with Beijing — such as the 1997 Fisheries Agreement, prior-notification
arrangements for research vessels, and roadmaps for joint resource devel opment — to manage
tensions over sea lanes, EEZs, and the Diaoyu area, even as it strengthens alliance structures
and informal links with Taipei“®*. Within a broader framework of coercive bargaining that
blends credible threats with calibrated reassurances, Japan’s synchronization with Taiwan thus
functions both as a deterrent to Chinese coercion and to anchor a rules-based, institutionally
supported management of the Taiwan question that aims to avoid the «destructive downward-

spiraling security dilemma»?®,
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4.2. The Australian dilemma: between economic dependence on China and
a security alliance with the United States

Australia’s contemporary strategic predicament is defined by a profound economic reliance on
China alongside a security order anchored in its alliance with the United States, thereby
generating a structural tension between prosperity and security*®, While China’s ascent has
deepened the expansion of Sino-Australian economic interdependence, numerous scholars
contend that such economic interconnection has exerted only a limited and predominantly
indirect impact on their political relationship, failing to yield an unequivocal leverage
advantage for either party*®.

Historically, the bilateral relationship evolved from early Cold War antagonism marked by
Australia’s involvement against Chinain the Korean War, through pragmatic commodity trade
in wool and whest preceding formal diplomatic recognition, to a post-1972 era of multifaceted
engagement*®., During this period, complementary economic structures— China’s demand for
raw materials and technology, and Australia’s abundance of resources and market needs —
underpinned expanding cooperation despite periodic tensions surrounding issues such as
Taiwan, Tibet, and human rights*®. Across these phases, changes of government in Canberra
had repercussions on the tone and emphasis of policy, with both Coalition and Labor
administrations aiming to conciliate economic opportunities and alliance-centred security
concerns®®’. Domestically, such tension has resulted in partisan politics, in which Coalition
leaders foreground threat perception and sovereignty risks in their public debate, while Labor
governments prioritize the need to «stabilise» ties with China to preserve the core security
commitments inherited by their predecessors*®,

Within this broader trajectory, Australia’s security alignment with the United States —
embodied in arrangements such as ANZUS, the Pine Gap facility, the rotational deployment of

U.S. Marines in Darwin, and participation in the Five Eyes intelligence aliance — renders it
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widely anticipated that, in any major contingency involving Taiwan or the South China Sea,
Canberrawould align with Washington despite its significant economic exposure to Beijing*®.
Australia’s contemporary strategic dilemma thus lies in balancing this long-standing alliance
with a deepening economic dependence on China, a tension that has sharpened as regional
great-power rivalry has intensified and as both Beijing and Washington have come to view
their relationship in increasingly competitive, even adversarial, terms*°,

The depth of Australia’s economic entanglement with China further magnifies this strategic
dilemma by 2019 China was Australia’s largest export destination and import source, with
exports heavily concentrated in minerals and fuels, while imports from China consisted
predominantly of manufactured goods™!. This asymmetry is further qualified by the relative
availability of alternative sources and markets: while Australia can comparatively readily
substitute Chinese manufactured imports — such as clothing, electronics, and toys — through
other regional suppliers, China faces more constrained options for securing high-volume,
competitively transported iron ore and energy resources*2. Nonetheless, producers in Brazil,
India, South Africa, and, increasingly, across Africa provide some degree of diversification*3,
In the conceptual terms of Hirschman and of Keohane and Nye, both actors exhibit pronounced
sengitivity to fluctuations in price and demand, yet this very interdependence renders their
vulnerability mutual rather than unilateral*'4. Chinese outward investment in Australia— most
prominently in the mining sector — expanded rapidly under the «go global» strategy as Beijing
sought to mitigate perceptions of resource insecurity*®. In response, Canberra strengthened its
foreign investment review mechanisms, introduced refined «national interest» criteria, and
imposed conditions on certain acquisitions, thereby signalling that state-affiliated capital would

be permitted only within regulatory boundaries aimed at safeguarding Australian sovereignty
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over strategic assets*'®. The Turnbull and Morrison Coalition governments thus framed China-
linked investments as a matter of national security, whereas the Albanese Labor government
has maintained such arrangements pursuing a diplomatic «reset» in relations with Beijing®’.

Although economic instruments and instances of coercive pressure have undoubtedly emerged,
neither party has consistently weaponised economic interdependence to achieve enduring
political concessions*®. Concurrently, Australia’s public sentiment has shifted decisively
toward viewing this dependence as excessive: in 2019, 74 per cent of participants in Lowy
Institute polling agreed that «Australia is too economicaly dependent on China», a view
reinforced by strategic commentators who, for over a decade, have characterized Australia’s
trade relationship with China as reflecting an «unacceptably high level of economic
dependence» and as «far too dependent» for national economic security*®. However, the
empirical evidence presented by Wesley and Rellly, indicates that the political ramifications of
this interdependence have been more contingent and issue-specific than such portrayals
suggest, with Canberra consistently exhibiting a readiness to incur economic costs rather than
modify its fundamenta alliance commitments or normative stances in response to Chinese
preferences*?. This exposure generates three analytically distinct categories of risk that shape
Australia’s strategic dilemma. Thefirst isthe macroeconomic risk that a Chinese growth shock
could reverberate to Australia through trade and financial channels. Reserve Bank governors
and economic analysts already caution that «if China goes down hard, there’s a good chance
Australia will too», echoing earlier warnings that when the United States «sneezes, Australia
catches a cold»*?*, The second is structural: China’s «new normal» growth model, marked by
a transition from investment-led to consumption-driven expansion, erodes demand for the
resource-intensive exports — most notably iron ore and coking coal — that have sustained
Australia’s recent prosperity*??. The third, and most politically salient, is the coercive risk —
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the concern that extensive trade integration enables Beljing to exert leverage in response to
Australian policy choices*?. Thisfear has been voiced by figures such as Hillary Clinton, who
cautioned that putting «all your eggs in the one basket» can compromise freedom of action and
sovereignty, and by Australian strategists who warn that such dependence gives Chinaa «fairly
strong position» to pursue politically coercive measures given its dominant role in Australian
trade*?*. Episodes of Chinese economic retaliation — such as trade restrictions on barley and
beef following Australia’s call for a COVID-19 originsinquiry and its criticism of human rights
violations in Xinjiang — demonstrate how concentrated reliance on a single market can be
weaponised in response to perceived «unwelcome behaviours, thereby undermining business
confidence and predictability*®. During the 2010s, however, successive Australian
governments repeatedly resisted specific U.S. requests on China-related matters even as they
deepened economic and institutional engagement with Beijing — declining American pressure
to undertake Freedom of Navigation Operations in the South China Sea, joining the China-led
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, concluding a Free Trade Agreement with China, and
even signing an MOU supporting the Belt and Road Initiative in the Indo-Pacific*?®. These
decisions both reflected and reinforced Australian scepticism regarding the reliability of U.S.
regiona commitment and contributed to «expectation gaps» in Washington over «where
Australia stands» in managing China’s rise*?’,

Regarding grand strategy, however, this thesis finds that Australia has consistently attempted
to reconcile its alliance obligations to the United States with the imperatives of deepening
economic integration with China*?®. Yet this balancing act has not resulted in systematic
foreign-policy sifts toward Chinese preferences. While certain decisons — such as
withdrawing from the Quadrilateral Dialogue, declining ministerial visits to Taiwan, and
managing Dalai Lama engagements with caution — have been viewed as accommodating

Beijing, the broader record also features clear instances in which Canberra prioritised alliance
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and normative considerations*?®. These include robust support for U.S. regional strategy,
explicitly critical references to the opacity of China’s military modernisation in the 2009
Defence White Paper, the rotational deployment of U.S. Marines to Darwin, the Huawei ban,
and the granting of visas to sensitive figures such as Rebiya Kadeer®®, In this context, the
creation of AUKUS in 2021 — promising nucl ear-powered submarines and deeper technology
sharing— signals US recognition that the alliance needed renewal but also overlays rather than
resolves the underlying structural problem of economic interdependence with China combined
with heightened alliance expectations from Washington**. Therefore, the Morrison
government presented AUKUS as a decisive response the deterioration of the strategi
framework and as a domestic demonstration of its resolve toward China*?, whereas the
Albanese government has portrayed AUKUS as an effort to restore ministerial-level dialogue
and hence ease Chinese trade restrictions™,

Within this constrained economic environment, Australia’s strategic dilemma centres less on
whether to disengage from China than on how to manage and mitigate the risks inherent in
sustained exposure while preserving its security alliance with the United States®*. On the
coercive dimension, the mixed evidence of China’s capacity and willingness to convert trade
and investment ties into consistent political leverage — from the Stern Hu case and iron ore
pricing disputes to the 2020-21 sanctions — supports the argument that vulnerability in this
relationship is reciprocal and that economic statecraft remains a blunt and at times
counterproductive tool in the Sino-Australian context*®. From this perspective, the essence of
Australia’s strategic dilemma lies in maintaining mutually beneficial trade with China in areas
of strong complementarity, while recognizing that Canberra’s latitude on matters of high
politics — particularly its alignment with U.S.-China policy — cannot be fully shielded from
potential economic repercussions. Thisreality necessitatesresilient risk-management strategies

rather than reliance on the illusion of cost-free diversification, even as Sino-Australian
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economic interdependence remains broadly balanced and reciprocal rather than structurally
coercive®™®, In parald, the emerging «Plan B» debate outlined by Dunley suggests movement
toward a more diversified security posture that extends beyond exclusive reliance on ANZUS and
AUKUS. This orientation envisions the cultivation of deeper middle-power security
architectures with regional partners, an intensified emphasis on supply-chain integrity and
economic resilience®’. Nonetheless, it rests on the premise that any plausible future strategy will
integrate dliance commitments, regiona codlitions, and enhanced domestic capabilities rather than
entail acomplete strategic rupture with the United States.

4.3. The European Union and Italy in the Indo-Pacific: economicinterests
and the protection of freedom of navigation

In its EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo Pacific, the European Union frames the Indo-
Pacific as akey theatre where its economic security and the principle of freedom of navigation
directly intersect**®, The Indo-Pacificis portrayed asthe new centre of gravity of global politics
and trade, in which the balance of power between the United States and China will shape the
twenty-first century**®. From the European Union’s perspective, economic interests in such
region are paramount: the area is the EU’s second-largest export destination, and taken
together, Europe and the Indo-Pacific account for around 70 per cent of global trade™®. The
region concentrates a dense network of trade and production since it hosts major advanced
economies such as Australia, South Korea, Japan, Taiwan and Singapore, the economic giants
Chinaand India, and fast-growing ASEAN states, that together form akey hub of global value

chains®!, This configuration renders Indo-Pacific markets and supply chains indispensable for
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Europe’s economic performance and prompted the European Union, in 2021, to adopt its
Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific, which explicitly amsto intensify economic ties,
protect supply chains, and provide trade aternatives in a context of growing Chinese
assertiveness™?,

For Europe, the Indo-Pacific assumes particular salience primarily because it encompasses the
principal sea lines of communication that connect European and Asian markets and sustain
export-oriented economic models**3. The majority of Europe’s external trade with Asia moves
by sea through Indo-Pacific chokepoints such as Suez, Bab el-Mandeb, Hormuz and especially
the Malacca and Lombok Straits, making uninterrupted maritime traffic indispensable for
European growth**“. The EU aready ranks among the principal trading, investment and
development partners in the region, and the dense web of interdependence with Indo-Pacific
economies implies that any disruption in the area would rapidly reverberate onto European
prosperity*®. The EU strategy explicitly links the deepening of economic relations to the
imperative of keeping maritime routes open, while contemporary European debates on
«de-risking» and economic security underscore the necessity of diversifying partnerships
within the Indo-Pacific, in order to ensure that disruptions or coercive instrumentalization of
interdependence cannot easily jeopardise European trade*®. Initiatives such as the Global
Gateway are conceived to support infrastructure and connectivity in Indo-Pacific states,
providing alternatives to the Belt and Road while simultaneously reinforcing a multilateral,
rules-based framework for maritime commerce®’. Italy’s trajectory can be suited within this
broader European pattern, notwithstanding its traditional prioritization of the Mediterranean
and North Africa®®. Italy constitutes a particularly relevant case among EU member states due

to its wide export-oriented manufacturing economy, its emerging role as energy and logistic
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hub, and its heavy reliance on sealines of communication, which link European marketsto the
Indo-Pacific**. These features make the stability of Indo-Pacific trade routes and the protection
of freedom of navigation especially salient for Rome, arguably more than for many other EU
partners whose economic and maritime exposure to this axisis less pronounced®®.

In recent years, Rome has progressively reoriented its attention toward the Indo-Pacific,
articulating wide-ranging objectivesthat closely align with EU and other European approaches
and adopting an inclusive geographical conception that encompasses all states bordering the
Indian and Pacific Oceans™?. From a (neo)liberal perspective, Italy’s growing engagement in
such region can be interpreted as the product of both complex interdependence and progressive
alignment of three key conditions for cooperation, namely the existence of shared interests, the
material and institutional capacity to pursue them, and common systematic pressures™2.
Concurrently, Italy’s growing engagement in Indo-Pacific security — through its naval
presence, participation in European and alied maritime initiatives, and support for EU-level
policies— reflects araising concern for the protection of sealanes of communication that have
becomeincreasingly critical for itstrade and energy security*3. From an economic perspective,
detailed trade analysis shows that Italy records an overall deficit vis-avis the Indo-Pacific,
largely driven by its imbalance with China®*. However, in several sectors — particularly
machinery and higher-value manufactured goods — Italy achieves trade surpluses with other
sub-regions, indicating a pattern of complementarity rather than simple vulnerability*>®. EU-
level instruments such as the Generalised Scheme of Preferences and other preferential
regimes, when used extensively by Indo-Pacific exporters, contribute to lowering input costs
for Italian industry and generate mutual incentives to preserve open trade and stable,
predictable maritime access™®. This reinforces Rome’s interest in supporting EU free-trade
agreements, preferential schemes and connectivity projects that stabilise the economic
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environment along Indo-Pacific Sea lanes®™’. On this basis, Italy has gradually constructed a
dense network of economic, normative, and security ties with Indo-Pacific partners which
collectively amount to an informal yet coherent Indo-Pacific strategy*®.

The protection of freedom of navigation is articulated through support for a rules-based
maritime order grounded in UNCLOS, opposition to unilateral alterations of the status quo,
and the promotion of «open and secure maritime commons»*®. In this perspective, freedom of
navigation is conceived not merely as atechnical legal norm but as afoundational precondition
for sustaining Europe’s economic interdependence with the Indo-Pacific. European capitals
therefore place particular emphasis on upholding a rules-based international order grounded in
international law, multilateralism and cooperation with like-minded partners, especialy
ASEAN and its members*®.

Nava deployments, presence operations, and capacity-building initiatives — ranging from
Operation Atalanta in the western Indo-Pacific to the extension of the CRIMARIO maritime
domain awareness programme and support for Southeast Asian coast guards — are presented
astoolsto uphold multilateral rules, strengthen maritime safety and law enforcement, and avoid
a dide towards brute power politics*!. Although European naval capabilities in the
Indo-Pacific are limited and often symbolic, coordinated deployments and cooperation with
like-minded partners (Japan, Australia, India, among others) are presented as ways to signal
commitment to free sea lanes without fully aligning with a hard-containment strategy against
China®?. The Union’s Indo-Pacific strategy combines support for multilateralism and the
«liberal international order» with effortsto secure trade routes, promote connectivity, conclude
or update free-trade and investment agreements, and export European standards in areas such

as digital regulation, green transition and infrastructure®,
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On the economic dimension, Brussels promotes connectivity, trade agreements and regulatory
partnerships with Indo-Pacific countries, while Rome leverages naval deployments and
diplomatic initiatives to support its defence industry and deepen ties with key markets such as
Japan, India and Southeast Asian states*®*. Defence-industrial cooperation, including Italy’s
participation in the GCAP (Global Combat Air Programme) sixth-generation fighter
programme, further entrenches long-term strategic interdependence between Italy and several
Indo-Pacific partners*®.

Italy’s position reflects both its structural limitations as a second-tier power and its growing
entanglement in the wider Indo-Pacific theatre. Traditionally oriented toward its «three circles»
of Atlanticism, Europeanism and the Mediterranean as its primary spheres of autonomy, Italy
has nonetheless progressively extended its strategic reach eastwards. it participates in
anti-piracy missions in the Indian Ocean, has considered logistical facilities in Djibouti and
Qatar, and has deployed naval units asfar asthe Far East and to exerciseslike RIMPAC as part
of transatlantic burden-sharing with the United States and in support of a rules-based
international order at sea®®. In strategic terms, Italy’s degpening involvement in Indo-Pacific
security remains carefully calibrated: it responds to U.S. expectations on burden-sharing and
aligns with EU-leve priorities, yet it simultaneously reflects an autonomous interest in
safeguarding the maritime routes that connect the enlarged M editerranean to Asian markets*’.
Concurrently, European and Italian policy deliberately diverges from a purely confrontational,
containment-oriented posture toward China'®®. Rather than replicating U.S.-style freedom of
navigation operations as coercive signalling, they present their activities as upholding general
principles — unimpeded commerce, peaceful dispute settlement, multilateral cooperation —
while avoiding moves that could be read as openly escalatory®®. European and Italian
documentsthustend to frame their Indo-Pacific engagement as a «third way» between the more

forceful posture of the U.S. and its closest Indo-Pacific allies and the cautious hedging preferred
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by many ASEAN states*’°. In this evolving context, the Indo-Pacific has become a decisive
testing ground for how the European Union and Italy can simultaneously safeguard their
economic interests and contribute to the protection of freedom of navigation in aregion that

will increasingly shape the global order.
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Normative Engagement,” International Political Science Review 45, no. 5 (2024): 640—646.
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CONCLUSION

Thisthesis has addressed the following research question: How does Taiwan's centrality in the
new Indo-Pacific contribute to transforming the security dilemma between China and the
United States into aregional spiral that involves alies and partners?

The author started from the hypothesis that this transformation stems from the interaction of
three dimensions: the island’s geostrategic position, its role in the semiconductor sector, and
the gradual consolidation of a democratic political identity distinct from that of mainland
China. The analysis has shown how the evolving strategies of Beijing, Taipei, and Washington
mutually reinforce perceptions of vulnerability, thereby tightening the dynamics of the security
dilemma. The study has demonstrated that Taiwan’s growing centrality in the Indo-Pacific has
transformed the cross-Strait issue from a predominantly bilateral contest into the core driver of
a wider regional security spiral. Taiwan’s strategic relevance is amplified by three interlocking
dimensions: its geostrategic location at the junction of critical sea lines of communication, its
pivotal role in global semiconductor supply chains, and the consolidation of a distinct
democratic identity that undermines the political feasibility of «peaceful reunification».
Together, these factors elevate the stakes of any potentia crisis, increasing the incentives for
coercive signalling, grey-zone pressure, and military posturing. The examination of U.S. and
Chinese strategic adaptations has further highlighted how the conceptual shift from an
Asia-Pacific to an Indo-Pacific framework, combined with the rise of minilateral arrangements
such as the Quad and AUKUS, structurally embeds the Taiwan question within a denser
network of alignments and counter-alignments. This process of regionalisation does not merely
broaden the geographic scope of the security dilemma; it multiplies the actors whose security
is perceived to be directly contingent upon the island’s future status. Japan’s growing
identification of a «Taiwan contingency» with a «Japan contingency», Australia’s deepening
integration into U.S. deterrence architectures, and the European Union’s gradual securitisation
of cross-Strait stability al exemplify this centrifugal dynamic, showing how a dilemma that
wasoriginaly bilateral has becomethedriver of awider regional spiral. At thetheoretical level,
the findings underscore the value of combining defensive and offensive realism with a
constructivist lens to make sense of contemporary security politics. Readlist approaches help
explain why military modernisation, alliance tightening, and efforts of domination generate
spirals of threat perception and counter-reaction, while constructivism highlights how

narratives of national rejuvenation, sovereignty, and democratic identity impregnate Taiwan
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issue with symbolic meaning. The interaction of these logics suggests that the Indo-Pacific
security order cannot be understood solely as a function of capabilities and balances; it is also
established through discourse, memory, and status claims. Normatively, the thesis points to a
pessimistic but not entirely deterministic outlook. The convergence of encirclement
geometries, weaponised interdependence, and tightening alliance structures appears to reduce
the space for traditional crisis-management tools and heightens the risk of miscalculation. Y et
the same dense web of regional and extra-regional stakeholders that contributes to the security
spiral also creates constituencies with interest in preventing open conflict. In this sense, the
Indo-Pacific order is characterised by a profound tension between escalation-prone security
dynamics and the continued recognition, by many actors, that a war over Taiwan would be
economically devastating and politically disruptive on aglobal scale. The limits of the research
derive primarily from its reliance on open sources, the opacity of decision-making processes
in key capitals, and thefocus on asingle, albeit critical, case study. Future research could build
on this work by adopting comparative designs that locate Taiwan alongside other contested
gpaces in the Indo-Pacific, such as the South China Sea or the Korean Peninsula, or by
integrating more systematically the role of emerging technologies, cyber operations, and
societal resilience into the analysis of the security dilemma. Nonetheless, by clarifying how
Taiwan’s centrality in the emerging Indo-Pacific architecture contributes to transforming a
bilateral rivalry into a regional security spiral, the thesis confirms the initial hypothesis and
underscores the urgency of forming mechanisms capable of managing, rather than merely

postponing, the risks of this evolving order.
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