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Outline of remarks  on 

"Taiwan's bid for membership or observer status in the WHO and the UN" 

T wo disclaimers  at the outset:  F ir s t, I  have chosen to adopt an analytical rather  than an 
argumentative and/or  par tisan approach in the fol lowing remarks .  T his  doesn't mean that I  
don't have any per sonal preferences  in this  matter—I  cer tainly do—but I  wi l l  try to be as  
dispass ionate as  I  can in my examination of what has  become a very controvers ial is sue. 
Nor , perhaps  naively, have I  bothered to weigh each and every word on a golden s cale s o as  
avoid offending anyone's  pol itical or  moral sens ibil ities . I  ask your  forbearance.]  

I .  T he I s sues  and how they have evolved — a br ief reminder  of the his tor ical 
background in terms  of how the is sues  have changed over  time.  

A. T he ROC as  his tor ical los ing contender  for  China's  UN and WHO seat - -  T he 
Republic of China, represented by its  internationally recognized Nationalis t 
government, was  a founding member  of both organizations , the latter  a special-
ized agency of the former , which came into being in 1946 and 1948 respectively. 
After  the Communis t victory in 1949 and as  new s tates  came into being dur ing 
the process  of decolonization and were welcomed into the UN, suppor t for  the 
PRC grew until sufficient votes  accumulated in the General As sembly to allow it to 
replace the ROC as  China's  acknowledged government in 1971-72. At the time 
there was  some behind- the-scenes  talk of some sor t of compromise representa-
tion for  the ROC, but owing to s trong oppos ition from both governments  the 
option was  never  ser ious ly cons idered.  

B . T hus  the ROC's  exclus ion from the UN and its  agencies  became the new s tatus  
quo - -  Beginning in the 1990s  however  — coincidentally with T aiwan's  democrati-
zation and the ROC's  abandoning its  claim to rule all of China — T aipei began 
attempting to gain or  regain member ship, or  to achieve observer  s tatus , in both 
the UN and the WHO. Peking has  succeeded in completely blocking these 
attempts , even preventing T aiwan's  applications  from coming to a vote:  2004 
marked T aiwan's  12th success ive failure to gain entrance into the UN and 8th 
success ive failure to gain entrance into the WHO.  

C. S uppor t for  T aiwan's  inclus ion or  participation has  been s lowly growing, but 
chiefly where it counts  for  very little, e.g. in resolutions  adopted by var ious  
international organizations  and profes s ional as sociations  and pr imar ily within the 
par liaments  of Wes tern governments . One senses  however  that this  increas ing 
suppor t is  probably not analogous  to the inexorable trend of the 1960s  that made 
the PRC's  UN membership victory more or  les s  a matter  of time.  

D. T he definition of the is sue becomes  the is sue. 

1. I nitially the is sue was  who (i.e., what government) represents  China? T his  
is sue was  settled in 1971 in the PRC's  favor  and is  today in fact univer sally 
accepted. Peking ins is ts  that this  remains  the sole is sue, and opposes  all 
forms  of T aiwanese representation, with only a few exceptions , on this  bas is  
alone. 

2. I n the pas t decade or  so T aiwan and its  suppor ter s , no longer  contes ting the 
who- represents -China is sue, have chosen to frame the membership is sue in 
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terms  of pr inciples  relating to ins titutional purposes  and functions  —  
'universality' in the case of the UN, 'health is sues' in the case of the WHO —  
and in terms  of the r ights  of peoples , as  well as  of governments , to be 
represented and to par ticipate fully and freely in the international community. 
I n its  official argumentation T aipei often maintains  that this  is  the sole is sue. 

3. T here is  of course a third, bas ic under lying is sue, which is  in fact a moras s  of 
impor tant sub- is sues :  what is  T aiwan?;  what is  (or  should be, according to 
var ious  cr iter ia) the proper  international s tatus  of its  government?;  how, 
eventually, will be its  relationship to mainland China likely be settled, and 
what s teps  now would contr ibute to one or  another  of the alternatives?;  and 
mos t impor tantly in the shor t to mid- term, the ques tion of whether  it is  
pos s ible or  even des irable to devise a mutually satis factory trans itional s tatus  
for  T aiwan that could serve to reduce tens ions  without pre-determining the 
final result?*   

4. I t is  clear  that each s ide regards  the other's  arguments  as  spur ious  or  at leas t 
dis ingenuous , and I  think an absolutely impartial observer  would have to 
agree with both s ides , at leas t in par t. But whether  we are impartial or  not 
regarding the conflict's  eventual solution, the need now is  clear ly for  a work-
able, non-dis cr iminatory tens ion- reducing modus  vivendi. 

 
I I .  Precedents  — what do they tell us? are they dangerous? to whose interes ts  if so? 
S ome his tor ical ins tances :   

A. 1945 - -  T he case of UN membership ir regular ly granted to two non- independent 
S S Rs , Byelorus s ia (now Belarus ) and the Ukraine, as  a means  of placating S talin 
by granting the S oviet Union additional votes  in the General As sembly. I n retro-
spect? T his  was  obvious ly to the advantage of the US S R s ince Moscow controlled 
the votes , but no s ignificant harm seems  to have been done to the interes ts  of 
Moscow's  adversar ies  either , nor  to the UN as  such. 

B. 1973 - -  dual Eas t and Wes t German membership made poss ible by Bonn's  
abandoning the Hals tein Doctr ine, analogous  to Peking's  'One China' doctr ine. I n 
retrospect? S een in the long run as  a wis e move on the par t of Wes t Germany, 
but hardly as  a key factor  in the DDR's  eventual demise. Doubtful relevance to 
China-T aiwan. T he same could be said of temporar ily divided Yemen's er s twhile 
dual membership. 

C. 1991 - -  dual Nor th and S outh Korean membership, setting a more recent pre-
cedent of accommodating deeply mutually antagonis tic regimes  in a divided 
s tate. I n retrospect? Has  facilitated limited unofficial contacts ;  no real gains  nor  
detr imental effects . 

D. Non-s tate members  and other  types  of par ticipant observers  in the UN and WHO.  
T he formal rules  of both organizations , as  well as  practice, allow for  many of 
these, so Peking's  contention that only recognized s tates  can be admitted is  
unsuppor ted by precedent. None of the observers , however , with the pos s ible 
exception of the Pales tinian Author ity (and previous ly the PLO), are in any way 
analogous  to T aiwan. 
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E. I n sum, these examples  serve as  a reminder  that membership pr inciples  can be 
applied and have been applied in a flex ible manner  within the respective 
organizations . Maj or  players  have from time to time shown flex ibil ity or  s imply 
bowed to the will of the maj or ity, seemingly with few il l effects . I t can be argued 
whether  the causes  of peaceful development, conflict avoidance and conflict 
resolution have been advanced or  set back, and to what extent the overall 
functioning of the respective organizations  has  been affected, but in my j udgment 
the consequences  have in no case been extremely detr imental to anyone's  
interes ts . 

 

I I I .  Pr inciples  of I nternational Law vs . Political Motives    

A. T wo dis tinctions :  Moving beyond the specific is sue of T aiwanese par ticipation in 
the UN and WHO but continuing in the role of impartial observer , I  sugges t that 
an unders tanding of the broader  cros s -s trait relations  is sues  requires  us  to make 
two dis tinctions . T he fir s t is  the dis tinction between what is  and what China very 
s trongly believes  should be. And the second is  the dis tinction between legalis tic 
arguments  and political motives , keeping in mind that political grounds  practically 
always  count more than legal ones  in decis ions  regarding formal s tate- to-s tate 
recognition and admis s ion to international organizations .  

B . I n the present case, T aiwan satis fies  all of the accepted, applicable international 
legal requirements  as  to what cons titutes  a s tate. I t pos ses ses  a duly cons tituted 
government accepted as  legitimate by a clear ly defined populace, and a clear ly 
defined ter r itory over  which its  government exercises  exclus ive j ur isdiction. By 
these tes ts , T aiwan is  a s tate in that it satis fies  the pr inciple legal and functional 
demands  of s tatehood:  it is  regarded as  a s tate by its  own people and it functions  
as  a s tate. (Which is  not to say that there are no legalis tic counter -arguments  
whatsoever  in terms  of his tor ical or  treaty-based sovereignty —  of course there 
are.) 

C. More impor tantly however , T aiwan does  not pas s  a second, equally practical tes t:  
that of international recognition, which is  pr imar ily determined by power  politics  
and political economics . By this  tes t T aiwan does  not qualify as  a s tate and will 
not be recognized as  such unles s  and until many more countr ies  once again find 
it politically pos s ible, or  expedient, to recognize it. China will naturally do every-
thing in its  power  to prevent that from happening, unles s  even China one day 
comes  to find it expedient to do otherwise. As  other  governments  in China's  pos i-
tion have done, his tor ically. 

D. Here we might take a closer  look at the political cons iderations  determining the 
s tands  taken by maj or  actor s . T aking them one by one:  

1. T aiwan's  arguments  and apparent aims —  how reasonable are they? I n my 
j udgment they are eminently reasonable i f one regards  T aiwan as  a de facto 
independent s tate, which a maj or ity of its  leaders  and inhabitants  clear ly do. 
(T he is sue of whether  it is  prudent and wis e for  T aiwan's  government to pur-
sue such aims  in the face of threats  from the mainland and such weak suppor t 
elsewhere in the international community is  quite another  matter .)  
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But at the same time, looking at the matter  from China's  point of view, the 
fact that the ROC government in 1991 explicitly renounced all pretens ions  of 
ever  reas ser ting its  rule over  all of China and later  dis solved the T aiwanese 
provincial government, leaves  China waiting for  the other  shoe to drop, s ince 
these s teps  logically presage one of two options  only —  eventual reunification 
or  eventual independence. No wonder  Peking is  nervous  and dis trus tful. 

2. T he PRC's  arguments  and apparent aims —  how reasonable are they? I  see 
nothing inherently wrong in Peking's  having elevated what it refer s  to as  re-
unification to the level of a maj or  national policy goal. But there are reprehen-
s ible aspects  to the way in which China is  pur suing that goal. T o name what I  
regard as  its  mos t ser ious  exces ses  (and here I  am forced to abandon impar -
tiality):  
a. T he notion that a country has  the r ight to rectify ter r itor ial los ses  and other  

perceived his tor ical inj us tices  when the power  balance shifts  in its  favor , 
especially if more than a century has  pas sed, is  antiquated and dangerous . 
As  is  threatening war  if cer tain demands  are not met. As  is  the practice of 
deliberately nur tur ing chauvinis t-nationalis tic sentiments  at home, espe-
cially among young people. T o me, it is  remarkable that China's  leaders  
have so quickly forgotten how easy it is  to lose control over  young people 
ar tificially fired-up by one-s ided, uncontes table propaganda.  

b. T o my mind it cannot be wise for  China's  leaders  to fail to per form per iodic 
reality tes ts  on ideologically-determined views  and policies . T he charged, 
politicized atmosphere in China makes  this  almos t imposs ible to do, but if 
it were done, I  believe Peking would quickly come to a new unders tanding 
of the s teadily deepening tide of T aiwanese self- identity, and of the utter  
unlikelihood of the 'one country, two sys tems'–formula finding advocates  
among any T aiwanese leaders , today or  in the future. T hey might also be 
expected to unders tand the wisdom of placing far  more s tres s  on the 
enticements  of economic oppor tunity rather  than on the alienating effects  
of war  threats . Nor  are there convincing s igns  that China's  leaders  really 
appreciate the effects  of more than a decade of democracy on the minds  of 
the people of T aiwan. 

c. Finally, with respect to China's  high-handed treatment of foreign govern-
ments  regarding the T aiwan is sue, I  personally find it utter ly unreasonable 
that Peking demands  that we pay lip service, and more, to the so-called 
'One China' policy. One [unified] China is  a legitimate foreign policy goal 
(as  long as  it is  pur sued though legitimate means ) but One China is  not an 
accurate descr iption of present-day reality and we should not be forced or  
allow ourselves  to be caj oled into pretending that we think it is .   

3. US  commitments  and the Bush Adminis tration's  apparent calculations  on the 
cros s -s traits  relations  is sue —  how tenable are they? I  will have to more or  
les s  pas s  on this  one for  lack of time and s pace, but the ques tion needs  to be 
asked. What one can say with confidence is  that the US  is  cer tain to continue 
to regard China as  far  more impor tant than T aiwan and that it will continue to 
put pres sure on T aiwan's  leaders  to prevent them from upsetting the US-PRC 
relationship. At the same time the long-s tanding United S tates' commitment 
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to protect T aiwan from invas ion can not be j ettisoned except at great cos t to 
Amer ican credibility.  
I  would cautious ly predict that the US  may try to work out a  way of reducing 
the r is ks  involved while continuing for  the time being to honor  its  his tor ical 
commitment to protect T aiwan. What is  not at all predictable is  whether  the 
second- term Bush Adminis tration might try adopting a proactive policy to help 
reduce tens ions  across  the s traits  or  alternatively, s imply remain in the bind 
events  beyond its  control have created for  it. 

4. T he Europeans' apparent calculations  and policy choices —  how moral are 
they? how wise?  
a. At the r is k of sounding like an Amer ican neoconservative with the unhappy 

as sociations  that now car r ies , I  have to say that I  cons ider  it shor t- s ighted, 
if not immoral,  for  Europe's  democracies  not to rally to a greater  extent 
than they do in suppor t of democratic T aiwan whenever  it is  threatened or  
bullied by the Chinese dictator ship. But even on s tr ictly pragmatic grounds , 
continuing to allow China to push and caj ole us  along present policy lines  
on the China-T aiwan is sue may end with our  one day finding ourselves  
forced to s tand by as  helples s  onlookers  in a cros s - s traits  military catas -
trophe.  

b. Whether  our  present policies  are wise will depend in the long run on 
whether  developments  acros s  the T aiwan S trait remain peaceful or  not. 
And although no one knows  the answer  to that, there is  cer tainly no dear th 
of warning s igns  that they may not do so.  

My or iginal thought was  to round off these remarks  with a few comments  on how 
European policy-makers  might modify their  countr ies' s tance, or  the EU's  s tance, on 
the cros s -s traits  relations  is sue, of which T aiwan's  attempt to gain admittance to 
the UN and the WHO are only a small par t. But I  have s trayed far  enough from my 
as s igned topic, and will no doubt have exceeded my allotted time, so these matter s  
will have to be the subj ect of a later  paper .  
                                       

 

 


