
Nationalism and the Role of Non-Governmental Actors in Cross-Strait Relations 
 
From early 1990´s cross-straits relations show a deep contradiction. On the one hand, 
private exchanges between mainland China and Taiwan have never been more intense. 
The flows of people, trade and investment across the Taiwan Strait are higher today 
than at any time in history. On the other hand, the off icial national identities held by the 
PRC and the ROC governments have never been so antagonistic and the chances of 
reaching a negotiated solution to the Cross-Strait conflict are in their nadir.   
 
I wil l argue in my presentation that cross-strait negotiations have fallen in a stalemate 
due to the changes brought by democracy to official and popular nationalism in Taiwan 
and that there is a low probability for breaking this diplomatic deadlock, at least in the 
short term. 
 
To develop my analysis I have divided this presentation into three parts: 
 

a) Nationalism and cross-strait diplomacy during KMT authoritarian rule. 
b) The crisis of the “One-China principle” and the current diplomatic deadlock. 
c) Chances of recovering cross-straits negotiations after last presidential elections.    

 
 
Nationalism and cross-strait diplomacy dur ing KMT author itar ian rule 
 
Taiwan under both Chiang Kai-shek and Chiang Ching-kuo concur with the CCP on the 
“One-China” principle, which implies:  
 

- There is only one China in the world. 
- Taiwan and the mainland are both part of China. 
- Chiná s sovereignty and territorial integrity is not to be separated. 

 
 
Both sides disagreed on which one was the legitimate representative of China. Despite 
all of his bravado Chiang Kai-shek´s did not had the mil itary capabili ties to retake the 
mainland by force, and after the U.S. committed to the defence of the ROC,  the 
imminent “ liberation” of Taiwan was nothing more than mere propaganda.  
 
In this context both sides conducted secret negotiations and worked out some tentative 
proposals and arrangements for reunification, which were similar to the “one country, 
two systems” formula for reunification presently proposed by China. This negotiation 
process, which ceased during the Cultural Revolution, was boosted after Deng Xiaoping 
took power in the mainland by the “peaceful unification” strategy (1978) and the “one 
country, two systems” (1983), and by Taipei´s lifting of the restrictions on indirect trade 
and travel (1987) and its formulation of the “Guidelines for National Unification” 
(1991), or by the Wang-Koo meeting (1993). All this diplomatic steps were taken under 
the premise of the “One-China” principle. Both sides only discussed about how and 
when unification should be achieved, but never compromised unification as the sole 
target of their negotiations. In fact none of the regimes could renounce to this principle, 
since it was at the core of their legitimation sources. 
 



PRC took power as a national liberation movement and since 1949 nationalist 
legitimacy has been essential to the justification of its leadership, although nationalist 
legitimacy have been combined with different sources of legitimacy during this 55 years. 
Earn control of Taiwan has always been a key issue in order to complete national 
reunification.  
 
After fleeing to Taiwan the KMT followed a similar strategy, mobilizing the 
administrative resources under its control to present itself as the saviour of the 
Taiwanese people against Japanese oppression and as the legitimate government of the 
whole China. The KMT also backed its mandate appealing to the ªsacred goalº of 
national reunification. To implement this legitimation strategy the KMT resorted to the 
educational system, the media, and to a discriminative policy (mandarin only official 
language, administration of the state, the army, the public enterprises, and the academy, 
rested in the hands of the mainlanders) to shape the national identity of the Taiwanese 
population. It is essential to highlight that doing this the KMT relegated the Taiwanese 
majority (85% of the population) to a ªminorityº status, severely dividing society along 
ethnic lines and fostering a feeling of resentment and cultural alienation among the 
Taiwanese population.  
 
Since these discriminatory policies, which privileged less than the 15% of the 
population, were implemented in the name of achieving the historical mission of 
reunifying China, it is not surprising that the democratization of Taiwan involved a 
reorientation of the ROCÂs government position on cross-strait relationships and the end 
of the ªOne-Chinaº consensus.  
 
 
The cr isis of the “ One-China” pr inciple and the current diplomatic deadlock 
 
Democratization of Taiwan has made relations with Beijing more complicated and 
volatile, since has incited two processes (decreasing identification with the mainland, 
and down-top approach to cross-strait diplomacy) which have tore down the traditional 
two sides agreement on the ªOne-Chinaº principle. The breakdown of this consensus 
became obvious after Lee Teng-hui formulation of his ªtwo statesº theory  (9-7-1999), 
which detonated the end of cross-strait negotiations so far. From the PRCÂs perspective 
the deadlock only can be broken if the ROC government accepts the ªOne-Chinaº 
principle, whereas the ROC leadership is not willing to negotiate until the CCP rejects 
the imposition of the ªOne-Chinaº principle as a precondition.  
  
 
Political parties tend to organize along ethnic lines in multiethnic societies and Taiwan 
is not an exception. Having a clear advantage on the nationalist issue, the Dangwai/DPP 
pressured for activating the ethnic cleavage. Today, it is hard to exaggerate the current 
salience of the nationalist cleavage in Taiwan, given that its five most representative 
political parties are organized along this issue into two camps: the green camp (DPP, 
STU) and the blue camp (KMT, PFP, NP). 

 

The green camp has promoted quite passionately Taiwanese identity, presenting a more 
nativist interpretation of TaiwanÂs history, funding the study of local dialects and 
customs, and sponsoring the creation and promotion of cultural products which 



emphasized the distinctive features of Taiwan. Off icial nationalism also progressively 
deviated from the ªOne-Chinaº principle since mid-1990Âs, ªtransitional Âtwo ChinasÂ 
policy leading toward unificationº (1993), and finally to the ªtwo statesº position in 
1999. These factors have been quite effective in rising Taiwanese national identity and 
reducing the popularity of unification with the mainland.  

 

 Not identify themselves as Chinese at all (from 17 in 1992 to 41 in 2004). 



 
Strong popular rejection of the ªOne country, two systemsº formula  for reunification. 
Not even the blue camp leaders defend it publicly.  

 

 



 

The clear rejection of the ªOne-country, two systemsº formula does not equal massive 
support for de iure independence (defined as the DPP as ªold Taiwan independence 
movement)1, which is generally considered as irresponsible, because it might produce a 
mili tary reaction by the PRC. The bulk of the ROCÂs citizens favour keeping the status 
quo, which means de facto independence (ªnew independence movementº) . In fact 
voters have punished the DPP when its platform has called for outright independence 
(E.g. 1991 legislative elections –first electoral setback of the DPP- and 1996 
presidential elections –Peng Ming-min, 21%). 
 

However, a fast growing majority of the population is explicitly against the ªOne-
Chinaº principle 57% in 1994 to 77% in 2004. Although 55% of the ROCÂs population 
identify themselves completely or partially Chinese, only 12% of the total population 
supports a solution to the unification-independence issue compatible with the ªOne-
Chinaº principle.  
                                                 
1 Deputy Director of the DPP Cultural Department Zhou Yizen issued the ªProgram of Taiwan 
Independence for the New Generationº in May 1996. 



Chances of recover ing cross-straits negotiations after last presidential elections 
 
The policies articulated by both governments to boost the diplomatic process are not 
being effective, due to the high political cost which breaking the stalemate would imply 
for the compromising side. Consequently, the chances of breaking the current deadlock 
on cross-strait negotiations are grim, at least in the short term.  
 
To the DPP leaders accepting the ªOne-Chinaº principle constitutes a denial of their 
long-held party ideology and is politically disastrous. Will not increase their votes 
because his would only prove that the opposition (which embraces the 1992 consensus 
on the ªone Chinaº notion) has been correct. They should lost votes n ot only from those 
traditional DPP supporters who favour TaiwanÂs de iure independence, but also from 
those who support the status quo, de facto independence. The bulk of the Taiwanese 
population rejects the ªOne-Chinaº principle because this formula excludes their right 
of self-determination. After almost 100 years of suffering second-class citizens status, 
first under the Japanese and after under the KMT, the recent democratization of the 
ROC has empowered the Taiwanese people and guarantees their individual rights. Most 
of the ROC citizens are not wil ling to renounce to these rights just for restoring 
negotiations with the mainland. Harm its image as harbinger of Taiwanese nationalism 
and of the individual rights of the Taiwanese, which is essential for their poli tical 
success. As Chen Shui-bian himself recognized in an interview to The Washington Post 
the 29th of March:   

 
ªI think the fundamental reason why I won this presidential election, 
garnering 50.1 percent of the total vote, compared with 39.3 percent of 
the total vote four years ago, is because there is a rising Taiwan identity 
and it has been solidifiedº.  

  
It has to be mentioned that the DPP's votes in the past have consistently been around 35 
percent and never went higher than 40 percent, and yet in the March election Chen 
managed to garner more than 50 percent of the votes. This means that around 10 percent 
of votes cast for Chen came from non-traditional pan-green or moderate voters. Since 
the so-called ªpeace referendumº was the core of Chen's campaign platform, and since 
the view advocated by Chen on the referendum received 6,78 mil lion votes -300.000 
more votes than his candidature- it can be argued that the referendum had helped Chen 
win over that key 10 percent of the votes.   
 
Stress on sovereignty, on the importance of having the right to decide. Look at the 
wording of the questions people was decided on:  

First: The Taiwan people demand that the cross-strait issue be resolved through 
peaceful means. Should mainland China refuse to dismantle the missiles targeting 
Taiwan and to openly renounce the use of force against us, do you agree that the 
government should purchase more advanced anti-missile weapons to strengthen 
Taiwan's self-defence capabili ties?  

Second: Do you agree that our government should undertake negotiations with 
mainland China on the basis of a "peace and stabili ty" framework for cross-strait 
interactions in order to build consensus and for the welfare of the peoples of both sides? 



Obvious and irrelevant things almost everybody will support in Taiwan. The strong 
controversy was not there, was in the fact of having the right to conduct a referendum, 
since that was a sign of sovereignty, thatÂs the reason because the blue camp asked for 
abstention and no for voting against. 

 
Prospects on cross-strait diplomacy looking at current political situation in Taiwan are 
not very optimistic: 
 

a) Strategy of Chen to break the deadlock, the "one principle (peace), four issues 
(establish a mechanism for negotiation, conduct negotiations based on equality 
and reciprocity, establish poli tical relations, prevent any sort of mil itary 
conflict)" formula is clearly ineffective because does not tackle the actual 
problem.  

b) December 11 legislative elections. A common electoral strategy of the green 
camp is agitating cross-strait relation before elections. E.g.  Constitutional 
reform and seeking membership in the UN under the name of Taiwan are 
important points of the party platform these days. School curriculum controversy. 
Creation of a separate book of Taiwan history, which is now included under 
Chinese history. Detach Taiwan from Mainland history since 1911. Controversy 
on the figure of Sun Yat-sen, venerated as guofu by the blue camp.  
 
Examination Yuan member Lin Yu-ti during a TV interview:   

"Sun was one of the four biggest rebel bandits wanted by the Manchu 
Dynasty (…) if he could be venerated as a founding father, why not the 
other three bandits?"  

To the CCP renouncing to the ªOne-Chinaº principle is unthinkable, because this 
principle is the bedrock on which rests not only BeijingÂs basic design for the regional 
and global strategic structure, but also its legitimacy and even political survival. There 
is a strong popular and military pressure for advocating the ªOne-Chinaº principle. E.g.: 
 

a) Popular nationalist li terature, reclaiming a most assertive stance to Beij ing. 
b) Popular applications for demonstration against ROC government policy. 
c) Nationalist debates on the Internet. 
d) Surveys showing over 90 per cent of the population backing a hard Taiwan 

policy and over 75 supporting recovering Taiwan ªat any priceº .  
e) Even many Chinese dissidents accept the legitimacy of potentiall y using force 

against Taiwan.  
 

Apart from on sticking firmly to the ªOne-Chinaº principle, t he present strategy of the 
CCP for breaking the diplomatic impasse is based on two points: 
 

- to seed concessions from Chen by applying pressure on many fronts 
(international arena: no international space; domestic arena: expanding contacts 
with all political parties in Taiwan outside the green camp). 

- to increase the incentives, mainly economical, for the Taiwanese accepting 
closer relationships with the mainland.  

 



Even CCPÂs elite are aware of the limitations of this strategy and of the need of moving 
the mili tary balance across the Taiwan Strait to their favour. As Jiang Zemin said at the 
Beidaihe central meetings in July-August 2000:  

 
ªAn important lesson to be leant from the failure in our work towards Taiwan, 
which saw a deterioration from one China to two Chinas, is that only until we 
are fully prepared to reclaim it by force would there be a chance for peaceful 
unificationº.  

 
Being the political cost of compromising so high to both governments, there is no way 
out of this deadlock in the near future except to wait, with each side hoping that external 
and internal political and economic changes wil l eventually work towards the otherÂs 
concession.  
 
If none of these conditions emerge: 
 

a) China disintegrates. 
b) ROCÂs returns to an authoritarian regime.   
c) Mil itary balance across the strait becomes clearly unbalanced. 
 

No matter how positive could be to unification the role played by private exchanges 
across the strait or how high could be the incentives for Taiwanese people in unifying 
with the mainland, there would be still a political problem obstructing unification. 
ROCÂs citizens must feel that the decision of whether integrating or not with the 
mainland is on their hands and consequently the PRC must be able of appearing 
respectful with the ROCÂs citizens wil l. However, CCPÂs can not acknowledge the self-
determination right to the Taiwanese, under pain of losing its legitimacy.  
 
Summing up, I must conclude my presentation predicting that the antagonising national 
identities held at the two sides of the Taiwan Strait will keep casting a dark cloud on 
cross-strait diplomacy.  
 


