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Introduction

The continued tension between
Taiwan and Mainland China has
been a persistent concern for
peace and stability in the region of
East Asia. The political root of such
a tension reflects a positional
bargaining  between  Taiwan's
ruling party Democratic
Progressive Party and Mainland
China's ruling Communist Party of
China (C.P.C.). The former insists
that Taiwan has been a sovereign
independent  country  whose
official title is the Republic of China
(ROC) and that the CPC authorities,
not the government in Taiwan,
represent "China." The latter holds
that Taiwan is part of China and
that the "1992 Consensus" where
the both sides of the Taiwan Strait
expressed their respective "one
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China" principle serves as the foundation of cross-Strait dialogue and cooperation.
It would be too idealistic to expect both Taipei and Beijing to reach rapprochement
or find an effective way to promote peace and stability shortly. Yet, they may
undertake some old but practical approaches in a timely and appropriate manner
to managing potential conflicts, including using GOODWILL, focusing on
ECONOMIC welfare of the people, facilitating RECONCILIATION, maintaining
MILITARY trust building, considering ACQUIESCENCE, and engaging NEGOTIATION,
that is, a multifaceted G.E.R M.A.N. approach.
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Goodwill

Despite salient political differences and rigid denial of the other side's sovereign
claims, Taipei and Beijing can continue to compete in the international arena and
refrain themselves from comprehensively eliminating the other side's survival and
development. They can vow to carry out external policies mainly aimed at peace
and stability in the region, rather than mutual struggle for sovereignty.

Goodwill can be hindered by ill intentions or hostile behaviour of the parties
concerned, which has been commonly seen between Taipei and Beijing in last nine
years, but it can be incrementally and slowly developed between societal actors via
less politically sensitive exchanges in, for example, cultural, educational and
religious affairs.

Economic

Economic cooperation on an equal footing can generally reinforce economic
welfare of the people on the two sides of the Taiwan Strait, possibly followed by a
spill-over effect benefiting state- and non-state actors concerned outside the area.
In such a possible win-win-win situation, regional peace, stability, and prosperity
may serve as a driving force for a non-violent settlement as to future cross-Strait
relations.

Yet, during 2008-2016, closer economic interchange between Taiwan and Mainland
China have resulted in political worries and criticisms in Taiwan that such economic
ties were a "Trojan horse" which would put Taiwan in danger in an incremental way,
and that a growing trade surplus for Taiwan would increase the so-called
"economic dependency" of Taiwan on Mainland China, as contended by the
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) when it was the major opposition party and by
some Taiwanese experts and media. Ironically enough, Taiwan's "economic
dependency" after 2016 has been re-interpreted by the ruling DPP and some others
as Mainland China's economic dependency on Taiwan's information and
communications technology products. In fact, both viewpoints are not accurate at
all, and it is not far-fetched to argue that both viewpoints have shown why closer
economic interchanges have become a double-edged sword for the improvement
in cross-Strait relations.

Reconciliation

In practice, reconciliation relies largely on empathy, self-restraint, and non-
provocation to ease the tension between competitors or enemies. It also requires
both political determination to carry out related programs and political patience to
witness the positive development toward conflict management or resolution. In
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addition, even if conflicts persist, reconciliation may bring about either informal or
formal development of norms of competition.

In cross-Strait relations, past examples of political reconciliation include joint
discussions of China’s history related to the two sides' governments, Taiwan's
limited access to the meaningful participation in a couple of important international
organisations (such as the World Health Organisation and the International Civil
Aviation Organisation), and the historic meeting between Ma Ying-jeou and Xi
Jinping in November 2015 in Singapore. No similar reconciliation exists between
Tsai Ing-wen (DPP, in office May 2016 to May 2024) and Xi and between Lai Ching-
te (DPP, May 2024 to date) and Xi.

Sometimes, reconciliation can be enhanced by costly signals that generate trust-
worthiness. Ma demonstrated that signal by, for example, adhering to the "1992
Consensus" based mainly on the principle of "one China" (interpreted by the
Kuomintang as the ROC only and by the CCP as the People’s Republic of China
only). Xi gave that signal by meeting with Ma in person in 2015 without the C.P.C.
authorities' unceasing claim that Taiwan is part of China and a local province of
China already represented by the People’'s Republic of China. Still, no such costly
signals have been delivered by Tsai, Lai or Xi since May 2016.

Military

There are two basic components in this military dimension. The first one refers to
military deterrence helpful for lowering the possibility of military standoffs and
armed conflicts, and the second one includes peace-seeking methods such as
military trust-building measures, or confidence and security building measures in a
broader term.

Military deterrence does not necessarily mean the coming of standoffs or conflicts.
Credible military deterrence could give the weaker side some confidence in dealing
with the stronger side, and it could lead to a condition where the major parties
concerned are more able to engage in a relatively stable and predictable
environment. Military trust-building measures, in comparison with military
deterrence, serve better as a proactive way to create a possible game changer or at
least as a possible process for a gradual reduction in tension. Those measures do
not have to be bilateral (or indeed multilateral) or spontaneous to be effective.
Sometimes they can be unilateral first — e.g., pledge of no first use of force against
the other — and then a corresponding positive measure from the other side can
follow.

Acquiescence
When legal and political realities are in conflict, tacit or self-restrained acquiescence
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may help ease the tension. In other words, a form of implied consent through
silence, acquiescence that is not forced can be interpreted either as political
goodwill or as an ambiguous gesture showing no explicit answer to or preference
in an unresolved dispute or conflict. A way to show acquiescence to the existence
of the other side’s jurisdiction (as opposed to sovereignty) between the two sides
of the Taiwan Strait has been the acceptance of the other’s passports and national
ID cards in order to issue their respective travel permits (not visas).

If interpreted as inaction when some sort of response is expected, acquiescence
may create a presumption of agreement by the other side, the third parties, and
bystanders. Thus, it is not surprising to see Taipei's and Beijing’s direct or indirect
rebuttals as to the political or legal statements in conflict with their individual
political or legal positions, but those rebuttals should not mean no room for some
sort of acquiescence.

Negotiation

Negotiation, regardless of its nature, is no less important than the rest of the
approaches. It is a non-violent measure that can enhance mutual understanding,
reduce tension, and/or find possible (temporary) solutions. Based on past
experience, cross-Strait negotiations would take place as the following two
conditions are met: first, respect, equality, goodwill, and reciprocity; and second, a
mutually acceptable political foundation — touching on no sovereign clashes or
“seeking commonalities while shelving disputes” - for official or political
engagement.

Nowadays, for Taipei, there is a sense of fear, reluctance, and/or lack of confidence
in terms of re-engaging in cross-Strait negotiations, and the DPP leaders are
vowing to keep Taiwan safe by investing a historically enormous amount of money
to defence. For Beijing, in addition to the “central-to-local” mentality, there is no
justified reason to meet with the pro-independence authorities in Taiwan.
Accumulation of hostility will hover the Taiwan Strait if only military means have
been stressed by both sides.

Concluding Remarks

When cross-Strait goodwill has diminished to a minimum extent, when cross-Strait
economic development has been depicted to be dependency rather than common
prosperity, when most of reconciliation and acquiescence efforts have become less
significant, and when negotiation has been long neglected by the two sides, what
is left is the military approach to maintaining a hopefully lowest level of security
under an unstable framework.
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What can be the turning points between Taipei and Beijing for a resumption of
talks and to mend fences for the time being? One does not have to rack one's
brains, for the above-mentioned multifaceted G.E.R.M.A.N. approach is nothing
new. It has appeared and functioned in the Kuomintang's Lee Teng-hui and Ma
Ying-jeou presidencies. Based on a certain level of goodwill economy,
reconciliation, military (defence or deterrence), acquiescence, and negotiation can
work collectively to prevent cross-Strait relations from deteriorating. Although such
an approach is not a long-term or ultimate solution because it does not solve the
deeply rooted dispute or conflict in relation to national sovereignty and territorial
integrity, its value and feasibility are still too obvious to ignore.

Fig. 9: Kaohsiung Harbour, 17 January 2024.
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