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For all the fear that Taiwan’s January 14 presidential elections would precipitate a 

strategic crisis in Asia, what was striking about both election day and its aftermath was 

how normal Taiwan’s democratic practice has become. The outcome was not entirely 

predictable—which democracy’s elections are?—but the Taiwanese people’s business-

as-usual approach to the campaign suggests that Beijing and Washington should both 

have more confidence in the capacity of Taiwanese voters to judge the best course for 

their nation. 

U.S. officials past and present were clearly concerned that a victory by Tsai Ing-

wen  of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) could upend the stability of cross-strait 

relations that has held since the Kuomintang’s Ma Ying-jeou won the presidency in 

2008.
1
 Tsai won 45% of the vote, but she could not convince a majority of voters that she 

could protect what they apparently desire: a fruitful economic relationship with China 

coupled with a preservation of Taiwan’s autonomy.
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Polling consistently shows that roughly nine in ten Taiwanese want to maintain 

their island’s current international status. It therefore remains unclear why a DPP leader 

elected with the majority of the vote—unlike Taiwan’s last DPP president, Chen Shui-

bian, who was elected with a plurality of only 39% of the vote—would have put that at 

risk by pursuing aggressively pro-independence policies. DPP leaders have learned from 

the failures of Chen, who uniquely managed to alienate Beijing and Washington 

simultaneously, putting Taiwan’s security in danger. 

Ma Ying-Jeou’s re-election last week should not be misunderstood as a victory for 

China. During the campaign, he had to reassure voters that his policy of economic 

engagement with China would not erode Taiwan’s ability to determine its own future vis-

à-vis the mainland. Any lingering suspicion that President Ma will put Taiwan on a path 

to reunification with China on Beijing’s terms should compel him, in his second term, to 

continue to robustly defend Taiwan’s autonomy, including through policies that may 

displease Beijing. He is no Manchurian candidate. 

Indeed, it is China that finds itself in a conundrum following Taiwan’s fourth free 

election. Chinese people have internalized their government’s propaganda that Taiwan’s 

citizens yearn for reunification with the mainland. But no Taiwanese leader today could 

win a referendum in Taiwan on that question. Most Taiwanese prefer what they have 

now: autonomy, individual rights guaranteed by law, an independent identity, and the 

chance to choose their own leaders.  

As Taiwan’s democracy has matured while delivering high rates of economic 

growth, the question citizens of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) must confront is 

which Chinese society is the pacesetter, and which is the outlier. Is the secretiveness of 

the selection process for China’s fifth-generation leaders, culminating in this November’s 

party plenum, superior in any way to Taiwan’s free and open elections? Is the free-

wheeling media coverage of a Taiwanese presidential campaign somehow less desirable 

than the controlled coverage of China’s leadership transition in the PRC’s state-directed 

media? Will China’s new leadership ever be able to match Ma Ying-jeou’s claim to be 

the people’s choice, or to enjoy the legitimacy that flows from such accountability? Has 

Taiwan’s economic growth somehow been constrained by the rule of law or civic 
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freedoms in ways that prevent Chinese leaders from upholding the equal rights of their 

people? 

The answer to all of these questions is “no.” While Taiwan’s leaders must worry 

about the extraordinary military force China is permanently poised to deploy against 

Taiwan with no warning, it is rulers in Beijing who suffer the more acute insecurity posed 

by fear of their own citizens. Until China embraces genuine political reform, this will 

remain its strategic Achilles’ heel in relations with Taiwan and the world, irrespective of 

the balance of forces across the Taiwan Strait. 

Yet despite the success of Taiwan’s democracy—and the peace it has helped 

reinforce in East Asia—a growing chorus in Washington nonetheless questions whether 

the United States can continue to support Taiwan in light of China’s ascendance and 

given the stakes for the United States in maintaining a stable relationship with the world’s 

second-largest economic and military power.
3
 Why should the United States risk its 

relationship with the rising superpower of 1.3 billion people over its ties to a small island 

nation of only 23 million, given the consequences for Washington of a conflicted 

relationship with Beijing? Why not remove the irritant of U.S. arms sales to Taiwan in 

ways that enable a productive partnership between China and the United States 

unencumbered by the legacy of the Chinese civil war? 

But arguments to let Taiwan go are neither realistic nor strategic. First, cutting off 

an old U.S. ally at a time of rising tensions with an assertive China might do less to 

appease Beijing than to encourage its hopes to bully the United States into a further 

retreat from commitments in East Asia. Second, it would transform the calculus of trusted 

U.S. allies, like Japan and South Korea, who might plausibly wonder whether the U.S. 

commitment to their security is as flexible as it was toward Taiwan.  
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Third, abandoning Taiwan would upend the calculations of new U.S. partners like 

India and Vietnam, whose leaders have made a bet on U.S. staying power and its 

associated benefits for their security. Fourth, such preemptive surrender would reinforce 

what remains more a psychological than a material reality of China emerging as a global 

superpower equal to the United States—which the PRC is not and may never be. Finally, 

and most importantly, it would resurrect the ghosts of Munich and Yalta, where great 

powers decided the fate of lesser nations without reference to their interests—or the 

human consequences of offering them up to satisfy the appetites of predatory great 

powers. 

Fundamentally, China’s emergence as a peer competitor and the U.S. stake in 

managing a set of Asian alliances that sustains liberal order in a post-Western world 

make Taiwan more important to the United States, not less.
4
 Preemptively abandoning 

Taiwan to the mercies of the mainland would decisively signal the end of the American 

era in Asia, as well as the democracy and prosperity it has delivered for billions of 

people. It would mark that system’s replacement by a hierarchic-authoritarian order in 

which, as China’s foreign minister so memorably stated at an Asian summit in 2010, 

“China is a big country and other countries are small countries, and that’s just a fact.”
5
  

President Obama was right to pledge that the United States would be “all-in” in a 

Pacific century.
6
 One of the fastest ways to undermine this “pivot” to Asia would be to 

pivot away from Taiwan before its people and China’s can freely chart a common future 

together. 
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