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Executive Summary

While the American foreign policy establishment debates how the United
States would respond to an attack on Taiwan by the People’s Republic of
China (PRC), Taiwan’s critical presidential election in January 2024 fast
approaches. The election could have a significant impact on the direction of
Taiwan’s foreign and defense policies, which could in turn influence the PRC’s
actions in ways that impact US interests.

Taiwan’s defense policy is especially important. The PRC’s expanding and
modernizing military capabilities increasingly allow Beijing to contemplate
using military force against Taiwan. If that is to change, the military balance
of power across the Taiwan Strait must change. Therefore, Taiwan’s defense
policy is consequential. Upcoming national elections in Taiwan could shift the
country’s trajectory on defense and, by extension, the delicate cross-strait
peace.

Upcoming national elections in Taiwan
could shift the country’s trajectory on
defense and, by extension, the delicate
cross-strait peace.

If Taiwan’s ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) wins yet another
presidential term in January, Taipei’s defense policy will likely continue on its
current path. This status quo entails steadily increasing the defense budget,
gradual mobilization of the Taiwanese public for potential cross-strait conflict,
and cooperation with the Biden administration’s changing thoughts on

which US arms are best for Taipei. On all three points, however, another DPP
government would very likely fall short of Washington’s highest hopes for
Taiwan: spending much more on its military and wholly mobilizing for a cross-
strait war in line with the military strategy that the United States now prefers.
It would also maintain existing US concerns that Beijing is more likely to act
aggressively with a DPP government in Taipei.
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On the other hand, if the main opposition party, the Kuomintang (KMT), wins
the presidency, it’s less clear what that government’s defense policy would
look like because of existing splits in the party. It could follow a path similar
to the DPP or it could halt progress on defense reform and instead prioritize
cooling down tensions with Beijing. Predicting the KMT’s orientation on
defense policy is difficult because the party’s basic foreign policy principles
are unclear. Traditionalists who favor closer relations with Beijing—and would
like to relax Taipei’s investments in defense—are still battling over control of
the party with reformers who overlap more with the DPP’s policy of gradual
military buildup. This uncertainty makes the KMT, despite its less-provocative
foreign policy compared to the DPP, more of a risk in Washington’s eyes.

Blue and Green in Taiwan Politics

The most important cleavage in Taiwan’s politics is between the pan-Blue

and pan-Green camps, in which the KMT and the DPP are the largest political
parties, respectively. Both camps contain elements that would be described
in the West as liberal or conservative on social, labor, and environmental
issues. The main cleavage between the camps has to do with cross-strait
relations and national identity—in other words, how Taiwan relates to the
PRC.! While third parties have also been significant political forces throughout
the democratic period, this paper will only address the politics and defense
policies of the KMT and the DPP. Notably, one third-party candidate has polled
so well so far that the KMT recently agreed to a joint ticket with him, though
this is unlikely to have a meaningful impact on KMT’s defense approach.?

The KMT was founded as a Chinese nationalist party in Beijing in 1912

after the fall of the Qing Dynasty. After losing the Chinese Civil War to the
Communists on the mainland in 1949, the KMT moved its Republic of China
(ROC) government along with one million Chinese “Mainlanders” to Taiwan.
During the Cold War it promised to reunify with the mainland and replace the
PRC regime with the ROC. Though this goal has since been abandoned, the
KMT and the rest of the pan-Blue camp continue to identify culturally with
China and emphasize the ROC over a potential independent Taiwan. The Blues
in Taiwan believe their policies can reduce the risk of a Chinese attack by
ameliorating Beijing’s concerns that Taiwan will never reunite with China under
peaceful terms.?
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The pan-Green camp, led by the DPP, instead sees Taiwan as independent

and not part of China. After fighting against the KMT’s autocratic rule and
martial law during the late Cold War, the DPP successfully transitioned Taiwan
to a democracy in the 1990s and early 2000s. With democracy came a
challenge to the ROC system established by the KMT-Mainlander class: most
of Taiwan does not want to be incorporated into China. The Greens have

won most of the presidential elections in the democratic era by emphasizing
Taiwan’s independence and Taiwanese identity—which has increasingly
displaced Chinese identity in Taiwan*—while promising not to officially declare
independence and thus trigger war. In recent years, the PRC’s grey-zone

and information operations against Taiwan, human rights violations in Hong
Kong and Xinjiang, and Beijing’s demand that it will only engage with Taipei

if Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen explicitly endorses the 1992 Consensus—an
informal cross-strait agreement made during KMT rule that there is “One
China”®> —have convinced the Greens that the PRC is implacably aggressive
and that Taipei must strengthen its military and ties with the United States and
other democracies to preserve Taiwan’s democracy.®

Source: Election Study Center, National Chengchi University
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DPP Defense Policy and
Implications for Taiwan’s Security

Should DPP presidential candidate (and Taiwan’s vice president) Lai Ching-
te win January’s election, Taipei’s defense policy will likely stay on its current
track. Equally important for US policymakers is the fact that even under Lai—
who is, if anything, more resolute against PRC coercion than Tsai—Taipei is
unlikely to shift toward a “porcupine” or asymmetric defense strategy. Such

a strategy would see Taiwan use small, numerous, hard-to-find forces and
weapons instead of fighter jets and large naval vessels better suited to a
similarly sized enemy. These new, more-durable forces would promise Beijing
trouble if it tried to take Taiwan (much like a thorny “porcupine”) instead of
trying to maintain air superiority, defeat a PRC blockade, or strike the PRC
mainland—the Taiwan military’s traditional missions. Tsai pleased many in
Washington when she endorsed asymmetric military reforms in her first term,
but she has since dropped her support for it for reasons covered below. Even
though the KMT’s reformer wing promises similar changes to the military, the
DPP is probably a surer bet for Washington because it is not internally divided
on the necessity of military deterrence like the KMT.

From 2017 to 2021, Washington was optimistic that Taipei had developed
and committed to a wholesale shift to an asymmetric defense strategy. The
proposed strategy was distilled by Tsai’s chief of the General Staff, Admiral
Lee Hsi-min, in the Overall Defense Concept (ODC) in 2017, which addressed
the PRC’s growing military power with a proposal that Taipei seek to deny
PRC forces their objectives in an amphibious invasion of Taiwan instead of
meeting them head-on as Taiwan’s traditional defense concepts dictate.”

The ODC emphasized preserving Taiwan’s limited military forces and
concentrating fire on PRC forces in Taiwan’s littoral waters and on its beaches
in @ war—at least long enough for US help to arrive. This required shifting
largely from big-ticket items like fighter jets or large surface ships to more-
survivable mobile antiship missiles, mobile air defenses, mines, and unmanned
vehicles—all of which have the additional benefits of being less expensive

per unit and thus easier to deploy in large numbers.® For Taipei, this was a
significant departure from more-conventional defense concepts that called
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for its air force and navy to keep the fight far from Taiwan’s shores and strike
targets in the PRC—concepts developed when the PRC did not have the
capacity to credibly threaten a blockade or invasion of Taiwan.®

But the Tsai administration ended up abandoning this approach for
bureaucratic and political reasons. After fully committing to the ODC by late
2019, the administration apparently walked away from it in 2020 or 2021.° The
Ministry of National Defense’s (MND) 2021 Quadrennial Defense Review did
not contain the phrase “Overall Defense Concept” and laid out procurement
priorities that aligned with Taiwan’s pre-ODC strategy." The 2021 National
Defense Report affirmed that the ODC was no longer guiding Taiwan’s defense
planning.”? (The recently released 2023 report affirms this.’®) The abrupt shift
was first due to the intransigence of older, more-traditional officers in the
Taiwan military who prefer offensive operations and autonomy from civilians.
Compared to the ODC’s asymmetric approach, which emphasizes striking PRC
forces on their approach to Taiwan, Taipei’s traditional strategy envisioned its
air force and navy striking PRC targets far out in the Taiwan Strait and on the
mainland, satisfying traditional military preferences for hitting the enemy first
and operating beyond the reach of civilian overseers at home.”

For instance, despite the Taiwan Air Force’s pilot shortages and vulnerability
to the PRC’s air and missile capabilities,'® the service still envisions itself
launching missiles at PRC missiles on the mainland in a cross-strait war.”
Similarly, the Taiwan Navy’s traditional preferences are for large surface
vessels tasked with maintaining sea control and sea lines of communication—
not operating fleets of small attack boats, underwater unmanned vehicles,
mines, and coast-based missile launchers as the ODC advocates.” The sense
that these traditional concepts are simply “the way things have been done” is
stronger among older, high-ranking officers for whom the PRC’s clear military
dominance over Taiwan is only a very recent development.’”

The other factor in Tsai’s turn away from the ODC is that civilians in her
administration viewed the implementation of asymmetric defense as too
politically costly for multiple reasons.?® First, envisioning Taiwan’s forces
fighting far from Taiwan’s main island, as the traditional defense strategy does,
is politically safer than an asymmetric strategy because it shows the public
that Taipei is trying to protect population centers if war occurs.?' Indeed,

Tsai must often fend off charges from the pan-Blue camp that her anti-
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PRC rhetoric and policies endanger Taiwan.?> Moreover, Tsai has benefitted
politically from purchasing big-ticket traditional platforms that clash with
asymmetric concepts—like the $10 billion worth of US fighter jets and tanks
she bought in 2019—because they appear

more prestigious to voters than ODC-

favored weapons, like air-defense systems

and antitank missiles, and because they are

seen as signals of US commitment to Taipei

on the world stage.?®> On the other hand,

whether or not Taiwan’s weapons are ideally

suited to operational needs is not a big

concern for most voters or legislators. Lastly,

building live-fire ranges, missile defense sites,

or facilities for territorial defense forces is

difficult without generating strong political

pushback from voters and local politicians

in the surrounding areas because space

is scarce in and around Taiwan’s crowded Residonts po squore Kiometre by vilage i Tatwan
popu lation centers.24 Source: Ythlev/Licensed under Creative Commons

Despite the turn away from the ODC under Tsai, there has still been gradual
progress from her administration on defense: it has raised defense spending,
extended mandatory conscription from four months to one year, and remained
aligned with Washington even as the Biden administration has pushed Taipei
to adopt asymmetric defense concepts.?®> Continuity on all these points
would be likely under a Lai administration, as would the continued deference
to a traditional instead of asymmetric strategy, because the same factors
shaping Tsai’s decisions on defense would continue to shape Lai’s. Given his
more pro-independence, or “Darker Green,” positions compared to Tsai, Lai
would maintain the DPP’s position as the party of Taiwan’s sovereignty and
de facto independence. Moreover, pressure on Taipei from Washington to
raise defense spending and shift to asymmetric strategy as well as the Taiwan
public’s continued attention on the Russia-Ukraine war would incentivize Lai
to continue his predecessor’s increases to defense spending and maintain the
lengthened conscription period.?®
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The same factors that led Tsai to drop the shift to an asymmetric strategy
would also pressure Lai to stall on defense reform. At least in the first term of
a Lai administration, there would likely be insufficient turnover among senior
military officers in Taiwan to overcome resistance to reform from that source.
The political incentives against reintroducing the ODC (or a similar concept)
would likely also caution Lai against reform. The pan-Blue camp would still
play on the public’s fear of war to paint the DPP’s policies as dangerous.
Moreover, traditional US platforms offer more short-term political gain than
would asymmetric arms, and building new facilities would be politically costly.
These obstacles are further compounded by low social regard for military
service and relatively weak civilian defense expertise in Taiwan.?” The recently
extended mandatory conscription period may help overcome these dynamics,
but only in the long run if at all.?®

Still, there is likely hope among defense-reform advocates in Taipei and
Washington that a Lai defense policy would include some asymmetric reforms
or increase Taiwan’s military budget much more than Tsai. Although a Lai
administration could grow more amenable to these possibilities if, for example,
Beijing substantially ratcheted up its demands on Taipei after a DPP victory

in January, continuity on defense policy is still likelier.?® The political factors
holding Taipei back from massively raising defense spending or switching to
an asymmetric strategy have become further entrenched by the PRC’s now-
daily air intrusions into Taiwan’s Air Defense Identification Zone and naval
intrusions into its nearby waters (also called “grey-zone” warfare), meant to
erode Taipei’s sovereignty and thus legitimize the PRC’s claims to it. Taipei
often reacts to these maneuvers by scrambling aircraft or naval vessels,
underscoring the claims of military traditionalists that Taipei cannot buy in
fully to asymmetric reform and thus deprioritize the large, expensive platforms
needed to react to Chinese grey-zone tactics.’° The grey-zone argument for
maintaining Taiwan’s traditional platforms and defense posture is further
strengthened by the ambiguous US defense commitment, which the pan-Blue
camp often cites as further reason for Taiwan to maintain its ability to protect
its airspace and sea lanes on its own.*

Of course, Taiwan could afford to keep its traditional force and strategy and
add asymmetric forces as envisioned by the ODC if it massively increased
defense spending. But in the several years since the ODC was proposed,
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it has become clear that there are in fact trade-offs between conventional
military capabilities and asymmetric ones since there is no political will to raise
defense spending to, say, above 4 percent of GDP. Changing this reality would
require a massive political shakeup that would signal greater US commitment
to Taipei and likely elicit a response from Beijing, which itself would silence
more pro-China voices in Taiwan. Examples include an official US commitment
to defend Taiwan—which could help Taiwan see a joint US-Taiwan defense
against the PRC as actually possible—or an increase in kind of the amount

and sophistication of defense aid that Washington gives to Taipei.*? But such
decisions would largely be beyond Taiwan’s own control.?

KMT Defense Policy and
Implications for Taiwan’s Security

The KMT is less predictable on defense policy than the DPP because of its
deep internal split between reformers, who advocate cross-strait and defense
policies should be closer to the DPP’s, and traditionalists, who apparently
wish to return to the foreign and defense policies of the last KMT president,
Ma Ying-jeou. If KMT reformers could assure the United States that they
control the pan-Blue camp in Taiwan, they may well be Washington’s preferred
partner, since they pair a willingness to continue Tsai’s investments in Taiwan’s
military readiness with moderation on Taiwan independence—something

that assuages US concerns that Taipei could provoke a PRC attack. But

the (generally older) traditionalists in the KMT camp—many of whom have
substantial business interests in the PRC—still exert a hold on the party, and
they have shown little indication that they have moderated their argument
for cross-strait trade and diplomacy, rather than military deterrence, as the
key to peace for Taiwan. The apparent bipartisan consensus in Washington
that appeasing Beijing is unwise means the KMT is probably a more worrying
proposition than the DPP.

The struggle between the reformers and traditionalists is one between
electability and ideology. Reformers have recognized that the KMT’s
traditional position of embracing the 1992 Consensus is not electorally viable.
The party’s loss in the 2020 presidential election underscored this. Aggressive

Taiwan’s Security Future — 8



PRC behavior that year in Hong Kong—where Beijing replaced the “One
Country, Two Systems” framework with repressive direct rule—led Taiwan’s
public to fear a similar fate if their government ever acceded to Beijing’s
terms, causing support for the DPP to swell. As a solution, reformers propose
replacing the KMT’s commitment to the 1992 Consensus with a commitment
to something less conciliatory to Beijing.’* Although they still advocate
dialogue with Beijing, they assert that continuing Tsai’s progress on defense
will give Taipei more leverage. And on defense policy, the reformers, like the
DPP, speak of continuing Taipei’s increases in defense spending, conscription
reform, and cooperation with US arms sales and training initiatives. Still,

they remain focused on the PRC’s grey-zone threats and potential blockade
scenarios, so it is unlikely they would revive proposals for an asymmetric
defense strategy (despite any US-focused messaging to the contrary).?®

In essence, while the reformers are trying to position their party to capture
more of Taiwan’s voting public, they are also trying to carve a middle path that
appeals to Washington’s hopes: a Taiwan that invests in its defense as much as
(or more than) the Tsai administration but does not risk significantly provoking
Beijing, as the DPP often does. In the words of one State Department

official in the George W. Bush administration, Washington prefers a “strong
and moderate Taiwan.”*® In that sense, traditionalists come up short on the
“strong” part and are too enthusiastic about the “moderate” part.

If KMT reformers could assure the
United States that they control the pan-
Blue camp in Taiwan, they may well be
Washington’s preferred partner.

Traditionalist media and figures in the KMT (including Ma) seem to advocate
resuming the Ma administration’s foreign policy and, like that administration,
rejecting military investment as an unnecessary drain on Taiwan’s resources
and unnecessarily provocative toward Beijing. This would repudiate
Washington’s focus under the last Trump and Biden administrations on
matching the PRC’s growing military power and probably push Taipei too
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close to Beijing for Washington’s comfort. Such a move would hurt the US
priority of maintaining the status quo across the Taiwan Strait and likely
trigger destabilizing backlash among the Taiwanese public. Ma’s attempt to
expand economic ties between Beijing and Taipei in 2014, which triggered the
Sunflower Movement in Taiwan, is an instructive warning.?’

Even though the KMT has formally nominated its candidate for president,
New Taipei City Mayor Hou You-yi, it is far from certain whether reformer

or traditionalist instincts on foreign and defense policy would dominate in

a future KMT presidency.*® The pan-Blue camp’s base of support in national
elections is facing structural threats from the increase in Taiwanese identity
in Taiwan, which is accelerated by harsh PRC rhetoric and actions against
Taiwan as well as the dwindling proportion of voters who identify strongly
as Mainlander or personally benefited when cross-strait economic channels
opened in the 2000s.3° Hou’s moderate position on cross-strait policy before
his nomination indicated that KMT reformers partially succeeded in choosing
electability over ideology.*° But his poor position in the polls seems to have
weakened the argument for picking a more moderate candidate, something
that will likely obligate him to more enthusiastically adopt the traditionalists’
One China position and antipathy toward military investment.*' In July, he
endorsed the 1992 Consensus and stated in an interview that he would try to
reduce tensions with the PRC and then return Taiwan’s mandatory military
conscription period to four months from one year if he was president.*? In
an essay published in September, Hou reiterated his support for the 1992
Consensus and did not comment on military conscription.** The KMT’s recent
announcement of a joint ticket with third-party candidate Ko Wen-je means
its future foreign and defense policy would be further complicated by the
challenges of running a coalition government.

Beyond the 2024 election, the direction of KMT defense policy is
unpredictable, as reformers and traditionalists hold sway in the party.
Reformers seem poised to grow more influential because the KMT
traditionalist position cannot win enough votes in the long run—it will likely
be defeated by the mutually reinforcing growth of Taiwanese nationalism and
escalating PRC aggression that have fueled Tsai’s two presidential victories,
though the timing of this shift will be hard to predict.** Legislator Johnny
Chiang of the KMT (also the KMT chairman from March 2020 to October
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2021) said in an interview that the KMT will have to come around to this reality
in order to win the support of Taiwan’s people.*®> Yet even after the KMT’s

loss in the 2020 election, bids by Chiang and current party chair Eric Chu

to moderate the party’s cross-strait policy by dropping the 1992 Consensus
failed.*® Traditionalists’ influence in the party is further demonstrated by the
consistent US-skeptic reporting in pan-Blue media, which reinforces the notion
that Taipei should lean toward both Beijing and Washington.#’

Even in 2023, Ma—under whom Taiwan’s military spending as a percentage
of GDP fell to below 2 percent and mandatory military conscription was
lowered to four months—remains influential in the KMT, as demonstrated

by his frontline position at the KMT Party Congress (immediately to the
right of Hou),*® Hou’s hiring of Ma’s top political aide for his campaign in
June,*® and his brokering of the Hou-Ko unity ticket in November. In 2020,
Ma said that “once initiated, the battle [between the PRC and Taiwan] must
be finished in a very short time, and you have no chance to wait for the US
military to assist”*°—a skepticism of the US defense commitment that other
KMT traditionalists share.>' Another traditionalist heavyweight is Terry Gou,
the billionaire founder of Foxconn who recently announced his independent
candidacy after failing to beat Hou for the KMT nomination and initially
promising to support him nonetheless.>? Too many towering traditionalists
remain influential in the KMT for reformers to decisively lay claim to the party.

Conclusion

Understanding the politics behind Taiwan’s upcoming presidential election
will help US policymakers better prepare for the key challenges of Taiwan
policy ahead. There continues to be a strong US interest in cross-strait peace.
Yet Taiwan’s two major political camps offer quite different answers on how
to preserve that interest. While the DPP does not offer all that US defense
and national security leaders currently hope for, it does offer predictability
and a baseline commitment to enhance Taiwan’s own military preparedness.
Although this is unlikely to include a full return to asymmetric defense reform
in the short term, it may help nurture more willingness among Taiwan’s people
to make necessary investments in their defense capabilities in the long term.

Taiwan’s Security Future — 11



The KMT, by contrast, has not yet settled a key internal rift. Will it maintain a
pro-China, pro-dialogue platform or cater to a public increasingly skeptical

of Beijing? The party’s volatility likely means, at least in the current US
administration’s view, that Lai and the DPP are the safer bet on defense policy.
Washington prefers a partner in Taipei enthusiastic about matching the PRC’s
military gains, not one that wavers on the need to deter Beijing. In this way,
recognizing the uncertainties that a KMT administration may bring can help
sharpen US thinking on Taiwan. US policymakers should not assume that
Taipei agrees with Washington’s consensus that a strong defense is necessary
for cross-strait stability. Keeping that in mind will be essential as policymakers
in Taiwan and the United States try to keep the peace.
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