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On May 22, 1995, the
White House approved a visa for Lee Teng-hui to visit the United States in
early June to attend his graduate school reunion at Cornell University. The de-
cision to allow Taiwan’s most senior leader to enter the United States reversed
more than twenty-�ve years of U.S. diplomatic precedent and challenged
Clinton administration public policy statements and private reassurances to
Chinese leaders that such a visit was contrary to U.S. policy. Equally impor-
tant, the visa decision followed a three-year evolution of U.S. policy toward
Taiwan. In 1992 the Bush administration, in violation of its pledge in a 1982
U.S.-China arms sales communiqué to reduce the quantity of U.S. arms sales to
Taiwan, sold Taiwan 150 F-16 warplanes. In 1994 the Clinton administration re-
vised



in the development of the new regional order. The confrontation continues to
in�uence Chinese and American security policies and the bilateral relation-
ships between the United States, China, and Taiwan.

Many scholars have argued that China’s use of force in 1996 coerced the
Clinton administration into reversing the trend toward improving U.S.-Taiwan
relations and into opposing Taiwan independence. They have also argued that
the United States needs to adopt a stronger posture against Chinese policy to-
ward Taiwan.1 This article challenges these views. It argues that both China
and the United States achieved their strategic objectives as a result of the con-
frontation.

The Taiwan Strait confrontation re�ected the interaction of Chinese coercive
diplomacy and U.S. deterrence diplomacy. China used coercive diplomacy to
threaten costs until the United States and Taiwan changed their policies.2 The
United States used deterrence diplomacy to communicate to both Chinese and
regional leaders the credibility of its strategic commitments. Washington





Because China and the United States pursued two different types of strategic
objectives, each was able to achieve its purpose. China in�uenced Taiwan’s as-
sessment of the costs of independence and succeeded in curtailing the evolu-
tion of U.S. policy toward Taiwan, thus reestablishing U.S. constraint on
Taiwan’s independence diplomacy. For its part, the United States secured its
reputational objectives. Following U.S. deployment of two carrier battle
groups, China, Taiwan, and U.S. regional allies concluded that the United
States remained committed to the defense of Taiwan and to using its military
power to preserve the East Asian strategic order. The United States thus suc-
ceeded in maintaining its preconfrontation reputation, leaving the credibility
of U.S. deterrence intact.7

The �rst section of this article addresses the origins of the U.S.-China con-
frontation. It examines, �rst, why China considered Lee Teng-hui’s 1995 visit to
the United States a major challenge to its interests and, second, Beijing’s initial
efforts to affect U.S. and Taiwan behavior. The second section examines the
March 1996 confrontation and explains why each side used force to achieve its
objectives. The third section assesses the consequences of the confrontation, in-
cluding the costs and bene�ts for U.S. and Chinese interests and for U.S.-China
relations. The conclusion argues that because both the United States and China
achieved their objectives and were content with the restoration of the status
quo that existed before Lee’s visit to the United States, the confrontation itself
was unnecessary and avoidable. Both countries could have achieved their in-
terests without putting their relationship under such intense pressure. The les-
son of 1996 is not that the United States requires a tougher China policy, but
that its policymakers must avoid the mistakes of 1995 to prevent similar costly
and unnecessary confrontations in the future.

From Ithaca to New York City

Between May 1995, when Lee Teng-hui received his visa to visit the United
States, and October 1995, when President Clinton and President Jiang met in
New York for an unof�cial summit, Washington and Beijing negotiated the res-
toration of their pre-visa agenda. Beijing pressed Washington to af�rm its op-
position to Taiwan independence and to reassure Chinese leaders that there
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would be no further erosion of U.S. policy toward Taiwan, as agreed in three
U.S.-China communiqués.8 Washington resisted Chinese pressure. After offer-
ing China informal and ambiguous assurances, American of�cials insisted that
U.S.-Taiwan relations were no longer at issue as they sought to shift the focus
back to three issues of long-standing interest: Chinese arms proliferation,
trade, and human rights policies. This period ended with China’s failure to
achieve its objectives through diplomatic persuasion.

china’s response to lee teng-hui’s visit to cornell
President Clinton’s decision to issue a visa to Lee Teng-hui did not re�ect con-
sidered analysis of U.S. interests, but rather White House acquiescence to con-
gressional pressure. As late as April 1995 U.S. Secretary of State Warren
Christopher had told Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen that a visa for Lee
would be “inconsistent with [the United States’] unof�cial relationship” with
Taiwan. Further, National Security Council (NSC) of�cials



Cornell, Lee had observed military exercises in which Taiwan forces practiced
defense against a People’s Liberation Army (PLA) attempt to land on Taiwan.
Then Taiwan announced that it was prepared to spend $1 billion to secure ad-
mission to the United Nations.11

Chinese of�cials believed that the evolution of U.S. policy had encouraged
Lee Teng-hui to seek sovereignty for Taiwan. The visa decision followed a suc-
cession of similarly important decisions made in Washington since the end of
the Cold War. In 1992 President George Bush approved the sale of 150 F-16
warplanes to Taiwan. The sale not only violated the August 17, 1982, U.S.-
China communiqué on U.S. arms sales to Taiwan, but also suggested increased
U.S. support for Taiwan in its con�ict with China.12 Then in 1994 the Clinton
administration revised its policy on U.S. government



a�eld to gain greater legitimacy for himself and Taiwan independence. As a
Xinhua commentary explained, Lee was “chief behind-the-scenes backer” of
Taiwan’s independence movement. He aimed to use his visit to the United
States to “boost Taiwan’s status with the help of foreigners and to achieve a
‘domino effect’ leading to the international community’s recognition of Tai-
wan’s ‘political status.’”15

Leaders in Beijing understood that the catalyst for Washington’s changing
policy was domestic political pressure on the White House. Regardless of the
impetus, however, “China [could not] help but show great concern and vigi-
lance” for this trend.16 As a Chinese foreign ministry statement noted, there
were indeed “stubborn anti-China elements in the U.S. Congress.” Neverthe-
less, the U.S. government had to “exercise its power and in�uence to . . . honor
the international commitments it has made.” The statement went on to observe
that if policymakers “only attach importance to pressure from certain pro-
Taiwan forces, Sino-U.S. relations will . . . regress.”17

To complicate matters, a couple of months after Christopher’s April state-
ment to Qian that a visit by Lee would be inconsistent with the United States’
unof�cial relationship with Taiwan, the administration reversed its position.
On June 8 President Clinton told Chinese Ambassador Li Daoyu that the issu-
ance of Lee’s visa had not signaled a major change in U.S. policy. The State De-
partment held that the decision was “completely consistent with the . . . three
communiqués that form the basis” of U.S.-China relations. Assistant Secretary
of State Winston Lord seemed to dismiss the signi�cance of the decision when
he characterized it as a mere “tactical change.” And in early July, Christopher
said that the visit was not “violative” of the U.S.-China “basic relationship,”
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Beijing, however, sought more than mere U.S. reaf�rmation of the three U.S.-
China joint communiqués. The Chinese leadership was determined to compel
the Clinton administration to formally commit the United States to the one-
China policy and to reaf�rm the status quo in its relationship with Taiwan. In a
July meeting with former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, Foreign Minister
Qian insisted that “what is imperative is that the United States make concrete
moves to eliminate the disastrous effects of its permitting Lee’s visit.” Prime
Minster Li Peng demanded that Washington “take practical measures” to cor-
rect its mistaken decision.19

Beijing retaliated to the visa decision by canceling the imminent visits to
Washington by Defense Minister Chi Haotian and State Counselor Li Guixian,
and by cutting short a visit to the United States by the Chinese air force chief of
staff. It also



to-surface missiles approximately 100 miles from Taiwan.22 A Chinese foreign
ministry spokesperson explained that



Christopher presented Qian with a con�dential letter from President Clinton
to President Jiang in which Clinton wrote that the United States opposed Tai-
wan independence; did not support a two-China policy, or a policy of one
China and one Taiwan; and did not support Taiwan membership in the UN.
Although Washington expected that such assurances would mollify the Chi-
nese, these were basically the same con�dential commitments that American
presidents had made since President Richard Nixon visited China in 1972.28

Christopher also tried to assure Qian that the U.S. decision to issue a visa to
Lee did not indicate that future visits would be routine. Although he did not
rule them out, Christopher said that Lee’s visit had been a “special” situation
and that future visits would be personal, unof�cial, and rare, and would be
decided on a case-by-case basis.29 While



cause Taiwan’s leaders had purchased foreign weaponry, they could be
“cocky” and resist reuni�cation.32

China’s next opportunity to press the United States occurred during Under-
secretary of State Peter Tarnoff’s visit to Beijing in late August. On August 15
China began a second round of missile tests and



President Jiang later told former President Bush that “oral undertakings are
not enough; we demand . . . practical and effective measures” to address the
consequences of Lee’s visit and to “avert the recurrence of







had it lowered the priority of the Taiwan issue on the U.S.-China agenda.46

Rather China had decided to shelve the issue until its leverage improved. To
underscore China’s position, after announcing Beijing’s willingness to attend
the New York summit, Qian Qichen said that “we do not think that this is
enough because a complete agreement . . . has not been reached.” Immediately
following the summit, Qian said that Clinton and Jiang had held a “positive
and useful meeting,” but “this does not mean that the Taiwan issue will not
again be the main issue affecting U.S.-China relations.” And whereas in Osaka
Christopher had been upbeat about U.S.-China relations, Qian said that the
“differences and contradictions” between Washington and Beijing still “need
to be addressed.”47

China agreed to the New York summit because it had turned its focus to-
ward Taiwan’s upcoming elections to the legislative assembly scheduled for
December 2, 1995, and it needed stable U.S.-China relations if it was to coerce
Lee Teng-hui into stopping his pro-independence activities. Despite China’s
repeated military exercises and missile tests, Lee had continued to defy Chi-
nese warnings. In September Taiwan carried out its own missile tests, and in
early October it held ground, air, and naval exercises simulating a response to
an enemy attempt to land on Taiwan. In addition, Taiwan insisted that Tokyo
invite Lee to attend an upcoming Asia Paci�c Economic Cooperation (APEC)
summit in Japan. After visiting the United States, Lee was now aiming for Ja-
pan.48 Moreover, Taiwan leaders had been closely watching U.S.-China diplo-
macy. They stressed U.S. refusal to consider a fourth communiqué,
emphasized U.S. criticism of China’s military activities, and minimized the im-
portance of the U.S.-China summit. China observed this pattern and suggested
that Lee was creating a domestic environment supportive of his independence
efforts.49
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From Summitry to Confrontation

China responded to the failure of its U.S. policy by escalating its use of force. In
October, following the announcement of the New York summit, Jiang Zemin,
accompanied by China’s senior military leadership, observed PLA Air Force
and Navy exercises and boarded a command ship to observe a “high-tech war
game” of submarines and destroyers, and missile launchings. Also on display
were China’s bombers and nuclear and conventional submarines. The focus
was Chinese military modernization, but the foreign ministry stressed that the
maneuvers also demonstrated China’s resolve



defend national sovereignty and . . . safeguard the motherland’s unity.”51 They
were also the “most serious warning” to that point of China’





concerned China not only because it would add domestic and international le-
gitimacy to Taiwan’s quest for sovereignty, but Taiwan’s campaign politics
might encourage Lee to use the independence issue to raise support for his
candidacy. Also, China had to worry about the possibility of a victory for Peng
Ming-min, the outspoken pro-independence DPP candidate for president.

In the lead-up to the presidential election, the candidates insisted that Tai-
wan could challenge mainland threats. Lee declared that of all the presidential
candidates, only he had the “capability, wisdom, and guts to handle cross-
strait relations.” Two weeks later he said that the effect of the PLA exercises
was “diminishing” and that the mainland was “not pleased with our foreign
trips, but we must also say that we are not pleased with their military exer-
cises. Shall we say that we have broken even?”



with U.S. unof�cial relations with Taiwan. China expressed its “strong displea-
sure” at the decision.61 Then on January 31, the White House again ignored
Chinese warnings by approving two additional transit visas for Li to travel
round-trip between Taiwan and Haiti. En route to Haiti, Li planned to spend
two nights in the United States, visiting San Francisco and Miami. On his re-
turn to Taiwan, he planned to stay one night in Los Angeles. Although the ad-
ministration needed more than a week to make the decision, it insisted that the
visa was a “routine matter” that should not affect U.S.-China relations.62

Dismayed by Washington’s actions, China warned Taiwan to go no further
toward independence. In late December 1995, the director of the Institute of
Taiwan Studies wrote that the people of Taiwan should “warn [Taiwan’s] sepa-
ratists in all seriousness . . . to rein themselves in at the brink of the preci-
pice.”63 In



U.S. of�cials told him that China should not try to intimidate Taiwan and
should instead work to reduce tension in the strait. The administration also
used military signals to weigh in against Chinese policy. On February 6 Secre-
tary of Defense William Perry said that he did not yet consider China’s use of
its military a threat to Taiwan, but he did express concern. The same day, the
Pentagon reported that a U.S. naval vessel was passing through the Taiwan
Strait. The next day, Assistant Secretary of State Lord told the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee that the administration had stressed to Beijing its “deep
concern” over the PLA’s activities. He warned that the administration was
closely watching developments and that if hostilities broke out, the “impact . . .
would be extremely serious.” In mid-February the State Department an-
nounced that since January 26, the administration’s senior national security
advisers had been holding a series of meetings to assess Beijing’s activities and
that these meetings would continue.66

Nonetheless, China pushed ahead with its plans for military maneuvers.
Leaders in Beijing believed that China had to raise the stakes to make the
United States understand the risks of its Taiwan policy.67 It also wanted to lay
to rest suspicions that Washington had become so accustomed to Chinese mili-
tary exercises that U.S. silence amounted to acceptance of Chinese actions.68

Moreover, Taiwan seemed unfazed by China’s threats. During the �rst months
of 1996, Taiwan held its own military maneuvers, reinforcing its resistance to
the mainland’s “anti-splittist, anti-Taiwan struggle.”69

On March 4 China announced that the PLA would conduct surface-to-
surface missile tests from March 8 to March 18. The target areas were waters
just off the coast of Taiwan’s two largest port cities, one of which was barely
twenty miles from the northern port of Keelung. After careful study, Chinese
leaders had concluded that if the target zones were not close to Taiwan, the
tests would be ineffective in opposing Taiwan “splittism” and U.S. policy to-
ward Taiwan.70 When asked whether the likelihood of a mainland attack on
Taiwan had increased, a foreign ministry spokesperson responded that “if Tai-
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Nonetheless, Washington had to react. China had ignored U.S. warnings,
and its missile tests challenged U.S. credibility. Administration of�cials be-
lieved that if the United States did not respond forcefully, Beijing would doubt
Washington’s commitment to a peaceful resolution of the Taiwan con�ict and
would be encouraged to escalate its military activities in a future confronta-
tion—thereby increasing the likelihood of hostilities and a far more serious
U.S.-China crisis. The Defense Department explained that Washington needed
to communicate its determination that China resolve its differences with Tai-
wan peacefully. It could not allow Chinese leaders to conclude that “the U.S.
had lost interest in that area of the world.” As Secretary of Defense Perry later
recalled, the United States had to demonstrate the military resolve behind its
Taiwan policy.75

Equally signi�cant, American leaders believed that failure to respond to
China’s actions would call into doubt the U.S. commitment to remain an active
player in East Asia and to ful�ll its bilateral security commitments to its re-
gional allies. Secretary of State Christopher, for example, explained that “be-
cause Asian and Paci�c nations looked to the United States to preserve



Ignoring Washington’s warnings, China announced on March 9 that from
March 12 to March 20 it would conduct air and naval exercises with live
ammunition in waters near Taiwan.78 China and the United



curred, explaining that the carriers indicated U.S. interest in a peaceful out-
come to mainland-Taiwan differences.80

The United States was determined to protect its credibility in defending its
interests, but China was determined to protect its territorial integrity. Indeed,
Beijing feared that the U.S. carrier deployments and Washington’s commit-
ment to defend Taiwan might encourage Lee to take another step toward inde-
pendence. The Chinese foreign ministry warned the United States that the
deployment was unwise: “If this . . . is regarded by the Taiwan authorities as
. . . supporting and conniving” with Taiwan’s “splitting the motherland, that
would be very dangerous.” Foreign Minister Qian said that the United States,
not China, was being “reckless.”81

On March 13, China launched a fourth M-9 missile test. Then on March 15, it
announced that from March 18 to March 25 the PLA would conduct joint air,
ground, and naval exercises near Pingtan Island, within ten nautical miles of
Taiwan-controlled islands. On the same day, a joint editorial warned that if Lee
Teng-hui “insists on going his way and clings obstinately to promoting ‘Tai-
wan independence’ . . . or if foreign forces interfere in China’s uni�cation,”
then China would “make every effort to safeguard the motherland’s reuni�-
cation.”82

The





trol Taiwan’s independence activities.84 Its silence on subsequent visas for Tai-
wan of�cials suggested satisfaction with U.S. sensitivity to Chinese interests.
Washington signaled its caution in other ways as well. When Taiwan’s leaders
traveled to Washington in late March 1996 to purchase arms, the Clinton ad-
ministration would not agree to the sales. Later, in mid-1997, during his Senate
con�rmation hearings, Stanley Roth, the Clinton administration’s nominee for
assistant secretary of state for East Asian and Paci�c affairs, acknowledged
that the 1995 decision to grant Lee Teng-hui a visa was a “serious mistake.”85

Most important, China made gains in in�uencing U.S. policy toward Tai-
wan’s status in world affairs and in bilateral U.S.-China relations.86 As dis-
cussed, prior to March 1996, the Clinton administration had followed the
practice of U.S. presidents since Richard Nixon by making only con�dential as-
surances regarding U.S. opposition to Taiwan independence. It refused to
change its declaratory policy on Taiwan’s role in international politics, and in-
sisted that negotiations over Taiwan be removed from the agenda of U.S.-
China summits. The administration had also been reluctant to exTm˝[ (T) 73U Tm˝[ (t) -24 (o) -341TJ˝1 0 0 1 1320 13798 (C) -24 (hina) -365rs.



Although pleased with the U.S. initiatives, China remained concerned about
the Taiwan issue. From November 1996 until the Washington summit in Octo-
ber 1997, China publicly pressed the United States to strengthen its opposition
to Taiwan independence. In a June 1997 meeting with Secretary of State Mad-
eleine Albright to plan for the summit, Foreign Minister Qian insisted that Tai-
wan was the most important and sensitive issue in the U.S.-China



unedited speech on Chinese television and agreeing to a nuclear nontargeting
pact. In return, the president attended an open forum in Shanghai in which he
said that the United States did not support independence for Taiwan.90 The
summit did not produce a written U.S. statement on Taiwan or a fourth com-
muniqué, or require change in U.S. behavior—and the president’s statement of
the “three no’s” contained nothing new regarding actual U.S. policy toward
Taiwan. Yet this was the �rst time that a U.S. president had publicly stated that
the United States did not support Taiwan independence. In the aftermath of
China’s coercive diplomacy, the
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visa from the United States. Then in July of that year, just before an important
meeting in the
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Chinese leaders acknowledge the costs of their coercive diplomacy. But they
believe that if they had adopted less provocative policies, they would have
failed to get Washington’s attention, independence sentiments in Taiwan
would have remained high, and U.S. policy would have continued to encour-
age Taiwan independence. Shortly after the confrontation, Premier Li Peng
gloated that Americans in and out of government “have come to realize the
importance of China.” He observed that this is “progress because before they
miscalculated the situation. They thought that . . . China was no longer impor-
tant. . . . But facts have negated these ideas.” Chinese leaders accept the costs of
coercive diplomacy as the necessary trade-off for the gains they made in
in�uencing U.S. policy toward Taiwan and the resulting caution among the
Taiwan electorate.98

Chinese threats made the people of Taiwan less likely than ever to consider
uni�cation. The New Party has become irrelevant in Taiwan politics, and the
victory of Chen Shui-bian (the DPP candidate in the 2000 presidential election)
suggests Taiwan’s growing resentment at mainland threats. Greater threat per-
ception has also encouraged Taiwan to develop its political and military rela-
tionship with the United States. Thus China’s ability to expand mainland-
Taiwan economic relations and to develop the cross-strait dialogue on the basis
of the one-China principle has been more dif�cult since March 1996. China,
however, never predicated its Taiwan policy on the assumption that diplomacy
could win the affection of the people of Taiwan or persuade Taiwan to reduce
its ties with the United States. Rather, China expects that economic cooperation
will make Taiwan increasingly dependent on the Chinese economy, deterrence
will prevent independence ec



nese use of force. This miscalculation affected not only U.S.-China relations,
but also the outcome of the Taiwan presidential election. The U.S. response off-
set any impact China’s use of force might have otherwise had on Beijing’s ef-
fort to curb Taiwan’s independence movement.



strategic position in the region and increased con�dence in Washington’s com-
mitment to its Asian allies. This heightened con�dence of course re�ects many
factors, including the strengthening of the U.S.-Japan security treaty. Nonethe-
less, the U.S. response to Chinese use of force made an important contribution
to sustaining regional con�dence in U.S. resolve.101

The costs for the United States of deterrence diplomacy mirrored China’s
costs for its coercive diplomacy. Although Washington achieved its immediate
policy objectives, U.S. policy affected perceptions of the United States among
China’s political leadership. The United States’ ability to threaten China with-
out risk angered, frustrated, and embarrassed many Chinese. U.S. deterrence
diplomacy reminded them of the humiliation they suffered under imperialist
“gunboat diplomacy” during the nineteenth century. Some Chinese policy-
makers were especially angry insofar as the United States had been assured
that China would not attack Taiwan. They therefore believed that the deploy-
ment of the aircraft carriers was not only unnecessary but was aimed at
humiliating China. The net effect of U.S. policy was to
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vene.103 Thus the PLA is planning for war against the United States, with
implications both for the domestic politics of China’s U.S. policy and for PLA
hardware acquisitions. China’s increased deployment of M-9



The bene�ts of Washington’s policy outweighed the costs, however. The
United States increased both Chinese caution and regional con�dence in its
presence in Asia. On the other hand, the costs of inaction could have been very
high, including greater Chinese militancy against Taiwan and less cooperation
from the United States’ Asian security partners. At stake was the post–Cold
War regional security order. Administration of�cials also believed that the de-
ployment of the two carrier groups was the minimum display of force that
would have succeeded in demonstrating U.S. resolve. Just as China had to use
missile tests to get the attention of U.S. leaders, Washington’s response had to
get the attention of Chinese leaders as well as leaders throughout Asia. In the
context of China’s 1996 coercive diplomacy, U.S. deterrence diplomacy was
necessary and justi�ed the costs.

Conclusion: The Lessons of 1995–96

U.S. policy drift in the Clinton administration and the March 1996 U.S.-China
confrontation re�ected White House susceptibility to congressional pressure,
which in turn re�ected Taiwan lobbying on behalf of its independence diplo-
macy. Administration policymakers understood that U.S. interests lay in the
rejection of a visa for Lee Teng-hui, and they resisted further change in U.S.
policy toward Taiwan, but they were unable to sway the president’s thinking.
Following the confrontation, the White House readily returned U.S. policy to
the status quo of



policy of his predecessors. Beijing understood that domestic politics was the
source of U.S. policy change, including the 1992 F-16 sale, the 1994 Taiwan pol-
icy review, and the 1995 decision to issue a visa to Lee Teng-hui. But it was the
policy, rather than its sources, that mattered to China. The Chinese used force
to persuade the Clinton administration that appeasement of the “Taiwan
lobby” was not risk free and to compel it to incur the domestic costs of return-
ing to the status quo ante in U.S. policy toward Taiwan. The 1997 and 1998
U.S.-China summits and the administration’s statements on Taiwan—the
“three no’s”—re�ected the changes in U.S. policy.

The 1996 Taiwan Strait confrontation further reveals how
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