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The Taiwanese problem 
 
 

 

Taiwan, officially the Republic of China - Photo credit: Wikimedia Commons, NASA Earth Observatory 

 

 

       Tsai Ing-wen, president of Taiwan - Photo credit: Wikimedia Commons 

 

 
The struggle for world supremacy between the 

United States and China, in that order the two major 

powers of our era, has multiple dimensions. From the 

'trade war' declared by Donald Trump, to the China-

Russia rapprochement, to the possibility of banning a 

seemingly banal popular app like Tik-Tok on U.S. 

soil. All battle fronts are open. But none is as 

important as Taiwan. 

The small island of Formosa, just off the coast of 

China (less than 200 km along most of its length) is today 

the main stage on which this epic arm wrestling match is 

taking place. Far from being an exclusively Chinese 

problem as Beijing claims, in line with its position that 

this territory belongs to China, the fate of Taiwan is of 

paramount importance for the future of trade and 

technological innovation in the world. It is probably far 

more relevant than most of the multi-billion dollar 

investments we are used to hearing about. And that is 

precisely why it is essential to understand what is at 

stake, in order to be able to follow the future of this - for 

now verbal - conflict. 

The recent Chinese maneuvers around the 36,000 

km2 island, the second in less than a year, were by far  

 

the most convincing demonstration to date of China's 

ability to seize this territory by force. After the sea 

blockade was tested in August 2022 after then 

Democratic Speaker of the U.S. House of 

Representatives Nancy Pelosi set foot on Taiwanese 

soil, an air blockade test has now been carried out. 

As a side note, and like a déjà vu, the operations 

occurred after Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen 

met with Pelosi's successor, Republican Kevin 

McCarthy, in California. 
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Arleigh Burke USS Milius – Photo credit: Wikimedia Commons 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Xi Jinping and Putin – Photo credit: Wikimedia Commons 

 

 
 

There is little doubt that Xi intends to achieve 

this goal during his term, now his third, as China's 

leader. It would be a milestone that would secure 

him some of the best pages in modern China's 

history books under the wing of the Communist 

Party. 

Beijing's failure to condemn Russia's invasion of 

Ukraine to seize Ukrainian territories is interpreted 

by all analysts as a sign that the Chinese government 

does not intend to lead by example. 

But it is not just about territorial priority for 

China. Taiwan is also a valuable economic target: it 

is the source of the world's largest semiconductor 

production. These components, now present in every 

conceivable device, are manufactured in Taiwan and 

their demand is growing under the influence of a 

technological development spearheaded by artificial 

intelligence. 

China, in fact, spends more money on importing 

semiconductors than it does on importing oil. 

The latest round of U.S. measures limiting 

China's access to technology considered sensitive to 

national security - and also to labor capable of  

 
 

The United States, applying a principle known as 

"strategic ambiguity" with Taiwan and China, 

immediately deployed a combat ship, the destroyer 

"Arleigh Burke USS Milius", to the Taiwan Strait to 

mark its presence in the area and its closeness to its ally, 

Taipei. The "strategic ambiguity" means that the United 

States acknowledges the principle of a single China, even 

at the United Nations, while proclaiming the sovereignty 

of Taiwan's decisions, one of its main allies and trading 

partners in the region, and also its main arms supplier. 

Ever since the late 1950s, when the defeated 

Kuomintang forces that fought against the Chinese 

People's Army took refuge in Formosa after the civil 

war, the Communist Party has viewed the Taiwanese 

issue as a matter of national sovereignty and territorial 

integrity. 

 Xi Jinping's re-election as head of the Chinese 

regime on the back of a harsh discourse against 

Taiwan, which he would take by force if necessary, 

implies shorter timescales than those that until not 

long ago favored Taiwan's democratic existence.  
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It is hard to imagine, in light of the current 

situation, that Taiwan - recognized as a sovereign 

nation by only 13 nations - can eventually escape the 

fate assigned to it by the Chinese giant beside it. In 

the meantime, following the evolution of the 

technological aspect of this tension front between the 

United States and China, whose resolution will have 

an impact on the global economy, is key to estimate 

timings and developments.  
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developing or working with this technology- has put 

Beijing in a serious bind. China is dependent on the 

provision of the semiconductors needed for its massive 

manufacturing of consumer technology goods, but it is 

also dependent to a large extent on cutting-edge 

development in this sector, and even on access -very 

restricted- to the machines used to manufacture these 

small components that are now a cornerstone of our 

daily existence. 

  Conquering Taiwan is also conquering Taiwan's 

semiconductor production. But a war could damage 

valuable infrastructure before China becomes self-

sufficient in chip manufacturing. Beijing knows about 

both. So does Washington. So much so that, on the 

grounds of encouraging "made in America," the Biden 

administration allocated more than $50 billion to 

promote the installation - or should we say the 

relocation - of semiconductor factories on U.S. soil. 

"Just in case," as the popular saying goes. 

The United States cannot abandon its Taiwanese 

ally and client to its fate, nor can it allow Chinese 

ambition to deprive it of its main supplier of these 

essential components.  

No other 'tug-of-war' between the two powers is 

more important than this one, because of its political 

consequences, of course, but especially because of its 

potential to distort global supply chains for a 

commodity as essential as oil. 
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