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Objective: to prepare a policy briefing paper for the US State Department on 
Taiwanese nationalism and identity  
 
National Standards in World History  

Era 9: The 20th Century Since 1945: Promises and Paradoxes 
Standard 2: The search for community, stability, and peace in an 
interdependent world  
Standard 3 Major global trends since World War II 

 
National Standards in US History  
 Era 10 Contemporary United States (1968 to the present) 

Standard 1: Recent developments in foreign and domestic politics 
 

Background information  

This interdisciplinary unit was designed for a high school anthropology class. It 
might also be adapted for a modern current issues or political science class. 
Leading up to this unit, students will have already been introduced to basic 
concepts of culture and cultural change. Students would also benefit by already 
having a background in other areas of cultural anthropology, especially linguistics 
and personality. 

One of the world’s most dangerous conflicts is the China-Taiwan conflict. The roots 
of this conflict extend at least as far back as the Opium War in the 19th Century. 
It is from that point on that China, one of the world’s great powers for most of its 
almost 5,000 years of existence, was divided up and controlled by outside powers. 
Many scholars have described the humiliation felt by China of having been occupied 
by Japan and Britain and other European powers. After World War II, the People’s 
Republic of China was able to mostly consolidate control over its historical borders. 
It attacked and invaded Tibet in 1959 and more recently negotiated the return of 
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Hong Kong and Macau from foreign control. The one territory that has remained 
separate is Taiwan. 

Located on an island off the coast of Southern China, Taiwan has attracted foreign 
settlers over the years. In the 16th and 17th Centuries, the Dutch and Portuguese 
played an active role on the affairs of the island that was known as Formosa. From 
1895 to 1945, Japan ruled the island under the terms of the Treaty of 
Shimonoseki that ended the Sino-Japanese War. As part of the Japanese Empire, 
Taiwan was ruled harshly. There were mixed attitudes on the part of ethnic 
Chinese and aboriginal populations living on the island. A Taiwanese independence 
movement, which included native Taiwanese was put down and not allowed to 
flourish. World War II ended Japanese rule, which was replaced by Chinese claims 
to the island. 

Soon after World War II, Jiang Jieshi’s Nationalist government fled main land 
China and set up a government in Taiwan. Throughout the 1950’s and 1960’s, the 
divisions between Taiwan and China were hardened by Cold War tensions. The US 
supported Taiwan and Soviet Union supported Communist China. Both countries 
claimed that there was one China and they were the sole legitimate political 
authority. During the early 1970’s, US policy under President Nixon shifted with 
the establishment of diplomatic relations with China. Since then, US relations, 
especially in regard to economic activities, have intensified.  

Despite economic ties with the PRC and US support for PRC representation of 
China in international organizations, the US continues to recognize Taiwan as a de 
facto nation under the Taiwan Relations Act of 1979. Under this act, the US 
declared the Taiwan would be treated in the same manner as a foreign country. 
While the US doesn’t technically have diplomatic relations with Taiwan, alternative 
arrangements provide substantially the same effect. It declared that peace and 
stability are in the US interest and that “any effort to determine the future of 
Taiwan by other than peaceful means, including by boycotts or embargoes, would be 
of grave concern to the United States.” In order to maintain this policy, the US 
pledged to provide Taiwan with “arms of a defensive character” and to “maintain 
forces capable of resisting any non-peaceful activities” pursued by the PRC. This 
policy can be seen as a continuation of the “strategic ambiguity” policy first 
pursued in the Eisenhower administration, since it doesn’t guarantee US protection 
in case conflict is stirred up by the Taiwanese, but leaves open the possibility of a 
US military response in case of belligerent actions by the PRC. 
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As the years have passed, resolution of this conflict has become more and more 
difficult. The Communist government in China has placed much of its prestige and 
political authority on the idea that it is capable of making China whole again. On the 
other hand, Taiwan has developed separate from China for almost 60 years. Most 
conspicuously, it has been a functioning democracy for almost 20 years, it is more 
developed economically, and there is a large indigenous Taiwanese population. The 
generation of Taiwanese born on main land China is rapidly disappearing. To the 
dismay of China, an active Taiwanese independence movement has formed. One of 
the strongest political groups is the Democratic Progressive Party, which led the 
country under President Chen Shui-bian from 2000-08. To complicate matters, the 
US as recently as 2006 reaffirmed US policy that there is “one China.” 

This unit will utilize anthropological concepts of culture and political organization 
for analyzing this major world political dispute. By communicating directly with 
Taiwanese and Chinese students, reading newspaper articles, and other documents, 
students will examine whether or not there is indeed “one China.” 

For a more complete discussion of the history of the Taiwan-China conflict, please 
read “China’s Relations with the West: The Role of Taiwan and Hong Kong” by 
Nancy Bernkopf Tucker, May 2008 at 
http://fpri.org/footnotes/1307.200805.tucker.chinawesttaiwanhongkong.html and 
“China and the West in Historical Perspective” by Warren I. Cohen, April 2008 at 

http://fpri.org/footnotes/1306.200804.cohen.chinawesthistorical.html  
  
Readings and texts 
“10 Questions: Ma Ying-jeou.” Time Magazine. July 10, 2006. 
(http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1211639,00.html)  

BBC News. “Taiwan Flashpoint.” 
(http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/asia_pac/04/taiwan_flashpoint/html/introduction
.stm) 

Books, Peter. U.S.-Taiwan Defense Relations in the Bush Administration. Heritage 
Foundation. November 14, 2003. 
(http://www.heritage.org/Research/AsiaandthePacific/hl808.cfm)  

Bush, George. Statement by the President on Taiwan Election. March 22, 2008. 
(http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2008/03/20080322-4.html) 

“Bush Opposes Taiwan Independence.” FoxNews online. December 9, 2003. 
(http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,105239,00.html)  

ChinaTaiwan.org (http://2006.chinataiwan.org/web/webportal/W5268570/index.html)  
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Cohen, Warren I. “China and the West in Historical Perspective.” April 2008. 
(http://fpri.org/footnotes/1306.200804.cohen.chinawesthistorical.html) 

Ferraro, Gary. Cultural Anthropology.  Belmont, California: Wadsworth/Thomson Learning, 
2004, 5th edition. 

Haviland, William A., Anthropology. Belmont, California: Wadsworth/Thomson Learning, 
2003, 10th edition. 

“Heavenly dynasty.” The Economist, Mar 29, 2007. 
(http://www.economist.com/surveys/displaystory.cfm?story_id=8880832) 

Huang, Jewel. “Analysis: Name changes reflect increasing 'Taiwan identity.” Taipei Times, 
February 12, 2007. 
(http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2007/02/12/2003348683)  

“Interview: Su Beng believes sovereignty will come, but not yet.” Taipei Times, Sep 17, 
2007. (http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2007/09/17/2003379147) 

Gordon, Michael R.. Collision with China: The Issues; Dispute Grows Over Providing Arms to 
Taiwan. New York Times, April 15, 2001 
(http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9C00EEDC1131F936A25757C0A9679C8
B63) 

Kang, David. “Q&A: The dispute between China and Taiwan.” New York Times, Nov. 22, 
2005. 
(http://www.nytimes.com/cfr/international/slot2_112205.html?_r=1&pagewanted=print&or
ef=slogin)  

New Taiwan website. http://www.taiwandc.org/  

“Presidential Inauguration: Activists rally for independence as Ma takes office.” Taipei 
Times, May 21, 2008. 
(http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2008/05/21/2003412535) 

“U.S. urges China to rethink Taiwan law.” CNN online. March 8, 2005. 
(http://www.cnn.com/2005/WORLD/asiapcf/03/07/china.npc.law/index.html) 

 
Critical Questions 

§ Identify factors that are important for political organization 
§ Explain the reasons for the differences in political identity, if any, between 

Taiwanese and mainland Chinese youth. 
§ Consider whether, and if so how, US foreign policy should account 

anthropological concepts of culture, identity and political organization. 
§ Identify the main issues involved in the Taiwan-China dispute. 
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Activities 
1) 10 minute quick write: When you watched the Beijing Summer Olympics of 

2008, how did you decide whom to root for and why? Did it matter that an 
athlete was American?  

2) Share: After sharing some of the writings, lead a discussion on key issues 
identified by students. Some points to include in the discussion might be 
what it means to be American, such as common language, history, geography, 
culture, etc… Challenge students with examples such as recent Chinese 
immigrants who play ping pong for the US. What about athletes such as 
runners, swimmers and basketball players who compete for their home 
country even though they live, work, and study in the US? If your students 
live near the Canadian or Mexican borders, ask them why they root for 
Americans who may live in very different geographical or cultural areas 
rather than for an athlete who lives nearer, but just happens to live just 
over the border. Explore ancestry and political ideas by asking students to 
identify other countries for which they have particular strong negative or 
positive feelings. You might also ask students to reflect on how they might 
have acquired feelings of patriotism. 

3) Pre-assessment: You may hand this out to students or you can project it on a 
smart board and record the results  

 
 Strong Moderate Weak/Don’t Know 
How comfortable are you 
discussing Post-WWII 
trends in China? 

   

How comfortable are you 
discussing Post WWII 
trends in Taiwan? 

   

How comfortable are you 
discussing Chinese 
cultural trends? 

   

How comfortable are you 
discussing Chinese 
geography? 

   

 
4) Anthropological conception of Political Order. In Haviland’s Anthropology, 

assign p. 620, 629-631, and 644-49. Have students define “political 
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organization,” “the state system,” a “nation,” and a “state.” Discuss the 
differences between and a nation. Note the factors that make a nation, such 
as shared language, culture, territory, political organization, and history. 
Draw a continuum for states showing national versus civic identity for 
statehood. Discuss where the US fits in this continuum. Explain that in this 
unit students will be exploring whether Taiwan and China are a single nation, 
and if so, whether they should unify as a single state. 

5) Geography: Have students label and color an outline map of China and Taiwan 
highlighting significant political and cultural information such as Taipei, 
Beijing, Xian, Shanghai, Chongqing, Hong Kong, Guangzhou, Taiwan Strait, 
South China Sea, East China Sea, Japan, South Korea, North Korea, 
Philippines, Fuzhou, Pearl River, Yellow River, Yangtze River, Tibetan Plateau, 
Taklamakan Desert, Gobi Desert, Tian Shan Mountains, After students 
complete the map, ask students to form groups to make lists of geographic 
similarities and differences between China and Taiwan. You should also give 
students copies of maps showing ethnic distribution, languages and dialect 
spoken, and various economic/social indicators. Share results on a 
smartboard. 

6) Teacher presentation: The teacher will give a brief overview of the conflict. 
(See background information above) 

7) Background History and Timeline: Assign students to read Nancy Bernkopf 
Tucker’s “China’s Relations with the West: The Role of Taiwan and Hong 
Kong.” 
(http://fpri.org/footnotes/1307.200805.tucker.chinawesttaiwanhongkong.html). 
Alternatively, you could have students consult the BBC web portal for the 
Taiwan issue at 
(http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/asia_pac/04/taiwan_flashpoint/htm
l/introduction.stm) or David Kang’s New York Times article “Q&A: The 
dispute between China and Taiwan” at 
(http://www.nytimes.com/cfr/international/slot2_112205.html?_r=1&pagewa
nted=print&oref=slogin). Students should form groups and create an 
annotated timeline of significant events. 

8) Research and roundtable discussion: Students will research the main issues 
surrounding the Taiwan-China dispute. Students will be required to attend a 
mock roundtable discussion in which they assume an assigned perspective, 
such as pro-unification Taiwanese, Pro-independence Taiwanese, a mainland 
Chinese, and an American perspective. Provide links to the various resources 



 7 

contained in the Readings and Text section above. Key subjects to discuss 
are the Taiwanese independence, the role of the US, US arms sales, the 
Taiwan Relations Act of 1979 and the doctrine of strategic ambiguity, 
Chinese missile launches, UN representation for Taiwan, the viability of “One 
China, Two Systems,” the election of Ma Ying-jeou, name changing in Taiwan 
for major institutions, Taiwan’s participation in the Olympics, and China’s 
anti-secession law.   

9) Create a survey: Using an online tool such as Wufoo (http://wufoo.com/), 
have students create an online questionnaire for Taiwanese and Chinese pen 
pals which explores Chinese and Taiwanese identity. Questions should 
address all of the characteristics of nationhood, such as language, culture, 
territory, political organization, and history. You might want to break 
students into groups to brainstorm questions. Then have groups share their 
best questions and discuss before putting them in a final questionnaire. 

10) Electronic pen pals. Create an account for electronic pen pals with Chinese 
and Taiwanese students at ePals (http://www.epals.com/). Have e-pen pals 
complete the survey 

11) Interpret survey results 

12)  Based upon the survey results, students will prepare a policy briefing paper 
for the US State Department on Taiwanese nationalism and identity. 


