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Taiwan is neither a straightforward nor a neutral topic. Its contested sta-
tus—de jure between the strategic interests of two superpowers—endorses
this aura of turbulence. Few authors dare to address the issue, particularly
its contemporary political and military dimensions. After all, it was claimed
to be the most unsafe region on the planet." Direct confrontation over Tai-
wan looms between the world’s two strongest armies. Public warnings from
high-ranking United States (US) officials about a Chinese invasion of Taiwan
in the coming years have raised the stakes for this second Trump term in the
White House. Meanwhile, Xi Jinping’s rhetoric and his government’s asser-
tiveness on the world stage—unseen since the Mao era—keep the bar high and

1. The Economist. (2021, May 1). The most dangerous place on Earth. The Economist.
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the hands shaking. Despite the alarms, the Taiwan issue remains as complex
as it has been for the past seven decades. All sides desire to avoid the use of
force, wary of its likely exponential consequences. However, as in many other
disputed regions, no available solution is sufficient to bring the parties to a
common ground. Subtler features may ultimately serve as deal-breakers or
catalysts for conflict—developments that non-experts may struggle to antici-
pate or understand.

In the Portuguese literature on International Relations, there was a grave
gap regarding Republic of China (ROC) studies. This discrepancy is histori-
cally odd since Portugal was the first European country to discover the island
of Taiwan in the 16" century.? For this reason, Taiwan was known as Formosa,
which translates as beautiful, in the West until after the Second World War,*
a name given by Portuguese sailors to acclaim the island’s scenic landscape.
The last book by a Portuguese author about Taiwan was published in 2008,
and it was also by Cunha.® Thirteen years later, Cunha’s 2024 book delivers a
timely response to an again pressing gap in the literature. Its title, translated
as Taiwan - Peace and War in Asia, reflects and encapsulates the war-like im-
portance of the theme.

Across every dimension, this book dissects the Taiwan question by gradu-
ally peeling away its layers — from geostrategic considerations down to tacti-
cal discussions. It can be divided into two sets of four chapters each. The first
four chapters offer introductory steps on the strategic dynamics concerning
the ROC status. The following four chapters take a sectoral approach, exam-
ining the military, economic, and ideological dimensions of Cross-Strait rela-
tions. The ideological dimension is divided into two chapters—one focused on
nationalism and the other on democracy. The author analyses the push-and-
pull dynamics of these three dimensions as the primary vectors influencing
the relationship between the PRC and the ROC. Cunha concludes that, while
military and economic interactions display a potential, albeit asymmetrical,
for convergence, ideology arises as the principal point of divergence across
the Taiwan Strait.

2. In this paper, Taiwan and the ROC are used interchangeably, as are the People’s Republic of
China (PRC) and China.

3. Kua, P. (2023). Europe meets Formosa, 1510-1662: Two Historical Studies. Propius Press.
4. San Francisco Peace Treaty, Sept. 8, 1951, United Nations Treaty Series, vol. 136, no. 1832 (1952).

5. Cunha, L. (2008). China - Cooperacéo e Conflito na Questdo de Taiwan [China - Cooperation and
Conflict in the Taiwan Issue]. Prefécio.
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Chapter 1 underscores the urgency of the Taiwan issue, using the situation
in Hong Kong as an example of the consequences of an increasingly forceful
China.

Chapter 2 provides a historical perspective on the genesis of the Taiwan
Strait dispute, focusing on the Chinese Civil War. The author reminds the
reader that, for many decades, both regimes in Beijing and Taipei sought re-
unification.

Chapter 3 maps the evolution of the ROC’s international recognition (or
loss thereof). China was a founding nation of the United Nations (UN) in
1945—the first to sign the Charter and one of the permanent members of this
organisation’s top body, the Security Council. Not only a perpetual position
but also had the power to veto the decisions on this forum. ROC kept this po-
sition after the foundation of the PRC in 1949 until 1971 when it shifted to the
PRC, an expelling of ROC representatives from both the General Assembly
and Security Council. Today, however, only 12 countries—including the Holy
See—recognise Taiwan as a state.

The US played a central role in this regard. From initial hesitation, through
the military-backed maintenance of the Taiwan Strait’s status quo—which was
kick-started by the outbreak of the Korean War—to the late 1970s shift towards
recognising the PRC, the US had a decisive influence on the outcome. Concur-
rently, the US use of its military forces accompanied this major strategic shift,
changing from a dissuasive presence to a more backward position, aiming
to appease Beijing and support the evolving bilateral stabilisation. This drift,
pivoted by a new US executive, marked a realist atonement of the interna-
tional system. However, realism also has its limits, as Cunha points out about
the Taiwan Relations Act (TRA). In a move contrary to the White House inter-
ests, the US legislative branch decided to preserve the US-Taiwan bond. From
that point onwards, the US maintained unofficial, independent relations with
a territory that its government recognised as part of China, thereby creating
the so-called Taiwan Question—that is, the undefinition of ROC’s interna-
tional status. Inherently, the PRC’s international position is also delineated in
this chapter. The author takes the opportunity to identify the key documents
issued by both the RPC and the ROC regarding Taiwan’s international status.
He concludes the chapter by noting the ROC’s informal resignation towards a
UN membership in 2009, shifting its international efforts to alternative forms
of international engagement.

Chapter 4 inspects the foundation principles of Taiwan’s current regime,
demonstrating that, for decades, the ideological differences between the KMT
and the CCP were more rhetorical than substantive. In public discourse, both
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parties sought to champion Sun Yat-Sen’s people’s principles of nationalism,
democracy, and improving the population’s welfare. Empirically, they imple-
mented similar variants of these principles—namely, democratic centralism,
the Party-State model, and police-state societal control. Hence, the author
classifies the KMT as a Leninist party. As KMT led Taiwan towards liberal
democracy, the ideological gap between it and its mainland counterpart wid-
ened exponentially.

Cunha also highlights the internal wealth distribution: in the PRC, deep-
seated inequality has hindered the emergence of a middle class that might
otherwise have demanded a liberal democratic system, whereas in the ROC,
the rise of the middle class has become a barrier to bilateral dialogue. This
issue correlates to the growing self-identification of Taiwanese citizens with
the ROC. The author delineates the following phases in the evolution of Tai-
wan’s national identity: as part of the old ROC (1912-49), the ROC was relocated
to Taiwan (1949-87), the ROC in Taiwan (1988-99), and ROC as Taiwan (from
2000 onwards).

Chapter 5 is centred on the military dimension. In no other dimension
does the author delve so deep. The current geopolitical tensions justify this
prioritisation. The asymmetry between the ROC’s and the PRC’s military ca-
pabilities is stark. Hence, the US remains the most decisive vertex of the US-
Taiwan-China strategic triangle. However, it is also the most ambiguous. The
US adheres to a policy of strategic ambiguity regarding Taiwan’s defence in
the event of a military invasion. No one knows if the US will actually come
for Taiwan’s protection, not even Taiwan. Recalling the previous Strait crises,
most notably in 1996, the US deployed naval forces to the Strait, signalling a
firm commitment to maintaining the status quo. Nevertheless, as this book
highlights, in 2022—amid high tensions resulting from the US speaker’s visit
to Taiwan—Washington refrained from a similar military response. This shift
raises questions about the US’s future willingness to commit its forces to sta-
bilising Cross-Strait relations. Nonetheless, the prevailing uncertainty is still
sufficient to complicate Beijing’s war calculus.

When it comes to a blockage, however, the tide is more friendly towards
the PRC’s objectives. In recent years, several military exercises have allegedly
been conducted by the PRC to prepare for such an operation. As an island,
the ROC is highly dependent on critical external inputs, making it vulnerable
to supply disruptions. Communication infrastructure is particularly at risk—
from concerns over reliance on Elon Musk’s Starlink to underwater cables re-
portedly targeted by PRC-affiliated vessels—, prompting Taiwan to pursue the
development of a national satellite network. Geography is unavoidable. The
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island’s energy depends mainly on imports—gas and oil. Food reserves are
estimated to last only six months in the event of a blockade.

Notwithstanding, such an operation would not be without significant
costs, particularly given the world’s—and China’s—dependence on Taiwan’s
advanced semiconductor industry. The concept associated with the deter-
rence effect of the Taiwanese chips was coined silicon shield. The dependence
on the Taiwan chip industry works in both ways in the strategic triangle. On
the one hand, it incentivises US support for Taiwan to avoid major disruptions
in the global semiconductor supply chain. On the other, it weakens the strate-
gic benefits of a military invasion for China, as such an action would severely
disrupt the flow of critical components needed for its ambitions to lead the
world’s new industrial revolution.

US efforts to reduce their reliance on ROC’s semiconductors through
friend-shoring have raised concerns in Taipei. If successful, such measures
could undermine the silicon shield by diminishing US economic interests in
the region. These efforts represent a continuation of the previous administra-
tion’s strategy. Taiwan’s leading semiconductor company, TSMC, has pledged
to build factories in the US during both the Biden and second Trump admin-
istrations. In response, Taiwan’s president publicly addressed concerns over
the potential weakening of the silicon shield, assuring that the most advanced
semiconductors would continue to be produced domestically. It is worth
noting the parallel between the US president’s rationale for strengthening
Ukraine’s security through increased bilateral economic ties—such as the
ownership of nuclear plants® and investment in critical minerals”—and the
strategic economic engagement with Taiwan.

The logistics of an island invasion, though less immediately visible than
the challenge of deploying large forces onto rugged terrain, remain a signif-
icant obstacle—particularly due to the critical need for sustained resupply of
the invading army. Civilian merchant ships are expected to play a supporting
role in these efforts.

To hold back the invasion, the ROC relies on rapid mine deployment and
air and subsurface drones. The defence procurement strategy advocated in
Cunha’s book focuses on asymmetric weapons. Anti-ship, anti-vehicle, and
surface-to-air missiles are central to the so-called porcupine defence concept,

6. White House. (2025, March 19). Statement from Secretary Rubio and NSA Waltz on Call with Ze-
lenskyy. The White House. https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/2025/03/statemen-
t-from-secretary-rubio-and-nsc-waltz-on-call-with-zelenskyy/

7. Carnahan, A. (2025, March 3). Vice President JD Vance reveals where things ‘broke apart’ during
Trump-Zelenskyy blowup at the White House. Fox News. https://www.foxnews.com/media/van-
ce-reveals-where-things-broke-apart-during-white-house-zelenskyy-blowup
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which consists of resisting the invading forces until allied reinforcements ar-
rive. The book further emphasises the pivotal role of drones in executing this
strategy, contributing to what is described as a hellscape approach—capable
of delaying an invasion army for up to a month.

This chapter (5) includes the inevitable comparison with the Ukraine-Rus-
sia war. In both cases, the military balance favours the invading force. At the
same time, Washington’s ability to intervene faces several constraints—in this
case, the commitment to the One China policy, the geographical challenges
of providing support, and the overstretching of its global defence industrial
capacity. However, before any actual conflict unfolds, deterrence remains a
crucial barrier against changing the status quo.

The current debate on deterrence frames it within the concept of Inte-
grated Deterrence, which depends not only on the US support but also on the
population’s willingness to fight, the local terrain, the availability of shelters
and, critically, the readiness of the Taiwanese Armed Forces. A decline in pre-
paredness has been noted. Lack of personnel and civil defence training repre-
sent some of the more daring issues. Finland and Norway are good references
for reforming the Taiwanese defence system.

Sanctions are another tool discussed in the broader defensive strategy
to deter a potential Chinese military invasion. However, their effectiveness
remains questionable—particularly when confronting the red lines of great
powers. In this context, three key red lines emerge: a unilateral declaration of
independence by Taiwan (which Washington also seeks to avoid), social un-
rest on the island, and direct foreign military intervention in Taiwan (an issue
that remains ambiguous). Here, the comparison with the Ukraine-Russia war
resurfaces once again.

One cannotdiscuss deterrence without addressing nuclear weapons. Asthe
author points out, the US held nuclear tactical weapons on Taiwan until 1974.
The ROC considered developing its own nuclear arsenal between the 1960s
and 1980s before Washington persuaded Taipei to abandon the programme.
Meanwhile, across the Taiwan Strait, the PRC’s arsenal continues to grow. In
terms of related technologies, China leads in missile development and is one
of only two nations—alongside Russia—with operational hypersonic missile
systems. Although Chinese nuclear doctrine has traditionally espoused a no-
first-use policy, its burgeoning capabilities remain a critical factor in the over-
all deterrence equilibrium.

Leveraging its expanding military capabilities, the PRC increasingly em-
ploys grey zone tactics that shape the defence and security landscape of the
Cross-Strait environment. Exploiting emergent technologies, it specifically
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targets Taiwan’s information systems. Similar to the situation in Ukraine, a
battle of narratives unfolds with the implicit aim of manipulating public opin-
ion. The author classifies this approach as a coercive instrument, citing the
ROC government’s assertion that it undermines civilian morale. Contempo-
rary war theory conceptualises information warfare as a means of degrading
an adversary’s capacity to adapt, thereby conferring a significant advantage
in achieving military victory.®

Regarding the prospects of this approach, Cunha recalls the fall of the Ber-
lin Wall and the subsequent peaceful reunification of Germany, suggesting
that, should Beijing’s tactics succeed, a similar process might be replicated
with the Bamboo Wall between Beijing and Taipei. Prior to such a scenario—
and beyond the scope of the principal US legislation on Taiwan (the TRA) —the
PRC could potentially annex the two Taiwanese islands closest to its coast, an
action entailing limited risk but substantial strategic significance. This situa-
tion is reminiscent of the Russia-Ukraine conflict, particularly the annexation
of Crimea. Economic cooperation plays a pivotal role in reinforcing these cen-
trifugal tendencies, especially on the non-violent front. The following chapter
(Chapter 6) is devoted to this dimension.

Economic power plays a meaningful role in Cross-Strait relations, a dy-
namic the author distils into the concept of economic realism. Although the
PRC and ROC have entrenched themselves in opposing political and ideologi-
cal spheres, economic integration has proceeded in a striving and structural
manner. As noted in the book, Taiwan contributed substantially to China’s
economic miracle—investing in and even establishing factories on the main-
land. In the 1980s and early 1990s, both governments undertook significant
measures to advance Cross-Strait cooperation. From the ROC’s point of view,
it was a matter of seizing business opportunities: Taiwan had high-tech know-
how, whilst the PRC offered cheap labour and land. For Beijing, economic in-
terdependence creates potential leverage, a tool it has historically exploited
by weaponising economic ties—most notably through control of critical min-
erals supply chains, essential, for example, for the semiconductors industry.
The ROC is aware of the risks inherent in this relationship and has, since the
late 1990s, tried to implement several, yet moderate, measures to restrict it.
The interests of the Taiwanese companies, however, have been compelling
their government to go in the opposite direction.

8. Osinga, F. (2015). The enemy as a complex adaptive system: John Boyd and airpower in the post-
modern era. InJ. A. Olsen (ed.), Airpower reborn: the strategic concepts of John Warden and John Boyd
(pp- 48-92). Naval Institute Press.
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The PRC knows that the use of economic leverage may incentivise eco-
nomic diversification by both the target and third countries. In this sense,
in more recent years, economic relations between Taipei and Beijing have
visibly retracted, as evidenced by a decline in bilateral commercial trade, a
reduction in the PRC’s share of the ROC’s outward foreign direct investment,
and diminishing employment of Taiwanese workers on the PRC. Ultimately,
economic integration failed in fostering political rapprochement; instead, re-
alism prevailed over liberalism.

The dynamics of advancing and retreating in Cross-Strait relations are in-
tertwined with Taiwan’s two main political parties. The Kuomintang (KMT)—
which ruled during the dictatorship—has traditionally maintained a more
congenial relationship with Beijing. Notably, it was the KMT which took part
in the first Cross-Strait meeting between political party leaders in 2005 and be-
tween Presidents in 2015. In the run-up to the 2016 ROC presidential elections,
the PRC attempted to counter a potential political shift through missile tests;
however, this intervention proved unsuccessful: the Democratic Progressive
Party (DPP) returned to power, and bilateral relations have since deteriorated.

The European Union (EU)-Taiwan relations are covered in this chapter,
while the US is addressed throughout the book. This parallels the real-life
asymmetry in support for the ROC from these key international actors. The
book depicts a cautionary EU. Notwithstanding its ideological affinity with
Taiwan’s democratic regime, the EU is constrained by its substantial eco-
nomic dependence on China, thus preventing a more assertive stance.

Underneath the differences in overall regime type, ideological similarities
exist between Taiwan and China, particularly in terms of nationalism. Chap-
ter 7 examines this issue in depth by differentiating between two strands of
nationalism: ethnic nationalism (as seen in the PRC) and state nationalism (as
evident in the ROC). In continental China, cultural Chinese identity serves as
the unifying factor and is employed to justify reunification, whereas, in Tai-
wan, citizenship is emphasised as the basis for justifying separation. Despite
drawing on history to bolster national identity and mitigate identity crises,
both sides rely on distinct interpretations of the past. Notably, these regimes
seek to assimilate historical figures into their respective narratives, with Con-
fucius and Sun Yat-Sen featuring prominently.

The final three chapters of this book align neatly with Yat-Sen people’s
principles: improving welfare (chapter 6), nationalism (chapter 7), and de-
mocracy (chapter 8). Both Taiwan and China assert that they are democracies.
Cunha offers a historical perspective on these claims. China did transition,
but only from totalitarianism to authoritarianism. The ROC possessed the
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necessary conditions—namely, a strong middle class—to develop into a ma-
ture liberal democracy, which it did. The US-Taiwan-China strategic triangle
has significantly influenced the evolution of Taiwan politics. Nevertheless,
ROC’s democratic system has thrived, as evidenced by regular peaceful trans-
fers of power (in 2000, 2008, and 2016) and the emergence of multiple political
parties within the national assembly since 2020. Cunha contends that the ide-
ological divide stands as the highest barrier to reunification.

Cunha’s book concludes with a final, although brief, section on future
prospects, entitled Uncertain Horizon. The strategic value of Taiwan is sum-
marised from divergent perspectives: for the RPC, Taiwan is considered a
matter of national honour, while for the US, the archipelago is framed as a
central element in the global struggle between democracies and autocracies.
The equation is far from balanced. The author warns that the factors which
have sustained the status quo are disintegrating. The US security guarantees
regarding Taiwan’s defence are (continue to be) deliberately doubtful, but the
deterrence effect on the PRC has been diminishing. A more assertive China,
whose leader—unlike his predecessors—prioritises security over economic
development, is reaching the necessary military capabilities for an invasion.
Domestically, reunification would not only immortalise the current PRC
president but could also divert attention from pressing economic challenges.
Moreover, the UN would be unable to intervene, given that Taiwan is not rec-
ognised as a sovereign state. Lastly, Cunha argues that underestimating Chi-
na’s capability and willingness to reunify with Taiwan in the mid-term—up to
the fiftieth anniversary of the Hong Kong or Macao handover agreements—
would constitute a “strategic error” (p. 264).

Itis difficult to envision a more comprehensive single-issue book. Although
the title suggests a military focus, an alternative such as The Essential Guide
to the Taiwan Question might better reflect the book’s balanced approach, as
it addresses the three main subsystems of the international system identified
by Gongalves:” the military (Chapter 5), the economic (Chapter 6), and the cul-
tural (Chapters 7 and 8). Nonetheless, the current title effectively encapsulates
the book’s central thesis: neither the PRC nor the US can afford to relinquish
their interests in Taiwan. For the PRC, Taiwan is a core national objective,
while for the US, the archipelago is a linchpin in maintaining leadership of the
International Liberal Order (ILO). The loss of an ally—and the failure to pro-
vide adequate support—would deal a significant blow to the US global system

9. Gongalves, R. (2005). Economia Politica Internacional: Fundamentos Tedricos e as Relagdes Interna-
cionais do Brasil [International political economy: Theoretical foundations and Brazil’s interna-
tional relations]. Editora Campus.
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of alliances, which rests both in credibility and trust."® Although one might
debate whether the ILO remains a priority for the current US administration
or question the present US stance on Taiwan—which remains unclear—this
book, published before the current executive assumed office, remains a valu-
able encapsulation of 75 years of the Taiwan question.
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