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The Recent “Strategic Ambiguity”
Point of View of the United States and

Grey Zone Conflict
Tsun-Yen Wang

Assistant Research Fellow

Abstract

Recently, voices questioning the US policy of strategic ambiguity
have been successively heard in the US. The paper believes that this is the
conclusion after observation of all levels of the situation; the US believes
that, if it wants to maintain its global leadership position, maintain stability
of countries in the Asia-Pacific region, and restrain the encroachment of
authoritarian China in the East Sea, Taiwan Strait and countries of the
South China Sea and the threat to democratic model Taiwan, it must
intensify deterrence against China by adopting strategic clarity.

This paper also points out that strategic clarity can’t completely deter
harassment by China, in particular the threat of gray-zone conflict. Taking
Japan and the Philippines as examples, both are US military allies; military
alliance is the highest form of strategic clarity; however, the former has had
to face intrusion into the waters around Diaoyutai by Chinese fishing boats
alone for a long time and the latter’s Scarborough Shoal has long been
under Chinese control; the US military has not intervened in either case.
These two cases reveal that strategic clarity has shortcomings. In the future,
if the US adopts strategic clarity, it should take gray-zone conflict into
consideration and respond with substantive actions to maintain the policy
effect of strategic clarity.
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The Possible Grounds of Argument and
Actions of the Adoption of
“Strategic Ambiguity” towards
the Taiwan Strait by the United States

Jyun-Yi Lee Jyh-Shyang Sheu
Associate Research Fellow Assistant Research Fellow
Abstract

This paper advocates that the US is more likely to adopt an attitude of
strategic ambiguity rather than strategic clarity to deter an attack on Taiwan
by China and to also give attention to freedom of movement in the Taiwan
Strait. Strategic clarity means that the US clearly states that it will protect
Taiwan if it is attacked by China; everything else is strategic ambiguity.

There are four grounds for argument supporting the adoption of
strategic ambiguity by the US: 1. The willingness of decision makers to
sacrifice the US military for Taiwan will not be questioned; 2. The risk of
Taiwan encumbering the US is relatively small; 3. Provoking China can be
avoided; 4. In a “gray-zone conflict” situation, the US won’t have to make
promises that are hard to keep.

As for the risk that strategic ambiguity will make China misjudge the
determination of the US, this can be offset on a tactical level. The “strategy
can be predicted, action is unpredictable” point of view of the US
Department of Defense implies that the US military has the power and will
to protect its strategic objectives. Its dynamic force deployment concept
attempts to create greater uncertainty and deterrence effect.
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coming to Hawaii,” Marine Corps Times, May 14, 2020.
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Why Strategic Clarity towards Taiwan by
the United States Can Put Things Right
Once and for All

Pei-Shiue Hsieh

Assistant Research Fellow

Abstract

US policy towards Taiwan has long been characterized by a debate
between strategic clarity and strategic ambiguity. Washington’s policy
toward the Taiwan Strait is, in essence, based on deterrence. The credibility
of deterrence is the generalized function of capability plus willingness and
must be clearly conveyed to the potential attacker. As China’s military
power has continued to increase, capability as one of the important
conditions of deterrence has gradually lost it effect. Continuing to adopt
strategic ambiguity will make situation judgment more complex. The
author proposes that the US, as well as adopting strategic clarity to reduce
the opportunity for misjudgment by all sides, must also continue to increase
deterrence capability and deploy and display through suitable tactical
means to achieve maximum effect. This paper advocates mobile long-
distance precision attack capability to give the US military tactical
deployment flexibility and unpredictability to maximize the deterrent
effect of Washington’s strategic clarity.
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Analysis of the Trump Administration’s
Position on the Military Threat of China
Against Taiwan

Hung-Jun Chen

Assistant Research Fellow

Abstract

Regarding the military threat of China against Taiwan, the U.S.
position affects not only U.S.-China-Taiwan relations, but also regional
security and U.S. global leadership. From a security perspective, because
China has never given up use of force against Taiwan, the U.S. response is
important. Strategic ambiguity is the U.S. not saying clearly how it will
respond if China threatens force against Taiwan, and strategic clarity is the
U.S. responding if China threatens force against Taiwan. Although the U.S.
is concerned about the PRC military threat against Taiwan, the different
governments have adopted different policies.

President Tsai pledged to maintain the status quo. Since the Trump
administration began, the U.S-China-Taiwan relationship has changed.
According to U.S. official documents, the U.S. has strengthened U.S.-
Taiwan security cooperation and increased military sales to Taiwan. The
Trump administration has gradually executed a strategic clarity policy in
response to China military threats against Taiwan. However, President
Trump presented strategic ambiguity and strategic clarity attitudes
simultaneously regarding the military threat of China against Taiwan in a
TV interview in August 2020.
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Taiwan’s Response Strategy to the
“Strategic Ambiguity” and “Strategic
Clarity” of the United States

Liang-Chih Evans Chen

Associate Research Fellow

Abstract

If the United States has the attitude of strategic ambiguity to “Taiwan
does not establish de jure independence, but China attacks Taiwan”, this is
not fully unfavorable for Taiwan and also not fully favorable because US
security assistance to Taiwan may satisfy Taipei and may also disappoint
Taipei. The former offers opportunity, the latter has risk. If the United
States has the attitude of strategic clarity to “Taiwan does not establish de
jure independence, but China attacks Taiwan,” this should be favorable for
Taiwan because US security assistance is clear and concrete and the
opportunities for Taiwan within will increase and the risks will be reduced
significantly. The author believes, whether facing strategic ambiguity or
strategic clarity, what Taiwan needs to do on a priority basis is increase
internal balancing, which means strengthening national defense power;
second, reinforce external balancing, promoting the joint deterrence of an
attack on Taiwan by China with the US.
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China’s View of U.S. “Strategic Ambiguity”
and Its Response

Po-Chou Lin
INDSR Assistant Research Fellow

Abstract

The United States and China have differences and ambiguities with
regard to the Taiwan issue in the content of the “Three Communiqués”.
This paper will analyze how China understands the United States’
“strategic ambiguity” and its response, and points out that the reason for
the formation of this policy. Under the pattern of exchanges between China,
China hopes to force American forces to completely withdraw from the
Taiwan issue, but the United States insists that cross-strait differences
should be resolved peacefully.

The differences between the two countries on the Taiwan issue have
led China to believe that the United States deliberately maintains ambiguity
with regard to the Taiwan issue, Taiwan-US diplomatic relations, Taiwan-
US military relations, and responsibility for collective defense. China's
understanding of “‘strategic ambiguity” involves a broader U.S. policy
toward Taiwan, in particular whether the U.S. can draw a red line against
Taiwan independence. This paper also points out that China tends to
continue to build stronger military forces in response to possible
adjustments in US policy toward Taiwan.
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