


CHINA-INDIA BRIEF
112, 27 March 2018
Centre on Asia and Globalisation
Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy



India’s “Taiwan card” and China

David Scott

On 3 February 2018, Rudroneel Ghosh’s piece in the Times of India carried a forceful headline entitled “Taiwan Card: Coordinating with Taipei is imperative for creating a multipolar Indo-Pacific”. There are two aspects here that are China-related. Firstly, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) remains concerned that India is playing a “Taiwan Card”. Secondly, there is a fear that balancing is taking place against it across the “Indo-Pacific” on the part of various countries who are worried about the growing assertiveness of the PRC.

India is concerned that China continues to play the so-called “Pakistan Card” on its own flanks, bringing with it a Chinese presence at Gwadar and the consolidation of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). These misgivings were dismissed as India’s “geopolitical mentality” in the Global Times, which stated that “disappointingly, New Delhi insists on a zero-sum mentality, interpreting any activity by Beijing from a geopolitical perspective”. The background to that criticism was unease in India over the granting of the Hambantota port to the state-owned China Merchants Port Holdings Company (CMPHC) on a 99-year lease.

India’s response to what it has perceived as Chinese encirclement and growing presence in the Indian Ocean has been two-fold. Firstly, India has moved towards a quadrilateral alignment with Australia, Japan and the US, which was resurrected in November 2017. Secondly, India has sought other counterparts to China’s “Pakistan card” on the PRC’s flanks. This search for countervailing cards has already led India to play its own “Vietnam Card”. More recently, the opportunity to play a “Taiwan Card” has also emerged.

This Taiwan Card is presented through Taiwan’s New Southbound Policy, which was announced by President Tsai Ing-wen when her Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) regained power in 2016. The significance of the DPP is that it seeks independence for Taiwan, rather than continuing as the hitherto “Republic of China” (ROC). Conversely, Taiwan remains a “core interest” (hexin liyi) for the PRC.

Beijing has two concerns regarding Tsai’s New Southbound Policy. Firstly, the policy is explicitly designed to reduce Taiwan’s dependency on the mainland market, which was established under the Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA) signed in 2010. Beijing welcomes the ECFA as it entwines Taiwan more securely into the mainland and could serve as a gradual path to peaceful re-unification. Any weakening of such economic interlinkages enables Taiwan to pursue a more independent road. India, in this context, represents a particularly large economic alternative for Taiwan. 

Secondly, any state-level agreements drawn up between Taipei and other governments implicitly recognise Taiwan’s independent authority to conduct inter-state relations. Thus, such agreements could serve as back-door recognition of the island state’s independence. This is antithetical to Beijing’s continuing claims that Taiwan is part of “One China” (yige zhongguo), awaiting reunification with the mainland. China is thus concerned that the New Southbound Policy is a deliberate push by Taiwan to gain more “international space” (guoji kongjian) with other governments. This was already manifest in the Global Times running articles like “New Delhi will suffer losses if it plays Taiwan card” during visits from Taiwanese parliamentary groupings to their Indian counterparts.

Various Memorandums of Understanding (MoU) between India and Taiwan were signed between 2016 and 2018. During the signing of the MoU on Industry Collaboration on 14 December 2017, Sridharan Madhusudhanan, director general of the India-Taipei Association (ITA), described the “complementary logic” and “synergy” between India’s Act East Policy and Taiwan’s New Southbound Policy. The event was also attended by state government officials like Guann-Jyh Lee, the Taiwan Deputy Director General of Bureau of Foreign Trade and Vandana Kumar, the Indian Joint Secretary of Ministry of Commerce and Industry. The Chinese state media were quick to denounce these agreements, the Global Times describing them as “an alarming move” and warning that “China [would] not take such situations related to its core interests lightly”.

China’s concern is that India may be playing a Taiwan card against it. Such a Taiwan card was the focus of a further piece in the Global Times entitled “Playing Taiwan card dangerous for New Delhi”, which argued that “New Delhi should abandon geopolitical mentality and view ties with Beijing from a cooperative perspective”. It went on, stating that “New Delhi would be wrong if it believed the Taiwan card [could] be used to pressurize Beijing” and warning that “challenging China's bottom line and the one-China policy [would] bring serious consequences”.

This raises the issue of closer security links between Taiwan and India. Former Taiwanese diplomat Fang Tien-sze argued that “on the strategic security front, both India and Taiwan have serious and deep concerns about China’s growing assertiveness in the region. The China factor can become a medium to bring the strategic communities in New Delhi and Taipei closer”. This reflects the Indo-Pacific balancing logic noted by Rudroneel Ghosh’s earlier-cited Times of India piece. Fang’s argument was echoed in the Taipei Times, which argued that India-Taiwan strategic convergence was even likelier under the more assertive Modi government. Felix Chang’s analysis of the PRC’s “encirclement concerns”, points to the nightmare of a potential “war on two fronts” with Chinese forces facing India across the Himalayas and Taiwan across the Taiwan Straits. This was also referenced in Frank Chen’s piece “China fears an Indian ‘stab in the back’ if it fights Taiwan”. 
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