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The election of Ma Ying-jeou (馬英九) to the presidency of the Republic of 

China (ROC) in 2008 was met with relief at many quarters, hopeful that his KMT 

(Guomingdang, Chinese Nationalist Party) party's more friendly attitude towards China 

would result in better cross-Strait relations and thereby contribute to stability in East-

Asia. Regardless of one's views on the wisdom of such assertion, the events this 

summer, including incidents in the Senkaku Islands (known as Diaoyutai in Chinese) 

and continued controversy over the ROC's flag, have shown that the situation is much 

more complex. Among other reasons because in addition to the People's Republic of 

China (PRC), the ROC in Taiwan, and the United States, the role and interests of Japan 

must also be taken into account in any meaningful analysis of the regional balance of 

power and prospects for the future.  

 

President Ma has tried to seize the initiative by putting forward an "East China 

Sea Peace Initiative", aimed at the peaceful resolution of the territorial dispute over the 

Senkaku Islands and the prevention of crisis over them, but he is being hammered by 

some domestic commentators because of the dearth of details and practical prospects for 

implementation. He must also contend with accusations that, while not having changed 

the official posture that the ROC does not coordinate with the PRC in claiming the 

islands (which both consider to be illegally occupied by Japan), he is actually 

                                                 
1
 This article is an expanded version of CALVO Alex,    "President Ma Ying-Jeou’s East China Sea 

Peace Initiative and the Identity of Taiwan", Shingetsu News Agency News,  25 August 2012, Shingetsu 

News Agency, available at 

http://www.shingetsunewsagency.com/SNA/SNA_News/Entries/2012/8/25_President_Ma_Ying-

Jeous_Peace_Initiative_and_the_Identity_of_Taiwan.html. 

 



The Eurasia Studies Society Journal. Vol. 1 No. 1. Autumn 2012 

The Eurasia Studies Society Journal. Vol. 1 No. 1. Autumn 2012. 

 

supporting Beijing or at least going along with the latter's agenda. Critics see evidence 

of such support or connivance in the escorting in July by ROC Coast Guard vessels of a 

Taiwanese fishing boat which displayed a PRC flag on reaching the Senkaku Islands, 

and in his uneasy silence when, a few weeks later, another boat, this time from Hong 

Kong, landed there and displayed a number of flags, including those of the ROC and the 

KMT. 

 

Friendly commentators in Taiwan see Ma as a reasonable voice in the midst of a 

bitter dispute which, unless tackled, may at the very least provide a continued spate of 

incidents over the coming years and at worst precipitate an armed confrontation.  

Furthermore, they see the initiative as a useful middle of the road path, giving Taiwan 

some necessary international exposure and the chance to make her voice heard. 

Furthermore, they link the initiative to the KMT's policy of rejecting formal 

independence while postponing (or not mentioning) unification with Beijing, a policy 

that they hope will command a majority of public opinion in the island over the coming 

decades and will come to be seen as moderate and reasonable by third countries. 

 

Although the initiative is vague, and at least to start with does not go much 

beyond generic references to dialogue and peaceful dispute resolution, it stands out as 

an attempt to prevent a downslide toward state conflict before it is too late. That is 

another reason why some friendly commentators are praising it, comparing it with 

unilateral actions in the region by other actors, a category in which they mention, 

among others, the visit by South Korean President Lee Myung-bak to 

Takeshima/Dokdo (administered by Seoul but claimed by Tokyo), the intended 

purchase by the Tokyo Metropolitan Government of some of the islets in the Senkaku 

and the announced visit by Governor Ishihara, or Beijing's support (or outright 

engineering) of landings by "activists".  

 

However, other voices are dismissing the potential of Ma's initiative. If we set 

aside the more strident and partisan critics, we still find a number of difficult to contest 

objections. First of all, would Beijing allow Taipei to set the agenda in such a critical 

region? Linked to this, how would Taiwan take her place at the ensuing negotiations? 

Would China sit on the same table, at her side, thus treating her as an equal?  

Furthermore, can sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands be resolved, in the absence of a 

final determination of Taiwan's status?  

 

Concerning this last point, many observers have been quick to point out how the 

Chinese Government and other pan-Chinese voices may be trying to use the dispute 

over the Senkaku Islands in order to promote tighter links between Beijing and Taipei, 

as well as with Hong Kong (Beijing's model for the takeover of Taiwan) and Macau. 

The choice of flags in the latest unauthorized landing from Hong Kong clearly points in 

this direction. This does not necessarily mean that Beijing is orchestrating this, as the 
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confused reaction by the PRC's media to the presence side by side of the ROC and the 

PRC's flags evidenced (with some outlets avoiding the display of the ROC flag, others 

photoshopping it in true old Soviet fashion, and yet others showing it). However, while 

the initial reaction was mumbled, quasi-official commentators were quick to seize the 

initiative, praise the presence of the flags, and refer to them as "national Chinese flags". 

 

This leads us to what is perhaps the most powerful criticism against Ma, which 

is two-fold. From a more conceptual point of view, that his initiative suffers from his 

ultimate belief that Taiwan is not an autonomous political actor but essentially a part of 

China which must sooner or later reintegrate with the motherland. From a more 

practical point of view, that his high rhetoric and statesman-like approach to the threat 

of a crisis over the Senkaku stands in contrast with both his passivity and silence when a 

ROC flag was withdrawn from London's Regent Street during the Olympics and his 

little-disguised "humanitarian" support for the HK "activists" bound for the Senkaku. 

 

Furthermore, many of Ma's critics suspect that he has an interest in worsening 

relations with Japan. We must understand here that proponents of an independent 

Taiwan and of the full "normalization" of Japan as a military power need each other. 

Any narrative of Taiwan as an autonomous political actor has as one of its pillars a 

positive assessment of the colonial period (1895-1945), not necessarily to support each 

and every action of the Japanese authorities or even their overall approach to the island, 

but to defend a non-China centered view of Taiwanese history and the island's economic 

viability outside of Beijing's sphere of influence. At the same time, any attempt to 

portray Japanese post-Meiji Restoration history in a more positive light than the post-

war "consensus" provides cannot simply be based on ignoring the most unsavoury bits, 

as some museums in Japan do. There is a need to find a counterweight to episodes like 

Nanking or Bataan, something allowing their portray as a "deviation" from Tokyo's 

originally noble goals. Only Taiwan can play this role.  

 

Thus, in more than one way, the debate on the Senkaku Islands is linked to that 

on Taiwan, with the difference that whereas the former are not inhabited, the latter 

sports a vibrant, if divided, public opinion determined to decide its own future.  This is 

thus Ma's greatest challenge, to convince the Taiwanese that democracy and Chinese 

nationalism are compatible, and the CPC to grant him the time to succeed in this 

seduction exercise. If they are not convinced, however, even those in the island 

identifying themselves as Chinese will gradually gravitate towards a view of such 

identity as cultural, as opposed to political.  If that happens, authorities in the island will 

probably look for a security agreement with Japan, not a regional dispute-resolution 

mechanism. Ma and the KMT still have some years ahead to try to avoid this, however. 

 


