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Abstract 

This commentary positions the Taiwanese response to COVID-19 in the larger geopolitical 

arena. It explores the politicized nature of the global pandemic through Taiwan’s relations with 

the US, China, the World Health Organization, and Southeast Asia, and reflects on the politico-

economic environment Taiwan has to navigate post COVID-19. Discussion shows that the 

emergence of Taiwan as an exceptional entity in the containment of the virus is very much 

predicated on the failings of China and the US in their roles as world leaders. Moreover, as 

much as China needs Taiwan for its nationalistic narratives, the US is dependent on a defiant 

Taiwan to stall China’s progress in threatening its global hegemon status. However, despite 

scoring a geopolitical home run in its engagement with COVID-19, Taiwan is by and large a 

pawn in Sino-US relations. The commentary postulates that the political future of Taiwan is 

likely to be determined by geopolitical externalities beyond its control. Taiwan should not be 

too carried away by its success in balancing the US-China tightrope hitherto. So long as Taiwan 

remains a pawn in the contestation of global power between China and the US, its leaders have 

to tread carefully as to its future options.  
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Introduction 

The appearance of COVID-19 has taken the global community by surprise and seems to have 

no ending in its impacts on countries around the world. It has brought former geopolitical and 

transnational economic networks to a halt. Yet at the global level, it has also exacerbated the 

hegemonic tussle between the United States and China that will have ramifications for many 

countries. On 27 April 2020, in a rare public showcase of pro-Taiwan diplomacy by the US, 

Health and Human Services Secretary Alex Azar tweeted,  

This morning I spoke with Minister Chen of Taiwan regarding the #COVID19 
outbreak. I thanked him for Taiwan’s efforts to share their best practices and 
resources with the U.S. Now, more than ever, global health partnership is crucial 
and I appreciate Taiwan’s contributions. 

 

In a subsequent move that will further intensify the strained relationship with Beijing, 

Washington sought to seek support from its allies, including Japan, Canada, Australia and the 

European Union, to push for Taiwan’s participation in the World Health Assembly as an 

observer (South China Morning Post, May 6, 2020).  

 

Contrary to the supposedly medical or neutral nature of COVID-19 that would have allowed 

states to transcend political alignments and ideological biases in their united effort to contain 

its spread, the pandemic is in fact deepening geopolitical fault lines. US President Donald 

Trump has called it a “Chinese virus” and repeatedly claimed that there is evidence showing 

the coronavirus might have originated from a virology institute in Wuhan. Conversely, China 

has supported a conspiracy theory that the virus was introduced by the US military (Myers 

2020). Peripheral to the initial China-US tit-for-tat pandemic blame game, Taiwan has once 

again been dragged into the political quagmire. Yet this island is not considered a state and is 

not represented in global organizations. The question is how will Taiwan organize itself 

domestically, recalibrate its relations with other states, and forge new geopolitical alignments 
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with competing hegemons. How the Taiwanese leaders manage political relationships 

between the two global powers will have short- and long-term ramifications in its quest for 

independence and sovereignty. This commentary explores the rapidly changing geopolitics of 

Taiwan’s engagement with COVID-19 in terms of its relations with the US, China, the World 

Health Organization (WHO), and Southeast Asia.  Given China’s belief that it has emerged 

from the COVID crisis with a more powerful stature on the global stage, and its emboldened 

response to a defiant Hong Kong, Taiwan will have to recalibrate its positions in a post-

COVID-19 world.   

 

US and China: Using the COVID-19 Trump Card  

Any commentary on the Taiwanese COVID-19 experience cannot be devoid of the US-China 

hegemonic tussle. Taiwan was and remains an important pawn in US-China relations. For 

one, the publicized meeting between top health officials from the US and Taiwan mentioned 

at the outset, of course did not take place out of the blue. Such a performance of affection is a 

blatant act to anger China. Yet, this show of support for Taiwan was only the tip of the 

iceberg of the strained relationship between the US, China and the WHO.     

 

Firstly, the Trump administration has from the beginning decided to politicize the virus. The 

virus for Trump had racial and territorial underpinnings: this was a “Chinese virus”. Initially 

confident that the outbreak was under national control, Trump in typical fashion, was full of 

confidence in downplaying the viral contagion. However, when America began to feel the 

full, uncontrollable brunt of the viral pandemic, the floodgates opened for negative media and 

political criticisms of the administration’s poor anticipation, preparedness and management 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. Trump changed his rhetoric and directed his political heat and 

venom towards China.  
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Relations seem to be deteriorating so rapidly, that Trump’s latest salvo of severing relations 

with China (“cut off the whole relationship”) (Ghosh 2020a), has been the most extreme 

position, short of going to war. The belligerent rhetoric seems to come fast and furious on 

both sides. Since March 2020, President Xi Jinping’s administration has decided to make 

bold, strident and undiplomatic rebuttals and statements against Trump and Secretary of State 

Pompeo. China decided that it was not going to take Trump’s “lies”, contradictions, name-

calling, “24 preposterous allegations” (XinhuaNet, May 10, 2020), and innuendos over its 

management of the COVID-19 outbreak lying down; hence both sides are involved in an 

escalating ‘War of Words’.  The tragedy is that there are no neutral referees and global 

ombudsmen to intervene and cool relations down between the two global protagonists. The 

only Western leader who was trying to understand and advise Trump was French President 

Macron and even he has given up. Considering Xi’s and Trump’s almost diametrically 

opposed outlook toward diplomacy and international relations, most states are wisely staying 

neutral and non-committal so as to avoid being in the bad books of either hegemon. 

 

Secondly, in a blatant attempt to divert attention away from his inadequacies in dealing with 

the pandemic at home, Trump targeted the WHO. He decided to withhold US financial 

contributions (about US$400-US$500 million a year) to the WHO on grounds that the 

organization is siding with China, which contributes a paltry US$38 million annually. By far, 

the US is the largest contributor to the UN: paying 22 percent of its annual costs and 25 

percent of its peacekeeping costs (The Straits Times, May 17, 2020). Trump calls the WHO a 

“puppet of China” (Mayberry, 2020) and believes the organization should have taken a more 

critical stand on China for its alleged irresponsible cover-up in the initial stage of the 

COVID-19 outbreak in Wuhan. Some Republican lawmakers even called for the resignation 

of the head of WHO before contributions should resume (Zengerle 2020). Thirdly, given the 
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US Presidential election year, Trump is accusing China of deliberately sabotaging his 

Presidential re-election bid (Holland 2020). The Xi administration has categorically 

dismissed this accusation (The Straits Times, May 1, 2020). In short, Trump has been 

relentless in stepping up his criticisms on China. 

 

On the Chinese side, COVID-19 has opened a Pandora’s box for Xi’s administration. The 

apparent government cover-up and indecisive response to the initial Wuhan contagion has put 

Xi’s leadership style under public scrutiny and criticism. The Chinese officials were unable to 

explain why they silenced a doctor who first drew attention to a strange virus causing 

COVID-19. His death from the virus has elevated him to a national folk hero in China. 

Furthermore, the swirling rumors that the virus was a product of biological laboratory  

research in Wuhan, rather than originating from the purported wildlife wet market, has put 

the Xi administration under foreign pressure as to what initially caused the COVID-19 

outbreak. The Chinese government is thus upset with the US and its allies (Australia, 

Germany, European countries) who are insisting on a thorough investigation on the origins of 

the virus. After initially opposing demands for such investigations, President Xi agreed to 

support an independent probe that is “based on science and professionalism” and led by the 

WHO (Tan 2020). The emphasis on neutrality resonates with Beijing’s constant call to not 

politicize the coronavirus, and Chinese intellectual Zheng Yongnian’s (2020, A14) opinion 

that “China needs a scientific conclusion, not a political one”.  Xi’s agreement came perhaps 

after mounting calls for compensation related to coronavirus costs. The Henry Jackson 

Society estimated the Group of Seven countries could sue China for damages of US$4 trillion 

(Glaser 2020, A18).  
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Contrary to the US’s inward-looking and domestic-oriented stance, China has seized on the 

COVID-19 pandemic as a global public relations offensive to demonstrate its humanitarian 

goodwill in a time of acute medical shortage. The Chinese government has been sending free 

medical supplies and teams of medical experts to over 100 countries around the world. 

However, Western commentators, have been sarcastic about China’s humanitarian offensive; 

they see it as an attempt by the Chinese government to absolve itself from its lackadaisical 

response to the COVID-19 outbreak. To put it simply, the pandemic is yet another source of 

the US-China global hegemonic tussle that is likely to make the earlier trade conflict between 

them seem small. Having established the geopolitical arena, our attention turns to the issue of 

Taiwan in the following discussion.   

 

Taiwan-US relations  

Taiwan-US relations have been predicated on the ‘power of wills’ of the leadership of Xi 

versus Trump. Trump has brazenly and boldly reset the Mao-Nixon détente in US-China 

relations, by openly supporting Taiwan’s independence against the sacrosanct “one-China” 

policy. Both Xi and Trump have their own personal political agendas that clash, with little 

room for cooperation. Xi is impatient to establish China’s global hegemon role and Trump 

via his right-wing advisors, Bannon and Navarro, is completely committed to curbing China’s 

rise (Wolff 2018). COVID-19 ironically has politically weakened both leaders domestically. 

Both Xi and Trump were slow and ineffective in their initial response to the outbreak. 

However, it can be argued that Xi has been more effective than Trump at appearing to have 

overcome initial problems and turned things around – largely by shifting the blame to local 

officials (see Ren 2020). Nevertheless, the pandemic might represent the Achilles heel of 

their leadership histories. 
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A strained relationship between the US and China is bound to benefit Taiwan in its push for 

global recognition. As much as China needs Taiwan for its nationalistic narratives (Yeung 

2019), the US is dependent on a defiant Taiwan (and a rebellious Hong Kong) to stall China’s 

progress in threatening its global hegemon status. The signing of the Taiwan Allies 

International Protection and Enhancement Initiative (TAIPEI) Act into law in March 2020 by 

Trump is a clear indication of the US’s resolve in backing Taiwan. Yet, despite the growing 

war rhetoric between the two global hegemons, it is doubtful both parties will fight a war 

over Taiwan’s political legitimacy.  

 

Besides a military conflict, Trump’s advisors believe the best way to undermine Xi’s power 

is to create economic chaos in China. As the trade war intensifies, with the US trying to 

marginalize Huawei, Trump has put universal bans on non-American companies supplying 

Huawei with chips designed with American equipment (Fang and Yu 2020). The Taiwan 

Semiconductor Manufacturing Company has been affected by Trump’s bans. By upping his 

trade war ante with China, Trump seems willing to risk China’s retaliatory moves, which 

would affect US giant companies like Qualcomm, Cisco, Apple and Boeing (Sup China, May 

18, 2020). True to US predictions, China has already announced countermeasures of 

imposing restrictions on US companies (e.g. Apple), and halting purchases of Boeing planes 

(Global Times, May 15, 2020). In addition to cutting off supplies to Huawei, Trump has been 

pressuring US companies to pull out of China. In the tussle between India and Indonesia to 

attract US companies, Indonesia has been successful in attracting 27 US companies from 

China, while unconfirmed reports say hundreds of US companies are migrating to India.  

 

Despite being hit by the occasional shrapnel in the US-China economic crossfires, the 

COVID-19 pandemic has allowed Taiwan to play a more pro-active role in its relationship 
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with the US. This came as a reward for the island’s exceptionally well-coordinated 

containment of the virus outbreak. Taiwan acted decisively and promptly when the pandemic 

first broke out in Wuhan. It was one of the earliest to ban flights from Wuhan, one of the first 

political entities to test people for infection, and one of the quickest to set up a mask rationing 

system for its people. The rationing policy has ensured an adequate supply of masks, and 

importantly prevented inflationary prices experienced in countries affected by mask shortages 

(Wei, 2020). In addition, Taiwan’s leverage of technology and big data analytics in 

combating the virus at a very early stage has been lauded by many (Wang, Ng, and Brook 

2020; Aron 2020; Cheng, Li, and Yang 2020).  

 

Credit for Taiwan’s success story in dealing with the coronavirus pandemic should also be 

given to two figures at the helm of the management team – Health Minister Chen Shih-chung 

and former Vice-President Chen Chien-jen. The former was hailed by his fervent supporters 

to be sincere and relatable to the general public with his empathy and humor (Chung 2020), 

while the latter is a Johns Hopkins-trained epidemiologist, highly respected for his experience 

in combating the island’s SARS crisis of 2003. The combination of “political clout and 

technical expertise” led the New York Times to call the then vice-president ‘Taiwan’s 

Weapon Against Coronavirus’ (Hernández and Horton 2020). Personalities who can win the 

hearts and trust of the people have proven to be equally crucial as machineries and 

technologies in the effective management of the COVID crisis in Taiwan. As of 28 May 

2020, Taiwan recorded a total of 441 infections (19 per million population) and seven deaths 

(0.3 per million population) – a very respectable number considering its geographical 

proximity to China. In comparison, Australia, with roughly the same population as Taiwan 

(around 24 million people), has reported 281 cases per million population and a death rate of 

4 per million population (Worldometer, May 28, 2020). 
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The impressive results have worked in Taiwan’s favor. Rather than the usual one-sided 

reliance on its US counterpart, Taiwan is beginning to see opportunities to level the playing 

field and discover gaps that it could fill. For example, China’s threat of a strategic control of 

medical supplies export to the US seems less of an issue when Taiwan demonstrated its 

potential as an alternative supplier. Since March 2020, Taiwanese factories have been 

producing one million masks a day (Wei 2020). The US has received a donation of more than 

two million masks from the Taiwanese government in the month of April, and also benefitted 

from a donation of thermometer guns and automatic measuring instruments from a Taiwanese 

company specializing in medical equipment production. Furthermore, Taiwanese Foreign 

Minister Joseph Wu promised to donate 100,000 face masks per week to the US (Foreign 

Policy, April 13, 2020). In the area of COVID-19 research and development, collaboration 

between the US and Taiwan seems to be gaining steam as both sides pledged to work 

together on vaccines, and share expertise on contact-tracing technologies and the like. This is 

in stark contrast to the finger-pointing skirmishes between the US and China, with the latest 

being an accusation by the US of vaccine data theft by Chinese hackers (Channel News Asia, 

May 14, 2020). Therefore, it is apparent that the more Sino-US relations deteriorate, the more 

Taiwan gains in its quest to earn international recognition in combating the coronavirus. The 

pandemic will arguably enhance the already strong relationship between the US and Taiwan. 

 

Taiwan and the World Health Organization 

At this juncture, it is worth taking a closer look at the politicized relationship between Taiwan 

and the WHO vis-à-vis the organization’s doomed fate as a sparring arena for the US and 

China. China views “any official role for Taiwan at the WHO [as violating its] sovereignty 

and territorial integrity” (South China Morning Post, May 6, 2020). Due to pressure from 

Beijing, Taiwan’s observer status at the World Health Assembly (WHA), which it enjoyed 
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from 2009 to 2016, has been rescinded since pro-independence Tsai Ing-wen became 

President in 2016. The strong mandate from the Taiwanese people as seen in Tsai’s landslide 

victory in Taiwan’s 2020 Presidential election, during which she garnered a record 8.17 

million votes, or 57 percent of the ballots, has further agitated China. Conflict between 

Taiwan and the WHO during the pandemic first came to the fore in March 2020 when a 

Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK) interview video went viral. A senior advisor at the 

WHO, Bruce Alyward, appeared to dodge an RTHK reporter’s question about Taiwan’s 

WHO membership (Davidson, 2020). Alyward was alleged to have pretended not to hear the 

question and even hung up after further probing by the reporter. This led to Taiwan’s foreign 

minister Joseph Wu tweeting,  

Wow, can’t even utter ‘Taiwan’ in the WHO? You should set politics aside in 
dealing with a pandemic. FYI @WHO, 450+ news reports from 40+ countries 
so far positively covered #Taiwan’s handling of #COVID19. These reports do 
not mistake us as part of China & #TaiwanCanHelp  

 

The incident eventually led to a series of allegations when the Taiwanese accused the WHO 

of ignoring an email warning sent by their health ministry about the coronavirus transmission, 

and the director-general of WHO, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus claimed that he fell victim 

to Taiwanese leaders’ racist attacks and death threats (Foreign Policy, April 13, 2020). 

 

The current geopolitical sentiment spearheaded by Trump’s decision to withdraw US’s WHO 

funding depicts a strong resentment against the organization for being biased towards China 

and shielding it from criticisms over the alleged mismanagement of and “disinformation” 

about the coronavirus outbreak (Al Jazeera, April 15, 2020). Conversely, Taiwan’s sterling 

response to COVID-19 has attracted international attention and won praise for its best 

practices in public health. Despite calls from Canada, Japan and the European Union for 

WHO to allow Taiwan’s participation, and rare praise from Senior WHO official Michael 
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Ryan for ‘a very good public health response’ (Lo 2020), the island has yet to be included in  

WHO meetings (Foreign Policy, April 13, 2020).  

 

It is apparent that the relationship (or rather the lack of it) between Taiwan and the WHO is 

highly politicized, and can never be detached from the US-China tussle. Ian Bremmer (2020) 

asserts that it is “fair to criticize the WHO’s relationship with Taiwan”. The political 

commentator states, “Respecting China’s diplomatic sensitivities is one thing. Respect for the 

health of Taiwan’s nearly 24 million people is another” (ibid.). The blame game, suspicions 

and conspiracy theories are likely to intensify. Taiwan’s universal health care system, the 

National Health Command Center established in the wake of SARS, and its preparedness 17 

years in the making, should be given due recognition. But of course, one could also argue that 

Taiwan is essentially exploiting and benefitting from this complex relationship to gain global 

recognition and an international standing. Its mask diplomacy in general and southbound 

relations in particular are a testament to how Taiwan is turning crisis into opportunity.  

 

Taiwan’s PR offensive: Southbound relations 

As China assumed the role of world’s factory over the last three decades, its rapid rise in 

economic development has ironically slowed its Foreign Direct Investments (FDI), and its 

increasing labor cost is outpricing its competitiveness in manufacturing. In view of this, 

involvement in Southeast Asia is emerging as a critical regional strategy for the East Asian 

powerhouses – including China, Japan, South Korea and Taiwan – with the region attracting 

much FDI from these countries. The COVID-19 pandemic has provided Taiwan with an 

excellent platform to advance its New Southbound Policy (NSP). The NSP is a brainchild of 

Tsai Ing-wen’s administration, initiated to establish wide-ranging relations with countries in 

South and Southeast Asia, and to reduce Taiwan’s dependence on China. Tsai’s landslide 
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victory in the 2020 presidential election has given the NSP a booster and COVID-19 has 

arguably catalyzed Taiwan’s engagement with Southeast Asia. Keen to go beyond its success 

in containing the virus, Taiwan embarked on a public relations offensive to provide face 

masks and medical supplies to its friends and allies. On 7 April 2020, Taiwan’s Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs pledged to donate one million face masks to South and Southeast Asian 

countries covered by the NSP (Taiwan News, April 7, 2020). This was in addition to an 

earlier donation of 10 million masks to the US, Europe, and other diplomatic allies (Foreign 

Policy, April 13, 2020).  

 

The mask diplomacy deployed by Taiwan is but one side of the story. The lack of official 

acknowledgement, not to say appreciation, by recipient countries is telling of the tight rope 

that countries, especially those in Southeast Asia, have to negotiate when balancing their 

relations with Taiwan and China. As much as they want to benefit from their friendship with 

Taiwan, they are equally cautious of the repercussions they might face from China. 

Moreover, Southeast Asian countries have gradually grown accustomed to geopolitical 

pressure from the Chinese in the last decade. The Chinese authorities under Xi are masters at 

making inroads into many states and regions. Their territorial forays in Southeast Asia have 

raised political temperatures in the region. They have claimed the South China Sea (SCS), 

built military bases and are now tapping its natural resources, under the watchful eyes of its 

claimant states, the US and its allies. While the world is engaged with COVID-19, the 

Chinese have reportedly sunk a Vietnamese fishing boat (Channel News Asia, April 4, 2020), 

engaged in survey activities in Malaysian waters, and tried to redraw boundaries over certain 

land areas (Tan et al. 2020). The Chinese are focused on claiming offshore oil from 

Malaysian and Bruneian waters (Hille and Reed 2020). US Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo 

has called on the Chinese to stop bullying its ASEAN neighbors (Tan et al. 2020).  
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While the American and Australian navies have demonstrated their rights of free passage in 

the SCS, they are essentially impotent by-standers. Unless a military showdown takes place 

in the SCS, the US and its concerned allies (Australia, India and Japan) cannot freeze China’s 

stealth aggression. Taiwan has become an embarrassing proxy in the South China Sea claims, 

since together with China, it has laid claim to the SCS. Unless ASEAN members stand united 

against China, the Chinese will divide and rule the SCS to its own advantage. It is difficult to 

find a common ASEAN voice, when the regional organization is split between the pro-US 

(Vietnam, Singapore, Indonesia) and pro-China (Brunei, Cambodia, the Philippines, 

Myanmar) camps. At the same time, no ASEAN country wants to be seen as being unfriendly 

to China.  

 

Under the current geopolitical context in Southeast Asia, it is possible that Taiwan can 

exploit the subtle discontent and reservation towards China among some Southeast Asian 

countries. Against the belligerent Chinese activities in Southeast Asia, political leaders have 

become wary and cautious of any Chinese PR offensives. Hence the Chinese humanitarian 

aid assistance for COVID-19, though welcomed, have been seen less as humanitarian aid, and 

more as a political offensive, in the region. Despite the skepticism of aid, ironically, COVID-

19 has opened a window for political “liberalism” (to do good beyond self-interest; for 

humanity), which some claim to be non-existent both in America (Zakaria 2003) and globally 

(Luce 2017). Politics aside, the ‘made in Taiwan’ brand, as clearly embossed on each mask 

donated by Taiwan, has indirectly benefitted from product quality blunders made by the 

Chinese. For example, the Netherlands has recalled some 600,000 masks imported from 

China that have failed quality checks (Taiwan News, April 30, 2020). Meanwhile other 

countries such as Spain and Turkey have reported faulty rapid testing kits produced in China 

(Foreign Policy, April 13, 2020). 
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As Chris Horton and colleagues writing in Nikkei Asian Review (April 23, 2020) opined,  

Membership in the U.N. or other international organizations appears unlikely, 
as does the prospect of countries switching recognition from Beijing to Taipei. 
Taiwan's best bet will likely be to expand its unofficial relationships with 
capitals around the world as much as possible in order to solidify its gains.  

 

In short, other than maintaining its geopolitical relations with the US, the NSP seems to be a 

rewarding strategy as Taiwan thrives to stay relevant in the region and to gain a footing in the 

international community.  

 

The China-Taiwan future relations 

The Taiwanese distrust of China runs deep in its recent history. When the US switched 

diplomatic recognition from Taipei to Beijing in 1979, the then Taiwanese President, Chiang 

Ching-kuo, declared self-rule of the country based on a “Three-Noes” policy: “no contact, no 

negotiations, and no compromise” with mainland China. Since then, the Taiwanese have been 

suspicious of China’s authoritarian government, because of its track-record of snuffing out 

political dissent, silencing protestors, and implementing a national system of surveillance of 

people and activities. Taiwan’s political leaders and the public knew that China’s communist 

system can be ruthless. There is practically no trust between Beijing and Taipei. The October-

November 2019 Pew Survey, released in May 2020, demonstrated categorically where 

Taiwanese sentiments lay between China and the US. Six out of ten Taiwanese adults hold 

“unfavorable views” of mainland China (Ghosh 2020b). While 85 percent of Taiwanese 

wanted closer economic ties with the US, only 52 percent wanted this with China. With 

regard to closer political ties, 79 percent of Taiwanese expressed this desire with regard to the 

US as opposed to only 36 percent for China (ibid.). The unfavorable perception of China, is 

likely to continue, since younger Taiwanese favor the US over China by a wide margin. It is 
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ironic, that the three majority Chinese political systems, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore, 

have distanced themselves from China’s overtures.   

 

The COVID-19 outbreak was an opportunity for China to strengthen relations in many states 

through humanitarian assistance: Cambodia, Malaysia, Italy, Britain, Spain, Serbia, the 

Philippines, and Thailand to name a few. The Chinese government played up COVID-19 as a 

common global enemy, in order to neutralize traditional bilateral problems. Moreover, in 

order to address criticisms over its slow reaction to the initial outbreak and lack of 

transparency in its relations with the WHO, China is keen to re-write the COVID-19 

narrative, and use its humanitarian aid to enhance its global stature. However, this PR 

offensive in trying to convince the world that China can be a better ally than the US failed in 

part due to political skepticism and the unreliable quality of its masks and other medical 

supplies as explicated earlier.     

 

Since Taiwan has been able to effectively contain the spread of COVID-19, it did not have to 

rely on China for humanitarian aid. China was thus unable to engage Taiwan in a positive 

humanitarian way that it had done for other states. In fact, Taiwan with its strong industrial 

base, was self-sufficient in medical supplies and was able to engage in its own humanitarian 

offensive. They shipped millions of masks to the US, Europe, Japan, the Philippines and Fiji. 

The recall of sub-standard China-made masks and defective medical supplies by several 

countries had indeed embarrassed the Chinese and humbled the ‘Made in China’ brand.  As 

such, not only was China not able to play the “big brother” role in this episode of cross-strait 

relations, it had probably taken a beating in the race to convince the international community 

of its ability to lead.     
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As the COVID-19 saga develops, Chinese nationalism will feature prominently in China’s 

dealing with the Taiwanese presence. China’s Communist Party mouthpiece, People’s Daily, 

has already chided that “Taiwan would rather be the 51st state of the US than a province of 

China” (The Straits Times, May 12, 2020). When the Netherlands decided to change the 

name of its de facto embassy in Taiwan from “The Netherlands Trade and Investment Office” 

to “Netherlands Office Taipei” in April 2020, it earned the ire of Beijing, who threatened to 

suspend medical supplies and boycott Dutch goods (Taiwan News, April 30, 2020). New 

Zealand also had to bear the brunt of the Chinese anger and risked damaging bilateral ties 

with China for supporting Taiwan’s participation in the World Health Assembly. Meanwhile, 

Taiwan boasted of its success in convincing 22 international airlines to revert back to their 

references to “Taiwan” despite China’s insistence for international air carriers to use 

“Taiwan, China” or “Taiwan Area” (Taiwan News, May 11, 2020).  

 

With US and Japanese support, Taiwan’s domestic politics has remained “cool” to China’s 

initiatives to align itself with the “Mother country”. The recent year-long anti-China 

demonstrations in Hong Kong, and the strong mandate given to Tsai Ing-wen to embark on 

her second term as president have also emboldened Taiwanese independence movements. 

However, if COVID-19 strengthens China’s hand economically, Taiwan is likely to 

politically buckle in the long run. At the end of the day, Taiwan, like Hong Kong, has played 

a ‘middleman’s role’ in economic production. Much of Taiwan’s industry has been directed 

at China given the overwhelming Chinese economic juggernaut. If a post-COVID-19 world is 

marked by one that prioritizes national scale self-sufficiency over global production 

networks, Taiwan’s economy will face serious challenges “given its role as a supplier of 

intermediate goods for complex global value chains” (Taipei Times, April 20, 2020).  

 



18 
 

But things are changing. China’s labor is expensive, and it cannot rely on its own research 

and development capacity. There is also urban discontent, and rising unemployment rates. 

Taiwan’s shrewd entrepreneurs and venture capitalists foresee economic challenges ahead in 

China. The COVID-19 pandemic has fast-forwarded China’s domestic challenges with few 

economic solutions in sight. China’s impending domestic economic problems might provide 

some respite in the tense China-Taiwan relations. With pressing national issues to manage, 

the Chinese administration might want to keep the Taiwan issue on the back-burner. Yet, the 

Taiwanese know how efficiently China deals with its domestic political dissenters. No one is 

oblivious to how the Chinese authorities are dealing with their Muslim minorities without 

even a whimper of protests from Muslim countries. In short, the Taiwanese public might be 

losers in a geopolitical change of power; and they would have few token foreign state 

supporters.  

 

The tragedy is that while the rest of the world is trying to contain COVID-19 domestically, 

the US and China are gearing up for a possible military confrontation. US military ships and 

fighter planes are hovering over the South China Sea in a menacing and provocative manner 

(The Straits Times, May 10, 2020). Conversely, the Chinese defense minister’s warning that 

China-US conflict has “entered a high-risk period” was followed by Xi’s assertion that 

Chinese armed forces must “prepare for war” (Tang 2020). While skeptics and optimists 

might not see the intensifying US-China rivalry ending in a ‘hot war’, any miscalculation by 

either party could escalate the trade war to an armed conflict very quickly (Lim and Savage, 

2020). Unfortunately for Taiwan, the likely ‘theatre of war’ involving its engagement, might 

be unavoidable. While Benjamin Lim (2020) has written a measured article on deteriorating 

US-China relations vis-a-vis Taiwan, he ends on a pessimistic note that war might break out, 

with Taiwan as the ultimate loser. China historian, Wang Gungwu also cautions that the 
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China-US Cold War might end up in a “disastrous hot war” if Sino-American conflicts were 

not dealt with sensibly (Chow 2020). Our view is that if ever the US and China engage 

militarily, it would be in the South China Sea, because fighting a war in one’s own backyard 

(over Taiwan) will lead to many casualties and Taiwan has a defense pact with the US. 

Therefore, the politicized nature of COVID-19 has reinforced the belief that Taiwan’s 

political future might not be determined as much at the Taiwan Strait as the South China Sea.  

 

Conclusion 

There have been so many political and economic pundits discussing a new global order after 

COVID-19. Some say Graham Allison’s (2017) Thucydides trap – the belief that war is 

almost always inevitable between two competing hegemons – has been fast-forwarded. 

Others believe that the Washington Consensus has finally given way to the Beijing 

Consensus. With so many political variables and economic imponderables to consider, 

nobody really knows what the future geopolitical situation would be. But one thing is for 

sure, the exchanges between Taiwan, Hong Kong, China and the US are likely to be tense, 

suspicious and highly uneven in power relationships. Moreover, the American strategic and 

geopolitical pivot and re-balancing in Asia is determined by containing China (Campbell 

2016). The US and many of its allies are not going to give up their pursuit of holding China 

responsible for the global pandemic. We end this commentary by offering some of our 

reflections on the geopolitical ramifications of COVID-19 for Taiwan thus far. 

 

Firstly, the emergence of Taiwan as an exceptional entity in the containment of COVID-19 is 

very much predicated on the failings of China and the US in their roles as world leaders; both 

seem to be more preoccupied with bringing down the other rather than seeking much needed 

truce and cooperation to face the pandemic head-on. As Huang and Smith (2020, 4) aptly 
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claim, “Neither great power is meeting the world’s needs: one is losing the interest and sway 

needed to exercise global leadership and the other is not yet ready to do so.” Trump’s inward-

looking, nationalistic policies to “make America great” while targeting externalities (Mexico, 

China, WHO, multilateral pacts) for their problems are an attempt to sway American mass 

support for his Presidency. Specifically, his targeting China as the culprit for creating 

America’s pandemic and economic problems, has even swayed the presidential contender Joe 

Biden to sing his tune. As such, Trump’s anti-China rhetoric will not end even if he fails in 

his re-election bid. 

 

For the 2020 US Presidential election, it seems that China will be a major election issue given 

Trump’s dismal record in tackling the COVID-19 problems. Trump’s incompetent, 

lackadaisical and erratic handling of the outbreak reflects his poor leadership and inability to 

manage national challenges, besides his obsession with economic issues. The Republican 

Party has issued a 57-page memo to its members, telling them to pile blame on China for the 

coronavirus pandemic (Connolly 2020). As Trump’s former chief strategist, Steve Bannon 

claims “Trump’s campaign will be about China, China, China” (Luce 2020).  A recent Pew 

survey shows that 66 percent of Americans have an “unfavorable” view of China (Zheng 

2020). Perhaps the principal China ticket Trump can ride on in the presidential election is to 

convince Americans he is the only candidate that can take on China’s “political 

aggressiveness” and “economic cheating”. Conversely, China’s attempt to counter the US’s 

adverse propaganda is reflected in its overzealous eagerness and “propagandistic rhetoric” 

(Huang and Smith 2020, 4) to show the world that it can help. This, coupled with the failure 

of its medical supplies in meeting international standards, have made the international 

community skeptical of its political leadership capability.  
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Secondly, controversies related to Chinese nationalism will continue to exacerbate in the 

wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. For one, China will grow increasingly wary of the 

fostering of a Taiwanese national identity considering Taiwan’s actions during the pandemic. 

The “Made in Taiwan” imprint at the corner of each Taiwanese-donated mask, the Taiwanese 

flag that featured in the background of a televised interview Taiwan’s then vice-president 

Chen Chien-jen gave to France 24 (a French state-owned international news television 

network), were all tacit yet potent symbolisms of Taiwanese nationalism that Beijing will 

interpret as an infringement of China’s ‘core interests’, and this will have repercussions. A 

possible retaliation may come in the form of an economic sanction. The Economic 

Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA), signed with Taiwan in 2010 is due to expire in 

September 2020. The ECFA has allowed Taiwan to benefit from ‘an average annual trade 

surplus of more than US$70 billion with China in the past decade’ (The Straits Times, May 

12, 2020), and China might use this as a stick to punish Taiwan. The stakes are high with 40 

percent of the island’s exports attributed to China and Hong Kong.  

 

It is ironic that at a time when the COVID-19 virus observes no political, religious and 

cultural boundaries, countries are turning inwards and propagating nationalistic policies. 

Zheng Yongnian (2020, A14) views current Chinese nationalism as “hybrid nationalism” 

involving multiple manifestations: historic grievances from the older generation; national 

pride in holding global events; “commercial nationalism” advocating China’s prosperity; 

military pride in competing in nuclear developments; and taking on the US in “exchanging 

blow for blow” in its “blame game”. The deep nationalistic Chinese sentiments are most felt, 

in the external influences that are trying to deny China its national closure of integrating 

Hong Kong and Taiwan under its state boundaries.   
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Thirdly, despite scoring a geopolitical home run in its engagement with COVID-19, Taiwan 

is by and large a pawn in US-China relations, and both Hong Kong and Taiwan are integral 

components to China’s national agenda of integration. Any hint of political autonomy and 

foreign interference raises alarm bells in China. After nearly a year of belligerent anti-China 

demonstrations in Hong Kong, both the Chinese and Taiwanese governments have responded 

in different ways. Beijing has maintained its suspicion over Washington and Taipei for being 

the ‘black hands’ behind the Hong Kong protests (The Straits Times, May 12, 2020). China 

recently announced that it would impose a new national security law covering Hong Kong for 

terrorism, violent demonstrations and foreign interference. This was met with international 

criticisms, especially from the US and Britain, accusing China for infringing Hong Kong’s 

autonomy and the freedom of its people (Al Jazeera, May 25, 2020; BBC News, May 25, 

2020). Hong Kong opposition members of parliament have stated that the new law has 

effectively put an end to the 1997 ‘one country two systems’ agreement (Huang 2020).  

 

The Chinese noose around the future of Hong Kong and Taiwan is tightening. Taiwan has 

taken notice of China’s emboldened response to Hong Kong. The Taiwanese president Tsai 

Ing-wen in her maiden speech of her second term in office in May 2020, clearly recognized 

that Taiwan needed to turn inwards to strengthen its domestic economy and political system. 

After seeing how Hong Kong’s economy and social systems were weakened domestically, 

Tsai knows the post-COVID-19 geopolitical situation would require Taiwan to be self-reliant 

and politically resilient. In short, the president’s speech to her citizens was the need to put 

Taiwan’s house in order. 

 

Importantly, the civilizational state of China works on long time scales in its achievement of 

political goals. The US on the other hand, is governed by short term election schedules and 



23 
 

variable public sentiments. After chalking up over US$16 trillion of debt to keep its global 

hegemonic power, the US public might grow weary of maintaining allies like Taiwan. As 

such, Taiwan should not be too carried away by its success in balancing the US-China 

tightrope hitherto. The Taiwanese must acknowledge that the US is only interested in them 

because of the China factor. Once the China variable dissipates, the American leadership will 

have no interest in future Taiwanese welfare. Hence, Taiwan has to tread carefully as to its 

future options. 

 

Finally, the political future of Taiwan is likely to be determined by geopolitical externalities 

beyond its control. The Taiwanese will have to ensure they always elect a competent, 

percipient and balanced leadership that will keep their national interests foregrounded in 

power rivalries of competing hegemons. COVID-19 has widened political differences 

between China and the US, brought forward the timetable of the Thucydides trap (Allison 

2017), and created competing issues on many fronts – political, economic, strategic, military, 

currency issues, environmental, territorial and biological warfare. The pandemic has 

weaponized a new Cold War between the US and China. Given its sole superpower status 

after the demise of the Soviet Union, America needs to get used to a new global ‘balance of 

power’ (Morgenthau 1978). As one of China’s top foreign policy thinkers, Shi Yinhong 

states, “The West shouldn’t think so much about integrating China into the Western liberal 

order, but rather try to accommodate China” (French 2017, 11). The rise of China does not 

mean the end of American power, unless American “soft power” is bankrupt. However, if the 

shelf life of US global hegemonic power is said to be about 30 years, then Taiwan’s political 

leaders need to prepare the national ground for living with a new hegemon and political 

system. 
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