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KEY POINTS

1. Taiwan is not a trampoline for China to exert hegemony in East Asia. If China were to conquer
Taiwan, it would do little to facilitate further Chinese military expansion.

2. The conventional wisdom that Taiwan would be the first "domino" to fall in a Chinese bid for
hegemony is also wrong. Far from losing faith in U.S. defenses, should China attack Taiwan, U.S.
allies are likely to become more attached to the United States and step up efforts to defend
themselves.

3. China’s policy toward Taiwan is ultimately driven by nationalism. Its desire to possess the island is
unigue and it lacks similar ambitions for Japan, the Philippines, and other nearby states.

4. Nor would China's conquest of Taiwan meaningfully advantage China if it aimed to attack other
states, as its military power dissipates quickly beyond the first island chain due to unfavorable
geography and U.S. military superiority.

5. Because China has powerful states on its periphery that are building up their defenses, the U.S.
enjoys defense in depth and its Asian allies are secure—with or without Taiwan.

This explainer is the fifth and final in the Target Taiwan series. It asks a question that logically follows from
the other papers: what might the region look like if Taiwan was annexed and controlled by Beijing? How
dangerous would that be for the U.S. and its allies? Could Taiwan be used as a “trampoline” by China to
make military incursions elsewhere?

This analysis concludes that a Chinese-controlled Taiwan would not significantly endanger U.S. national
security. The U.S. position in the Asia-Pacific is and will remain strong, irrespective of any cross-strait conflict.
U.S. allies like Japan and the Philippines will not be at significantly greater risk. Taiwan does have strategic
importance for China, but its corresponding lack of strategic value to the U.S. is another reason not to get
involved in a conflict.

Unfortunately, policymakers in Washington have often maintained the opposite. During the Biden
administration, Assistant Secretary of Defense Ely Ratner stated that “Taiwan is located at a critical node
within the first island chain, anchoring a network of U.S. allies and partners,” which explained “why Taiwan’s
security is so important to the United States.” Such thinking is as misguided today as it was in 1950 when
General Douglas MacArthur asserted that Taiwan represented “an unsinkable aircraft carrier.”? Yet since
then it has become something like conventional wisdom. The second Trump administration’s National
Security Strategy, published in December 2025, emphasizes Taiwan because the island “provides direct
access to the Second Island Chain.”?

This paper will argue against such claims and proceeds in five parts. First, it assesses the domino theory
argument for defending Taiwan, noting that such reasoning is badly flawed and has precipitated many grave
mistakes in the past. Second, it differentiates Taiwan from America’s various regional allies in East Asia as
an object of China’s historical ambitions. Third, it discusses the limited advantage in military capabilities
Taiwan would give China, chiefly concerning the impact on undersea warfare in the western Pacific as well as
air and missile warfare in this theater. The fourth section explains how the island is of little consequence for
the defense of America’s allies and interests in the Asia-Pacific.* The conclusion advocates relying more on
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the strategic depth of the Asia-Pacific to safeguard U.S. national security and assesses Taiwan’s future if
Washington embraces a more realism and restraint-oriented posture.

This series has advocated for the United States to adopt an approach to the western Pacific centered on
securing limited U.S. interests, conserving America’s resources, and decreasing the chances of a
catastrophic great power war. This paper continues in that spirit by showing that prolonging Taiwan’s
autonomy hardly rises to the level of a vital U.S. national security objective.®

EXAGGERATING TAIWAN’S STRATEGIC
IMPORTANCE

American strategists have often proclaimed that Taiwan functions as a critical first line of defense against
Chinese expansion in the Asia-Pacific region. Elbridge Colby, currently serving as under secretary of defense
for policy, contended in a 2021 book that “Taiwan tends to act as a cork in China’s ability to project military
power beyond it.”®

Almost 15 years ago, Aaron Friedberg noted that forfeiting Taiwan could significantly damage U.S. national
security by causing “America’s alliances and strategic partnerships” to “wither.”” At the root of Friedberg’s
concern was the possibility that China’s dominance in East Asia could allow it “to draw on the wealth and
military capabilities of the region under its control, using it as a secure base from which to challenge
American interests and perhaps even to attack the United States itself.”® He admits that this concern partly
derives from what “the United States was able to do... throughout the twentieth century.”® But this is a
classic mirror imaging fallacy—quite common among American strategists—that assumes China will behave
as the U.S. did during its own rise to power on the world stage.

Michele Flournoy warns of conflict over Taiwan and asserts that if the United States fails to defend areas
proximate to China, “U.S. influence would diminish in the very region on which the future prosperity and
security of Americans most depends, lowering perceptions of U.S. power and leadership globally.”*°

These arguments are representative of the general thrust of U.S. defense policy in Asia. They advocate the
defense of Taiwan less for the island’s inherent value than what its fall would supposedly mean for other
U.S. interests. Such arguments mix three errors: that U.S. allies in Asia would panic over the credibility of U.S.
commitments to defend them and therefore appease China should the United States not defend Taiwan;
that China’s push to possess Taiwan is emblematic of a larger desire for territorial aggrandizement; and,
most importantly, that Taiwan has vast military value for further Chinese expansion.

TAIWAN IS NOT A FIRST DOMINO

The argument about Taiwan’s credibility is a kind of domino theory, of the sort that plagued the United
States during the Cold War and encouraged the tragic war in Vietham. The idea then was that if one Asian
state slipped out of America’s sphere of influence, this might trigger a wider catalytic collapse of
Washington’s position in the region, leading to an unalterable shift in the global balance of power.

Back then, there were various ideas about how these dominoes might fall, but the main one had to do with
U.S. credibility. The idea was that U.S. allies, even in Europe, would lose heart and not resist communist
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pressure if the U.S. did not demonstrate its commitment to Vietnam. As Defense Secretary Robert
McNamara explained, “We seek an independent non-Communist South Vietham. ...Unless we can achieve
this objective... almost all of Southeast Asia will probably fall under Communist dominance.”*!

The trouble with domino arguments is that states judge others’ credibility less by analogy to other times and
places than present-day interests and capabilities.*® Hence U.S. allies in the Cold War did not worry about
U.S. credibility over Vietham when it came to threatening the Soviets on their behalf. And today, U.S. Asian
allies like Japan and the Philippines, while they may prefer that the United States commit to Taiwan,
understand that unlike Taiwan they are U.S. treaty allies and the U.S. ability to defend them is far greater
due to their geography.

U.S. credibility to defend its allies simply is not at stake in Taiwan, given how unique the circumstances there
are. Political scientist Stephen Walt aptly observes that after curtailing commitments in the past, “dominoes
barely fell and core relationships were unaffected,” since “commitments are credible when interests are
obvious to all.” Those who are worried about the durability of U.S. deterrent threats in Japan and beyond
should see Taiwan as a drain because it soaks up resources better used elsewhere.

Paradoxically, it seems quite plausible that U.S. security guarantees to other Asian allies could be
strengthened by a Chinese assault against Taiwan. As in the somewhat analogous situation of Ukraine,
where the NATO alliance has expanded and increased its defense spending after Russia’s invasion, a
Chinese invasion of Taiwan would likely energize U.S. alliances in the Asia-Pacific.™® History suggests an
attack on Taiwan, whether or not it succeeded, would lead the U.S. to seek to reassure allies in the region,
likely by additional deployments. And because they would feel threatened, those allies would likely increase
their own defense efforts and cooperation rather than bandwagon or appease China.

UNPACKING CHINESE INTENTIONS

The confusion undermining U.S. Taiwan policy is not simply over a hackneyed interpretation of credibility, but
a tendency to impute the most aggressive motives to perceived U.S. adversaries. It is a gross
understatement to say the idea that China views Taiwan as a springboard to Asian empire lacks evidence.
This error is a repeat of history. The original motive for U.S. intervention in Indochina was not concerns over
South Vietnam or Hanoi's aggressiveness, but Washington’s determination to prevent the expansion of
Chinese communism.

China’s desire to control Taiwan is unique for historical and cultural reasons. No other territory, and certainly
no U.S. ally, has that kind of attraction to China. As John Mearsheimer observes, “the Chinese feel an
emotional attachment to the island that the Soviets never felt for Berlin, for example, making Washington’s
commitment to defend it all the riskier.”** China treats Taiwan differently from its neighbors because it does
not view Taiwan as a neighboring country.

Taiwan’s ethno-linguistic ties to the mainland are deep. As noted above, the official language in Taipei is
Mandarin Chinese. Many of the most revered artistic and archaeologic artifacts of Chinese civilization are
held in the National Palace Museum in Taipei, since they were brought over by the Nationalist regime when it
fled the mainland.*® An extensive Chinese presence on the island predates modern history, but Taiwan was
formally integrated into China after the Qing Dynasty invaded in 1683 to destroy remnants of the prior Ming
Dynasty. After that, China ruled Taiwan for two centuries until Japan conquered the island in 1895. At the
end of the Chinese Civil War in 1949, Nationalist forces fled the mainland and set up a new base on Taiwan,
inaugurating the tensions that persist to this day.

4 DEFP.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES T



TARGET TAIWAN: MILITARY RISK
FROM CHINESE CONQUEST

No similar ties bind the Philippines, Japan, or any other U.S. ally to China. Japan and the Philippines have
their own distinct languages, and neither has ever been part of China in any meaningful way.*® Beijing has
never articulated territorial claims against either Tokyo or Manila, besides the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands
dispute.

MAP OF CONTROL OVER CHINA AND TAIWAN, 1941-1950
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Sources: “Chinese Civil War,” Encyclopedia Britannica; “Nationalist Taiwan,” Omniatlas; “Battle of Chamdo,” Omniatlas.

The main cause of Washington’s nervousness with respect to Asia-Pacific security is the sincere anxieties of
its friends in both Tokyo and Manila, who tend to exaggerate their insecurities to maintain U.S. defensive
assistance. Yet an objective assessment of Chinese intentions and capabilities against both treaty allies
reveals that such insecurities are substantially exaggerated. In fact, both island archipelagos are easily
defended. Moreover, the added strength of other allies and partners, including Australia, India, South Korea,
and Vietnam, suggests that Chinese military hegemony in the Asia-Pacific will remain a pipedream even in
the event of a Chinese conquest of Taiwan.

Over the last 15 years, significant tensions have surfaced in Japan-China relations, but these have never
concerned Chinese military threats against Japan’s home islands. Most of the threat discourse is connected
to the disputed claims concerning the Senkaku/Diaoyu islets. But as these are tiny, uninhabited, and more
than 500 miles distant from Japan’s main islands, this is hardly a threat to Japan’s territorial integrity.*” It's
no wonder the conflict over the islets has been almost entirely limited to close maneuvering by coast guard
vessels. If these islets have any strategic value at all, it could be related to Taiwan, which is a mere 120
miles to the southwest. Tokyo’s threat perception would decrease markedly if Japan’s government could fully
abjure the idea of defending Taiwan, its former colony.®

In fact, China’s and Japan’s security interests actually align to a degree, whether with respect to shipping
lanes or ensuring North Korea doesn’t do anything too destabilizing. Yet the relationship is haunted by a
torturous history that has not been fully reconciled. Both sides tend to engage in extravagant shadowboxing,
turning reasonably simple disputes into opportunities to stoke nationalism. Just one example of this
occurred in November 2025 when comments about Taiwan by Japanese Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi
sparked a sharp rhetorical and diplomatic response from Beijing.*® Still, there is no evidence that China has
plans to conquer or control Japan.?°

Likewise, alleged threats to the Philippines are overstated. Again, and unlike the threat to Taiwan that
Beijing articulates on a nearly weekly basis, there exist no Chinese claims to Philippines territory. In a parallel
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to the Japan situation, the tensions between Manila and Beijing have almost entirely encompassed maritime
claims over rocks and reefs, with the majority of these being uninhabited.

PACIFIC ISLANDS DISPUTED BY JAPAN AND CHINA
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Source: OpenStreetMap

China and Japan have disputed claims to islands in the western Pacific, but these islets are tiny, distant from both
countries, and likely of marginal value to Tokyo and Beijing.

The 2012 Scarborough Shoal incident saw the U.S. approach direct military confrontation with China. The
crisis resulted from a Philippines fishing enforcement action against China about 160 miles west of Subic
Bay. The resolution to the crisis, which left China with effective control of the reef, caused significant
consternation in Washington, but the Obama administration wisely concluded that this reef was not worth
risking a war with China.?* Tensions continue to build between Manila and Beijing concerning the status of
various maritime features.?? Fishing rights form a particularly sensitive area of the Philippines-China
dispute.>® However, that hardly makes this bilateral relationship unique.?*

To underline the point that Tokyo and Manila perceive little direct threat from China, one need only look at
their respective defense spending, which historically amounts to just 1 percent of GDP for both states. By
comparison, NATO countries are pledging to spend 3.5 percent, the U.S. spends 3.4 percent, and Israel
spends well in excess of 5 percent.?® If China were to conquer Taiwan, it would be logical for both Japan and
the Philippines to substantially increase their defense spending, following the pattern of Germany in the
wake of the Russian invasion of Ukraine.

One reason to doubt China’s territorial ambitions will extend beyond Taiwan is that China’s policy with

respect to the use of force has been remarkably peaceful over the last 50 years, especially when compared
to other great powers like Russia and the United States. Perhaps that is why even Friedberg concedes that
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“China’s leaders do not seek confrontation” and China “is unlikely to engage in outright military
conquest....”?®

MILITARY SPENDING BY CHINA, JAPAN, AND THE PHILIPPINES
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Source: “Military Expenditure Database,” Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex.

Notes: Measured in constant 2021 U.S. dollars. The figures for Japan include the budgeted amount for the Special Action Committee on Okinawa and exclude military
pensions. The figures for the Philippines are slightly overstated as they include spending on Veterans Affairs.

Japan and the Philippines historically spend little on their defense though this could change if China were to invade
Taiwan.

Border tensions persist with several of China’s neighbors, most notably India, where a deadly clash occurred
as recently as 2020.?" But this violence has not escalated to war. Beijing has maintained peaceful relations
with almost all of its neighbors in recent decades, and those neighbors include states that are significantly
militarily weaker than China, such as Mongolia, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Laos.?®

Even if Beijing did harbor aggressive intentions, it would be constrained by geography and the natural
workings of the balance of power.?® Moreover, Chinese objectives have not changed as it's grown more
powerful.®® Thus the argument that a binge of Chinese aggression would follow a Taiwan conflict does not
stand up to scrutiny.

China will play a larger role in world affairs due to its growing power. Yet there is little reason to think that

these aspirations for greater influence—a natural outcome of shifts in world politics underway for many
decades—are connected to territorial acquisitions beyond Taiwan.
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TAIWAN WOULD ADD LITTLE TO CHINESE
MILITARY CAPABILITIES

Many analysts believe that China’s control of Taiwan would function as a trampoline, allowing China to
threaten other countries, including U.S. allies like Japan and the Philippines. This section argues this isn’t so.
China’s control of Taiwan would not significantly alter the basic balance of power in the Asia-Pacific region.

It's true that in some discreet areas, possession of Taiwan would somewhat improve China’s strategic
position. This is discussed below with a special focus on undersea warfare and surveillance for targeting
purposes. However, this would not change the fundamental fact that China’s military threat dissipates with
distance, notably between its mainland and the Philippines or Japan, and even more so with the United
States, which lies 6,500 nautical miles across the Pacific. China’s advance a mere 200 miles further east
would alter little about this equation.

TAIWAN AS KEY TO THE BARRIER CONSTRAINING CHINESE
SUBMARINES

Let’s turn first to the submarine issue since it is often assumed by U.S. military strategists that Taiwan
basing could be a key enabler for China’s improving submarine force.

Undersea warfare in particular could see some impact from Chinese control over Taiwan. That is due to
bathymetric (sea-bottom) conditions in the western Pacific. The Chinese Navy has long struggled with the
twin problems of having shallow waters off its coasts and needing to have its fleet sortie through narrow
straits. This serves to make their operations more detectable, predictable, and vulnerable to adversary
interdiction.

For submarines, it is particularly valuable to enter deep waters quickly in order to improve stealth—to evade
detection and enemy attack. That is why Beijing has invested heauvily in its fleet and especially its submarine
facilities on Hainan Island (Yalong Bay), where deeper waters are more easily accessed than in northern
China. Taiwan’s eastern coast offers similarly deep waters within easy reach, so Taiwan basing for Chinese
submarines could significantly improve China’s submarine force. A related point is that the U.S. may possess
acoustic listening systems that are operated in and around Taiwan’s waters.3! Such intelligence assets could
be lost if Taiwan were controlled by Beijing.

This issue is explored in-depth in research by Brendan Rittenhouse Green and Caitlin Talmadge. They
conclude that Taiwan represents a “militarily valuable piece of territory.”®** They base their analysis on the
Cold War-era strategy of hemming in the Soviet submarine fleet through the use of hydrophone (listening)
arrays on the sea bottom at the critical choke point of the GIUK Gap, the relatively narrow passages between
Greenland, Iceland, and the United Kingdom.? They explain, “A large fleet of truly quiet [submarines]
deployed off the east coast of Taiwan would strengthen China’s ability to threaten the SLOCs on which
Korea, Japan, and other nations depend for seaborne oil supplies, as well as maritime trade more
generally.”** (SLOCs stands for sea lines of communication.)
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While the conclusion that Taiwan would help development of PLA Navy submarine operations is reasonable,
it is not a game-changer for several reasons. First, if China can attack the U.S. anti-submarine barriers built
around Taiwan, their defensive value would be reduced, as Green and Talmadge concede. And as Jonathan
Caverley notes in a recent article, U.S. arrays in the region are “easily located” and we would assume China
is planning to attack them.** The GIUK barrier of Cold War fame was likely more feasible in wartime than
would be an ASW barrier on either side of Taiwan. That is because Iceland and Greenland are each more
than 1,000 miles away from Russian territory. Therefore, the GIUK barrier could be much more effectively
defended in wartime than Taiwan, which lies a mere 100 miles from China.

Second, China will face a challenge in egressing its submarines whether or not it controls Taiwan. Caverley
contends that the U.S. may still use hydrophones advantageously in this area without Taiwan, and even
argues that Chinese submarine bases on Taiwan would be more vulnerable to U.S. attacks.®® He concludes,
“Taiwan simply does not enhance China’s undersea threat to US forces.”®’

U.S. UNDERSEA LISTENING ARRAYS IN EAST ASIA
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Source: Desmond Ball and Richard Tanter, The Tools of Owatatsumi: Japan’s Ocean Surveillance and Coastal Defence Capabilities
(Canberra, AU: Australian National University Press, 2015), 54.

Third, the idea that anti-submarine defenses off Taiwan are essential to penning in Chinese submarines and
thus to defending SLOCs implies that these SLOCs are fairly secure otherwise. But that is not the case. The
Center for Strategic and International Studies’ 2023 “First Battle” simulation, for example, is pessimistic
about operating surface forces anywhere in the vicinity of Taiwan, including the Philippines Sea. The report
observes, “Chinese long-range missile strikes... almost always succeeded in overcoming U.S. naval defenses.
Typically, the United States lost both forward-deployed carriers within the first turn or two.”3® Submarines,
even if they can operate freely beyond Taiwan, contain relatively limited striking power compared to aircraft
and missiles.*°
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In the long run, China’s submarine force is steadily advancing, and will increasingly operate in all the world’s
oceans.*® But the future status of Taiwan will not significantly influence that trajectory. The marginal gains to
Chinese submarines from controlling Taiwan would not be significant.

TAIWAN’S IMPACT ON INTELLIGENCE, SURVEILLANCE, AND
RECONNAISSANCE (ISR)

How would Taiwan figure into the critical ISR equation that might determine the vital aerial contest above the
Pacific? If the U.S. lost access to Taiwan, the Pentagon could lose its powerful radars on the island. Taiwan
has built, with U.S. assistance, a large early warning radar at a cost of $1.4 billion on a mountaintop at
Leshan that apparently can see 3,000 miles.** These radars monitor Chinese missile launches and air
activity with considerable fidelity. The loss of this early warning radar platform would certainly make it easier
for Chinese aircraft to egress into the Pacific.

At the same time, controlling Taiwan would also allow China to install its own radar there, enabling it to find
and target ships and aircraft at greater range. Stephen Biddle and Ivan Oelrich studied the potential for
China’s so-called anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) strategy to project power into the wider Pacific and
concluded that China cannot “extend A2/AD's effects over distances great enough to threaten most U.S.
allies if China's opponents take reasonable precautions. The entirety of the Japanese home islands, for
example, will likely remain beyond A2/AD's reach, as [will] the entirety of the Philippines....”** Due to its
proximity to the mainland, Taiwan is an entirely different situation, according to the Biddle/Oelrich analysis,
and is plainly “much more exposed.”*?

This limitation is mainly due to Chinese dependence on shore-based radar, which cannot see beyond the
horizon because of the curvature of the earth. Possessing Taiwan would thus extend the lethal range of
China’s missiles about 200 miles (the distance from China’s coast to Taiwan’s eastern edge). Hence radars
based in Taiwan by the PLA would not do much to help conquer the Philippines or Japan—they are too far
away.

Facing Japan, China has plenty of coastline that is significantly closer to the main islands of Kyushu and
Honshu than is Taiwan. That is not entirely true for the Philippines, since Luzon, that country’s largest island,
is closer to Taiwan than mainland China. A hypothetical air battle over Luzon could be impacted by coastal
and aerial radars operating out of a Chinese-occupied Taiwan. But as discussed below, the Philippines, like
Japan and unlike Taiwan, has impressive strategic depth and China’s ISR capabilities for most of the
archipelagic campaign would not be improved by assets deployed from Taiwan.

Admittedly, China’s possession of Taiwan could aid the PLA in menacing regional sea lanes. It's true that
large portions of East Asia’s maritime commerce flow along the eastern coast of Taiwan. These lanes
connect Japan and South Korea to Southeast Asia, South Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. The PLA would
be somewhat better positioned, assuming its conquest of Taiwan, to interdict this important commerce,
applying airpower, short-range missiles, and naval and coast guard vessels. Still, it's worth noting that the
PLA is already quite capable at present of shutting down these SLOCs yet Beijing has never made any moves
in this direction.**

In a wartime situation, the U.S. Navy along with allied nations could very plausibly protect other critical

SLOCs in the region—maintaining key shipping links between North America and these U.S. allies in the
region. For example, U.S. maritime access to Japan and South Korea via the North Pacific would not be
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challenged at all by Chinese control over Taiwan. So while China’s possession of Taiwan might pose
problems for allies in terms of SLOCs, it would hardly constitute a fatal blow.

In addition, the value of the ISR assets China might gain by conquering Taiwan is diminished by China’s
rapidly improving space-based remote sensing capability. Caverley explains that the Chinese surveillance
satellite network is now “dense and robust,” that China can reconstitute its satellite network rapidly, and
that China can track U.S. satellites. That last point suggests China and the United States might refrain for
targeting each other’s satellites in a war. Other major steps in Beijing’'s ISR upgrade have been myriad navy
and air force manned platforms, a series of giant ground-based radars, as well as a large and varied
constellation of drones.*

To be sure, the range and effectiveness of these assets could be marginally increased by using Taiwan as a
launching and command/control center. But the bottom line is that Beijing has enough ISR assets that
adding Taiwan’s would not make a major difference. Concerning the implications for the aerial battle in the
western Pacific, Caverley concludes that “the military implications of operating airborne surveillance and
launching shorter-range munitions from Taiwan... while not zero, are modest.”*® He explains that Chinese
aircraft and missile launchers on Taiwan itself could be targeted.

As pointed out in the first two Defense Priorities explainers in this series, the Chinese military presents major
problems—an almost impregnable fortress—if confronted in its own backyard. Yet the further east into the
Pacific that the battle extends, the fewer are China’s advantages.

BEYOND THE FIRST ISLAND CHAIN, THE PLA WILL REMAIN
RELATIVELY WEAK

Beijing’s abilities to develop expeditionary operations at a significant distance from China remain in doubt.
True, the PLA Navy has made progress in developing aircraft carrier battle groups, but China’s aircraft carrier
force is not only limited in size and lacks nuclear propulsion but has only very recently moved beyond the
testing phase for its fixed-wing airborne early warning (AEW) aircraft.*” This is no small issue in the enormous
domain of the central Pacific where China’s carrier fleet could present targets without being able to target
American “shooter” units with precision.

Yet the most important enablers for naval combat operations over extended distances will remain ordnance,
and particularly fuel. The PLA Navy is not yet a fully blue-water force, at least compared to the United States,
but they have made substantial progress in that direction.*® Replenishment ships and their operations have
been a clear priority for the PLA over the last two decades. But maintaining an anti-piracy squadron is a very
long way from supporting extended combat operations, especially against a well-armed and more
experienced opponent. Qilers in particular appear to form a major point of vulnerability for PLA forces, at
least if they operate at any significant distance from the mainland, since they are few in number and easily
tracked. Lacking a network of hardened, dispersed bases in the central Pacific, these tanker ships may
comprise a “center of gravity” for the Chinese fleet, at least in the foreseeable future.

China does now have the edge with certain capabilities, for example with hypersonic, ballistic, and
supersonic anti-ship missiles. But the U.S. retains a decisive advantage when it comes to major blue water
capabilities, including especially nuclear submarines and nuclear aircraft carriers, but also surface
combatants and maritime patrol aircraft. None of these crucial advantages would be seriously undermined
by Chinese control of Taiwan. To the contrary, by pulling U.S. forces back from under the dangerous A2/AD
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envelope formed by Chinese aircraft, missiles, and diesel submarines, American forces would be much

better prepared in case of an actual U.S.-China war, which the U.S. would want fought out in the Pacific
rather than in China’s backyard.

EAST ASIAN ISLAND CHAINS IN THE PACIFIC
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Source: Wilson Vorndick, “China’s Reach Has Grown, So Should The Island Chains,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, October 22, 2018.

China is hemmed in by three island chains in the Pacific with its ability to project power significantly diminishing past the
first chain.

A final point worth considering concerns the strategic geography of Taiwan. As Mike Sweeney points out, the
island of Taiwan has much greater value as a means for striking into China than it does for making assaults
into the wider Pacific.*® Japan made extensive use of the island during its campaigns into China and
Southeast Asia during the Second Sino-Japanese War and World War Il. No wonder Beijing is obsessed with

Taiwan. On the other hand, the island is in no way critical to the U.S. defense of its allies and interests in the
wider Pacific.
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MANY STATES WILL OPPOSE CHINA

So far, this paper has addressed China’s limited intent and capabilities to target U.S. allies in East Asia, even
if it possesses Taiwan. Next it will turn to the existing balance of power between China and the allies of
greater concern. Its analysis will show that these states are quite defensible, making any added military
benefit from Taiwan even less important than it would be if the balance of power were more in China’s favor.

Japan and the Philippines are in quite different positions from the point of view of military strength. Japan
fields strong self-defense forces with hundreds of fighters and a very substantial force of destroyers and
submarines. Tokyo wields some of the most advanced weaponry in the world, a fact that Beijing is well aware
of.°° Even before the Russian invasion of Ukraine, Japan was increasing its defense expenditures, but the
Ukraine war brought for Japan elevated perceptions of threat and perhaps a new awareness that deterrence
may not succeed.

Major points of Japanese development include missile defense and front-line combat jets.5* Tokyo is in the
process of importing large numbers of F-35s from the United States. There are still major weak points in
Japan’s defenses, such as munitions stocks and a lack of hardened aircraft shelters.® Tokyo is additionally
fortifying its southern islands with land-based, mobile missile systems, a process that Chinese strategists are
watching very closely.®® The Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Force is also pushing into new areas, wielding
small-sized aircraft carriers but also maintaining core strengths particularly with respect to undersea
warfare.

The Philippines’ defense capabilities are much more limited. Some incremental progress has been made in
developing the Philippines’ navy and coast guard while Philippines’ maritime forces have taken some hand-
me-downs from other navies and coast guards, including South Korean frigates.®* Notably, the Philippines is
exploring cooperation with India on developing a land-based, mobile anti-ship system.*® Such systems hold
promise for making the Philippines into a harder target. In early 2025, it was announced that Manila intends
to purchase submarines for the first time.®®

If China did intend to attack either Japan or the Philippines—and as discussed above, there’s no reason to
think it does—both states could mount a very strong defense against China due to geography. Japan’s and
the Philippines’ main islands are substantially more distant from the Chinese coast: more than 500 miles
versus 90 miles across the Taiwan Strait. Such distances would make any Chinese amphibious invasion
significantly more difficult, requiring more time and larger, ocean-going ships.>’ The distance would also
significantly decrease the amount of firepower that China could bring to bear. As an example, China could
apply its full force of hundreds of attack and transport helicopters over the small distances required in a
Taiwan scenario but not against either Japan or the Philippines. The same applies to other relatively short-
range systems, whether rocket artillery or many drone capabilities.®®

Both archipelagos represent auspiciously defensible terrain in that both have enormous strategic depth,
meaning space where defending forces can fall back. Taiwan is not even 100 miles across at its widest
point, and its substantial and steep mountains face east, away from China, making a Chinese invasion much
simpler. By contrast, Japan and Philippines both have highly defensible terrain, such as dense mountains
and jungles, as well as hundreds of miles of islands on which to consolidate strong defenses in relatively
secure rear areas if under attack.
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China might succeed in seizing a Philippines island, such as Palawan, however unlikely, but the PLA could
not aspire to control the whole Philippines archipelago, let alone Japan. As noted above, China’s ability to
harass sea lanes relevant to these two states would increase if China controlled Taiwan, and it could
plausibly have an impact on hypothetical aerial combat over the Philippines. But these changes would be
marginal in the scope of the large and difficult military campaigns that would be required to conquer either
country, especially Japan.

As farfetched as an unprovoked attack by China against Japan or the Philippines is, the prospect is even
more remote against other major states of the Asia-Pacific. Vietnam is both proximate to China and has
fought a war with Beijing in recent memory (1979), but historically Hanoi has spent more on defense as a
percentage of its GDP than either Manila or Tokyo.? Both India and Australia are distant from China’s core
areas, so large-scale aggression remains almost inconceivable.

The same is true for South Korea, which only really fears China in the context of a total superpower
showdown on the Korean Peninsula. Fortunately, that scenario is unlikely. Moreover, South Korea already
possesses a very robust military with reasonably large armed forces across the spectrum of military
capabilities. South Korean fighter and submarine strength could pose a definite challenge to Chinese
ambitions if Beijing were to flex its muscles in Northeast Asia. The vital security interests of Australia, India,
and South Korea would not be severely impacted by Chinese control of Taiwan.

The good news for U.S. decision-makers is that none of these significant powers face serious threats from
China. In Defense Priorities’ third explainer in this series, “Target Taiwan: Limits of Allied Support” the likely
reaction of these important countries is analyzed in some detail, but it's worth repeating that none of these
countries are likely to intervene in a decisive way in a Taiwan scenario.®°

Instead, each is likely to follow the pattern, to varying degrees, of contemporary Germany since the Russian
invasion of Ukraine and ramp up defense spending.®* That should give Americans further confidence that the
potential loss of Taiwan to China does not objectively undermine U.S. national security. In fact, as in Europe
after the Ukraine invasion, the U.S. position will paradoxically be improved, because countries in the region
will more readily take responsibility for their own security.

THE U.S. ENJOYS DEFENSE IN DEPTH AND
SHOULD EXPLOIT IT

Strategists have long remarked on the favorable geographical positioning of the U.S. With two large moats,
the country is practically impregnable.®? This unassailable position should establish that Washington need
not overreact to developments in the Asia-Pacific, including the rise of China.

A strategy of “defense in depth” in Asia would not include Taiwan. Its key objective would be to exploit the
vast space of the Pacific by adopting a more flexible set of defense lines that seek battle where it is
auspicious for U.S. forces. To try to fight China on Taiwan is to fight a war on the ground that is most
beneficial to China, where it can bring the full weight of its power to bear, with U.S. forces operating
hundreds of miles from their nearest bases along a tenuous logistics pipeline that would reach more than
5,000 miles across the Pacific. To be sure, the main advantage of not defending Taiwan is that it most likely
obviates war with China altogether. But if America must fight to stop an expansionist China—and that is
unlikely—it should be done from a favorable strategic position.
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Pulling back U.S. forces from exposed forward positions amounts to wise military strategy for numerous
reasons. American forces operating “forward” and under the Chinese A2/AD bubble are vulnerable to
Chinese attack, whether from submarines, mines, air, or missile strikes. These forces make an inviting target
for a hypothetical adversary that may look to land a stunning first blow.®® Caverley rightly warns that “the
biggest operational effect” of a Taiwan scenario “might be large portions of the Seventh Fleet at the bottom
of the ocean.”®*

U.S. BASES IN OR NEAR THE PACIFIC
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Notably, the U.S. armed forces that prevailed in the Second World War were trained and equipped on or near
U.S. territory.®® The focus of U.S naval forces in the Asia-Pacific should not be parading around to flaunt their
strength in every corner of this vast region, which burns readiness.®® The focus should be on the U.S. West
Coast, Hawaii, and Alaska. Alaska in particular provides vast empty spaces and austere environments to
practice in earnest for high-intensity warfare.

TAIWAN ON ITS OWN

This explainer has illustrated that Taiwan’s defense is not at all crucial to U.S. national security. To the
contrary, U.S. national security will be damaged if Washington attempts to protect this highly exposed and
vulnerable position. But what of Taiwan’s future? If excluded from the U.S. defense perimeter, is the island
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condemned to conquest and tyranny? Perhaps. That may befit an island that is unfortunately located just off
the coast of a hostile superpower yet has not invested heavily in its defense in recent decades.

Still, Chinese conquest of Taiwan isn’t a foregone conclusion even when it is outside the American defense
perimeter. First and foremost, Taipei will likely act more cautiously under these circumstances.®’ It might
arm more heavily for defense against invasion or blockade and avoid provocative flirtations with
independence. Beijing might well decide to live with the status quo with the understanding that the U.S. is
neither acting to support Taiwanese independence nor trying to use it to bottle up Chinese forces. In other
words, a Taiwan delinked from the U.S. would present significantly less of a threat to China and thus be less
of a target.

Additionally, Beijing would know that even though it could likely conquer Taiwan, it would still pay a very
considerable cost, not just in the war itself but in economic and moral sanctions. A final reason to hope that
cooler heads prevail is that the Russian invasion of Ukraine demonstrates that Taiwan residents defending
their homes with Western-made weapons may draw major blood from the PLA, prompting only a pyrrhic
victory for China and a lose-lose situation in general.

STEPPING AWAY FROM TAIWAN’S DEFENSE

A U.S. that steps away fully from any Taiwan defense commitment will be significantly better off. It will be
less likely to get involved in a catastrophic war with China that could turn into a nuclear disaster of
apocalyptic dimensions. It will be less likely to spend trillions of taxpayer dollars on preparing for a military
scenario that it likely cannot win due to basic geography and asymmetric interests. It will be less likely to
sleepwalk into a new cold war that will have devastating consequences for everything from economic
development to nuclear proliferation to climate change.

As noted above, Taiwan constitutes a vital national security interest for China. During World War Il, the island
proved to be an invaluable base for Japanese aggression into China. But Taiwan has no parallel, vital
strategic interest for U.S. national security. True, it might confer some intelligence advantages to the
Pentagon, whether monitoring Chinese airspace or tracking submarines off its immediate coast. Yet
maintaining such a strategic position, which after all came about as a consequence of China’s civil war,
would constitute a fool’s errand on a grand scale.

The relatively minor targeting benefits are certainly not worth risking a near-term war with a rising nuclear
power. As Caverley writes, “Going to war because of Taiwan’s perceived military value could destroy the
operational balance to save it.”®®

Will China eventually wield enormous economic influence in the Pacific and throughout the whole world?
Probably, but China’s desire to build roads and rails and sell the world micro-electronics does not amount to
a national security threat. China has lived in peace with its neighbors for almost half a century and there is
little to no evidence that it plans to change this.

If we focus narrowly on capabilities, moreover, it also becomes clear that China is not headed for global

hegemony. The PLA is built toward national unification with Taiwan. Achieving that will not transform it into
juggernaut that asserts military control over the rest of East Asia.
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Much of this discussion has concerned Japan and the Philippines, because many assume these two states
are in the greatest danger if China succeeds in conquering Taiwan. Yet the primary danger to both Tokyo and
Manila is that both these countries are sucked into a volatile Taiwan scenario and become logical targets for
Chinese attack. If these states were to repudiate any involvement in a Taiwan scenario, the whole of the
Asia-Pacific would assume a more peaceful demeanor and Washington could focus on a realistic and
affordable defense strategy that is truly defensive.

Taiwan is no trampoline for Chinese conquest across the Asia-Pacific. We have seen that there is no
evidence Beijing has such ambitions. We have also seen that the trampoline itself has little “bounce,” since
it would not afford the PLA new capabilities or significant basing possibilities. True, there would be some
gains for Chinese airpower, ISR, and submarine deployments, but these are negligible. Even if the PLA
sought to jump on this trampoline—a dubious prospect—such moves would fall flat due to the challenging
strategic geography of the western Pacific that affords American allies very formidable positions to defend.

China can take Taiwan, but it can’t harm U.S. national security by doing so. If Washington were to wisely

detach itself from this defense burden, it would place America in a more feasible, realistic, and sturdy
strategic position in the Asia-Pacific.
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