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Synopsis

Although Taiwan may be a small island in the Pacific, it is a significant symbol between the
West and China. This essay examines how Australia’s relations with Taiwan has represented
Australia’s shifts in global allegiances by looking at three major turning points that have
defined Australia-Taiwan relations.

How has Australia’s relationship with Taiwan reflected Australia’s global allegiances?

In April 2018, the People’s Republic of China issued an ultimatum to all airlines, demanding
that they recognise Taiwan as a Chinese territory in order to further their decisive One China
Policy. Whilst airlines in the Pacific region, including QANTAS, obeyed immediately,
American airlines waited up to three months before complying®. Australia’s swift response
to China’s bold demands showed a willingness to appease China and represented a drift
away from Western allies, namely the United States. Historically, Taiwan has been a symbol
in the conflict between communism and capitalism, and an important economic
powerhouse in Asia. Australia’s position on the diplomatic recognition of the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) and Taiwan (also known as Formosa or the Republic of China) has
evolved since the conclusion of the Chinese Civil War in 1949, where contentions between
two Chinas arose for the first time. Australia’s responses to this tension have always been in
line with international changes in political power rather than independent interests or a
genuine engagement in relations with Taiwan. Australia’s recent concession over airlines,
however, represents the turning point we face today regarding diplomatic relations with
China. These changes can be examined through the lens of three turning points in
Australia’s history with Taiwan: Australia’s recognition of Taiwan in 19492, establishing
relations with the newly independent nation; the Whitlam government’s reversal of this
decision with the 1972 recognition of the People’s Republic of China (PRC)3; and the 2001
entry of China into the World Trade Organisation (WTO)?, affirming China’s place in the
international economic community. These three acts of foreign policy mark Australia’s
shifting allegiances from leaving behind Pax Britannica, to navigating the world of Pax
Americana, and today, entering another world of Pax Sinica.

The end of World War Il left Australia beginning to explore deep strategic ties with the
United States as an alternative to its long-standing partnership with the United Kingdom. In
1949, Australia followed the United States in recognising Taiwan as the Republic of China®.
The Nationalist government led by Chiang Kai-Shek had just retreated to Taiwan following
their loss in the Chinese Civil War (1945-1949)°. Cabinet documents from Australia’s
Department of External Affairs reveal that the motivations for Australia’s recognition of
Taiwan were driven by global strategic relationships with major powers rather than
economic links in Asia or Cold War ideological incentives. This can be proven by exploring
Australia’s policy of ambivalence towards the Taiwanese government, and also by
examining its reactions to the policies of the UK and USA. Although Australia and Taiwan
began tentative relations in 1949, the Australian government expressed a distant policy with -
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regards to Taiwan, with the countries not exchanging ambassadors until 19667. This means
that Australia was not concerned about the diplomatic impacts of decisions made on
Taiwan, suggesting other reasons of recognition besides building relations. A revealing
quote shows the government’s real incentives with the note that, “the real obstacles,
however, to Australian recognition of Communist China are the possible effects to such a
policy on the status of Formosa and on our relations with the United States.®” Australia’s
desire to appease the United States might not seem out of the ordinary today, but in the
context of the 1950s, it was a startling shift away from its long-time ally of the UK.

A substantial contributing factor that caused Australia to rethink its allegiances was the
conspicuous split in policy regarding the recognition of the PRC between the UK and the
USA. This split arose from a socialist UK government favouring China in the hopes of keeping
Hong Kong, in contrast to the United States’ hard-line policy against the expansion of
Communism. Another diplomatic document revealed, “Differences of policy between the
United Kingdom and the United States have made it difficult to define publicly Australia’s
policy on Formosa and the off-shore islands”.® The significance of this turning point was
therefore the confirmation of Australia’s shift away from Pax Britannica. Although Australia
attempted to appease Britain by declaring that they were not wanting to prop up Chiang
Kai-shek and his regime, it was clear that their ultimate sway was towards the United States,
perhaps in an attempt to seal the ANZUS treaty which was negotiated in the following
years'®, Whilst Australia may have tried to publicise their denunciation of China as an
ideological or economic move, sentiment amongst government officials shown in cabinet
documents stating that, “the potential margin of overall increased China trade resulting
from such an exchange would probably be negligible,'” showed that Australia’s willingness
to commit to the United States was prioritised above possible trade growth with a
Communist China.

The second and most transformative turning point in Australia’s relations with both Taiwan
and China was the Whitlam Government’s 1972 recognition of the People’s Republic of
China. Whilst this turning point relates more specifically to the PRC, it also represented the
subsequent end of official diplomatic relations with Taiwan, a concession not made lightly
by the Australian government. Whitlam is credited for his work as Opposition Leader to
convince the Australian population that a Communist PRC could be trusted. This was not an
easy task considering how anti-China the Liberal McMahon government’s rhetoric was'?,
and Whitlam created both ideological and economic justifications to support his argument.
The first signs of Australia’s intentions to recognise China came in 1971 with Whitlam’s
notorious trip to Peking. Whitlam’s then radical visit and interview with Zhou Enlai was
widely publicised, with the objectives of introducing the Australian people to the idea of
strengthened relations with China as well as dispelling myths that Whitlam and the Labor
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party were not acting as secret communist agents. Whitlam’s publication in The Sunday
Australian titled, ‘My mission to China’, observed that, “The new China is Chinese first,
Maoist second and Communist third.’*” The listing of communism as the third priority of the
new Chinese government contextualised China amidst the anti-communist bias held by the
West at the time, and put China in a new light in order to deflect the Labor Party’s
communist accusations. Whitlam also drew comparisons with Canada at a National Press
Luncheon, with the call, “The Australian Labor Party supports the formula agreed upon
between China and Canada...**” The comparison to Canada provided another example of a
country in the same position, as Canada was both a Commonwealth nation and long-time
ally of the US, that acknowledged China without political or economic repercussions and
continued to maintain stable relationships with all three parties. These ideological and
political moves helped Whitlam to secure enough votes to win the 1972 Federal election
and enact his recognition strategy.

Itis important to note, however, that the success of Whitlam’s unprecedented visit would
have almost certainly not been possible without the announcement two days later that
Henry Kissinger (then US Secretary of State) had also flown to Peking to meet with Zhou
Enlai and discuss the future development of China-US relations. Moreover, less than a week
later, President Richard Nixon announced his intent to fly to China and meet with Chairman
Mao Zedong®. Ultimately, the Australian voters, and indeed the Australian government,
were still dependent upon the United States for direction in foreign policy regarding China.
This is epitomised by Prime-Minister William McMahon’s embarrassing policy weakness
regarding Chinese recognition. Previously to Nixon’s announcement, McMahon didn’t
hesitate in criticising Whitlam by saying, “In no time at all Zhou Enlai had Mr Whitlam on a
hook and he played him as a fisherman plays a trout.”*¢ But after Nixon’s surprising
announcement, he was left in a vulnerable political position which required him to shift
policy in order to remain consistent with his Washington ally. This is shown in his new
statement, “The President’s purpose of normalising relationships with China has been the
publicly announced policy of the Australian government for some time.'”” Even though it
would take the United States almost a further decade to formally recognise China, it was
ultimately their first steps forward that paved the way for Whitlam to present the
acknowledgement of China as reasonable to the Australian public.

The third and more recent turning point that highlights the global shift in the direction of
entering a Pax Sinica era was the admission of China into the WTO in late 2001, which led to
Australia’s more compliant position on China and a correlating distance from Taiwan in a
foreign policy that still stands today. This bold move by the international community
facilitated the rise of China as an economic powerhouse and a global leader. For Australia,
this decision represented a reversal from a lenient policy to a much more hard-line policy
regarding Taiwan. The significance of this turning point is understood when examining
strong indicators in its relations with China and subsequently Taiwan during the late 20t
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century. The opening of the Taipei Economic and Cultural Office in Canberra in 1991 was
one of many subtle hints that Australia communicated to China. This move was perceived as
maintaining strong economic relations with Taiwan, especially considering that Taiwanese
trade values were worth twice as much compared to China. However, the opening of this
‘not embassy’ could also be read as a condemnation of China’s human rights following
Tiananmen Square in 1989, showing Australia’s concerns and willingness to send messages
to China. This period was seemingly a strength in Australian foreign policy with a balance of
growing economic ties with China as well as winning diplomatic battles, including an
extremely tense bid-off between Sydney and Beijing to host the first Olympic Games of the
20" century, a battle won by Australia which caused considerable consternation for many in
China®, China’s entry into the WTO however, completely changed the situation for Western
relationships with China, including Australia.

Democratic Western countries, including the US and Australia, held hopes that by
welcoming China into a capitalist circle, they would somehow be able to contain Chinese
communism and convert them into a capitalist and economically stable ally. A 1999
Washington Post article pleading with the United States to accept China pointed out that,
“Trade policy does not exist in isolation. Trade policy is foreign policy.*®” This statement
reflects the ultimate reason that the United States and other member parties, including
Australia, succumbed and opened their doors to China. As the incumbent president Bill
Clinton put, “it is likely to have a profound impact on human rights and political liberty.”%°
Perhaps it was an underestimation of China’s economic independence, but China’s
newfound economic freedom not only lifted millions of people out of poverty, but also
enabled them to compete amongst the global superpowers. In 2004, a report released by
the Australian government stated, “Taiwan is part of the sacred territory of the People's
Republic of China. It is the lofty duty of the entire Chinese people, including our compatriots
in Taiwan, to accomplish the great task of reunifying the motherland.?'” This compliant
statement was a definite reversal from foreign policy successes regarding Taiwan previous
to 2001 and represented China’s growing sphere of influence over the Australian
government.

Australia’s relations with Taiwan has represented a complacency in Australia’s foreign pollcy
towards one of the most dominant powers of the modern day. Through examining
Australia’s reactions to three turning points surrounding its relationship with Taiwan, we
can clearly see the three major shifts in alliances that Australia has experienced in the last
century. Even though Australia still maintains a strong military alliance with the United
States, when we see Australian airlines jumping to immediately follow China’s commands, it
is clear that we are finishing the age of Pax Americana and moving on to a new age of
Australian foreign policy.
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