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INTRODUCTION


Dark Clouds


Next time you’re feeling overwhelmed at work, spare a thought for Lai Ching-te.


As Taiwan’s president since May 2024, Lai has a lot on his plate. In 2025, Taiwan joined the ranks of the world’s superaged societies, where at least 20 per cent of the population is aged sixty-five or older.1 That trend is set to continue well into the future – the country’s fertility rate is among the lowest in the world. Simultaneously, Taiwan is suffering from a nationwide labour shortage across multiple sectors, including the government and military.2 Although opening the country up to immigration beyond certain preferred demographics such as white-collar workers, professional athletes and digital nomads seems like an easy fix, it is probably more than a largely conservative Taiwanese electorate can stomach.


As Taiwanese society adjusts to cope with the growing burden of caring for its elders, its youth are increasingly disillusioned by their prospects. For the past twenty-five years, the cost of living has steadily increased, while wage growth has lagged behind. For most young Taiwanese, home ownership is an elusive dream. The discontent among many young voters is aimed at Lai’s party, the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), which has held the presidency since 2016, during which time it has gone from being the opposition to the establishment.


Taiwan’s leading semiconductor firm and one of the world’s most valuable companies, TSMC, is building massive multi-billion-dollar chip factories that will require a large and steady supply of electricity, but the power grid is under growing strain. Nuclear power seems like an obvious solution to many outsiders, but is a politically fraught subject. The semiconductor sector’s immense water requirements are also threatened by climate change, with droughts becoming more frequent and severe in recent years.


And then there’s China.


The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) claims Taiwan as its rightful territory, even though it has never ruled it. Stern-faced CCP officials insist that democratic and independent Taiwan belongs to the authoritarian People’s Republic of China (PRC), but the facts speak for themselves.


Declaring Taiwan to be part of China is like saying North America belongs to Europe. Both sets share historical links through migration and colonialism, yet retain fundamentally distinct identities. Just as the first people to populate North America were not European, Taiwan’s original inhabitants are not Chinese, arriving from the Asian mainland before Chinese culture existed. In all of human history, there have only been four brief years during which a China-based government ruled all of Taiwan. That was the Republic of China (ROC) government in Nanjing, which was more focused on looting than administering Taiwan between 1945 and 1949. In 1947, less than two years into being part of the ROC, the Taiwanese people rose up violently in every major city, and were slaughtered in their tens of thousands. Hardly the stuff of which historical claims are made.


Before the ROC arrived, it was Imperial Japan that had conquered and controlled Taiwan after previous empires from Europe and the Asian mainland failed to fully subjugate it. Japan ruled Taiwan from 1895 to 1945, but it took two decades of bloody ‘pacification’ campaigns for Tokyo to effectively administer the entire island. While Taiwan had previously been colonized piecemeal by European and Asian colonial aspirants, it was Japanese colonialism that first unified all of Taiwan under one government. The Japanese colonial project profoundly shaped the agriculture, industry, education, cuisine and culture of Taiwan. Both the later ROC military dictatorship and the CCP party-state that seeks to annex it today have done their best to downplay Japan’s massive influence on Taiwanese identity. This makes good sense, as this transformative Japanese influence undercuts their assertion that the Taiwanese are Chinese.


It wasn’t until 1943 that the ROC’s Chinese Nationalist Party – better known as the Kuomintang, or KMT – or its successor in China, the CCP, made claims on Taiwan. Eight decades later, the CCP is now closer than ever to being able to subsume Taiwan, a goal that has become a top priority under the current leader of China, Xi Jinping. Following Xi’s rise to power in 2012, the CCP has intensified its efforts to undermine Taiwan’s sovereignty and hard-earned democracy. Since 2020, every year has seen a number of unpleasant new normals – the result of relentless but incremental Chinese ‘salami-slicing’ tactics. For Taiwanese people living on the east and west coasts, the roar of fighter jets scrambling to intercept Chinese warplanes just beyond Taiwanese airspace is now part of daily life. Only in Taiwan’s north, with Taipei at its centre, do people live without these regular reminders of the CCP’s sinister intent. For now, at least.


For those living on Taiwan’s outlying islands, the sight of Chinese fishing boats and dredges stealing fish, squid and sand from their waters has become commonplace in recent years. Well before China-connected boats were found to be involved in the severing of undersea cables in Europe in 2024, the same thing played out twice in Taiwan’s Matsu archipelago in early 2023. Since then, China-related ships have been accused of suspected cable-cuttings in waters near Taiwan and Europe.


Beijing is ramping up its aggression in other domains as well. Taiwan is constantly subjected to cyberattacks from China, which are becoming both more frequent and more sophisticated. These attacks target the government and military as well as companies and universities. Beyond technological intrusions, Taiwan faces a barrage of Chinese disinformation through both traditional and new media platforms. The main messages of China’s cognitive warfare on the Taiwanese people are:




	You are Chinese and China’s rise is unstoppable – come join the winning team.


	The Americans are using you to split and contain China and will eventually abandon you in your moment of need.


	If you surrender before any shots are fired, we’ll let you keep all the freedoms you have now – all who resist will be destroyed.





Moreover, Chinese influence is increasingly noticeable in Taiwan’s legislature. In early 2024, the two main opposition parties formed a majority coalition that has consistently promoted an agenda that aligns with many of Beijing’s goals. This agenda promotes a Chinese identity, seeks to defund the government and aims to weaken the constitutional court. At such a crucial juncture, when national unity is imperative to counter the urgent threat posed by China, the proxies of the CCP in Taiwan’s legislature are serving as a wrecking ball.


Lai Ching-te was only two years old when his coal miner father passed away, leaving him as one of six children in a struggling family. Lai would eventually work his way out of poverty to become a physician and, later, a legislator, mayor, premier and vice president. He has often credited his father for having left him very little, as growing up poor compelled him to work hard and overcome the challenges of his early life.3 Few challenges, however, are as formidable as defending Taiwan’s sovereignty from an increasingly bellicose China. During his campaign for the presidency and after his election, Lai made multiple efforts to re-open informal communication between Taipei and Beijing, which had been abruptly cut off by Xi in 2016. Beijing remains steadfast in its refusal to engage in dialogue with Lai’s government unless he publicly endorses the notion that Taiwan belongs to China. For Lai, whose public persona is very much being a son of Taiwan, that is not going to happen.


Within living memory, the Taiwanese people have endured levels of repression and fear of state retribution similar to those faced by Chinese citizens today. This is one of many reasons that the Taiwanese population overwhelmingly reject any union with China. For many Taiwanese, any animosity towards China is aimed primarily at the CCP, not the Chinese people. The Taiwanese are acutely aware of the long journey to freedom, having once been even more isolated and politically indoctrinated than China is today. In the course of my reporting in Taiwan, both older and younger Taiwanese have expressed sympathy for their Chinese neighbours. Whether from first-hand experience or through stories told by elder relatives, the Taiwanese see echoes of their recent dark past in Xi Jinping’s modern China.


Meanwhile, Xi’s preparations for a war of conquest in Taiwan continue apace. In late 2024, China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) conducted its third large-scale joint force drills around Taiwan that year. This display was the biggest show of naval force by China against its democratic neighbour since the mid-1990s, when Taiwan was preparing for its first presidential election. During that tense period, a potential Chinese attack on Taiwan was averted by the deployment of two carrier groups from the US Seventh Fleet on the orders of President Bill Clinton. But the spectre of war looms once again over Taiwan, and China’s military has dramatically modernized, upgrading in both size and capability.


Currently, the PLA boasts the world’s biggest navy, which includes two aircraft carriers and a third on the way. It continues to churn out amphibious attack ships while also incorporating the world’s largest civilian ferries into its war drills. Although the PLA Rocket Force is untested in actual combat, it is considered world-class. In any areas where China lags behind the US, it is quickly closing the gap – including its nuclear arsenal, which is being built up rapidly and in extreme secrecy. As Beijing intensifies pressure on Taiwan across various domains, Chinese military planners are clearly preparing for more than a simple confrontation against its smaller neighbour. Using the vast, sparsely populated regions in western China for exercises, the PLA Rocket Force has conducted long-distance missile attack simulations on targets that resemble American and Japanese warships. One of its missiles, the Dongfeng-26, is nicknamed the Guam Express, after the US Pacific territory that would be crucial to American efforts to help Taiwan.4


China has threatened retribution against Japan, the Philippines and Australia should they provide any assistance to Taiwan or the US in any conflict. In 2023, the Chinese ambassador to the Philippines warned Manila against granting the US military access to northern bases near Taiwan – if it cares about the 150,000 overseas Filipino workers in Taiwan. China’s main target beyond Taiwan is, of course, the US, and conventional military hardware is not the only weapon at its disposal. The Chinese hacking group Volt Typhoon has infiltrated critical American infrastructure – including ports, water treatment facilities and oil- and gas-processing units. Their targets include Guam and Hawaii, which are vital for US support of Taiwan. Creating chaos within the US economy – and the general public – before or during an attack on Taiwan could buy China crucial time to establish a foothold, making a takeover inevitable before US forces even have the chance to respond.


In recent years, closer ties between China, Russia and North Korea have also raised the possibility of coordinated actions between the three authoritarian countries to overwhelm the US military. One possible scenario involving simultaneous actions would involve Russia targeting NATO members or Japan; North Korea attacking or provoking South Korea; and China launching an invasion of Taiwan. Such coordinated efforts would significantly impair Washington’s ability to respond in support of Taiwan (and indeed its other treaty allies).


If Xi chooses to launch an elective war on Taiwan, it would likely escalate into a regional war at the very least. War games conducted in Washington, DC and Taipei consistently predict massive Taiwanese, Chinese and American loss of life, irrespective of Chinese success or failure. Such a conflict could also involve nuclear brinksmanship. Economically, the repercussions would be global. Chinese, American and international economies would suffer, with most estimates envisioning damage far beyond the fallout of the Covid-19 pandemic. In 2024, Bloomberg estimated a Chinese war against Taiwan would deliver a US$10 trillion hit to the global economy – that’s 10 per cent of the planet’s GDP.5


But why would Xi Jinping want to wreak such havoc? The PRC is the size of the US and boasts the world’s second-largest economy. It is already a global power. Why would he want to risk his country’s recent gains for a mostly mountainous island the size of Belgium that it has never controlled? There are two primary reasons, both centred around power.


First, annexing Taiwan and administering it as PRC territory would significantly alter Beijing’s strategic landscape, giving China a Pacific coastline for the first time. This would dramatically expand China’s power-projection capabilities. Currently, China’s coastline is restricted by what is known as the First Island Chain: a series of democratic countries including South Korea, Japan, Taiwan and the Philippines. Taiwan is the closest link in this chain to China’s coastline, and is the only one lacking a mutual defence treaty with the US, making it the most vulnerable. If China were to absorb Taiwan, it would instantly become a Pacific power. Chinese submarines, which are relatively easy to track within the shallow waters inside the First Island Chain, would suddenly be able to drop into the depths right off Taiwan’s Pacific coast. With its location at the intersection of the Pacific, the Sea of Japan and the South China Sea, Taiwan would enable China to control the flow of global commerce through the world’s busiest waterways. Beijing would be able to turn the tap of global trade on and off at will, for any or all countries. If the PRC were to swallow Taiwan, it would also result in Chinese military bases popping up on the doorsteps of Japan and the Philippines. Both nations currently administer islands and other maritime features also claimed by Beijing, and Taiwan’s annexation would significantly increase the Chinese military’s capacity to threaten these two US allies, as well as extend its influence further southwards into maritime Southeast Asia.


Second, conquering Taiwan would be a massive morale and propaganda boost for Beijing, both at home and abroad. Domestically, it would elevate Xi Jinping’s status above that of Mao Zedong as Communist China’s most powerful leader. It would also eliminate Taiwan’s democracy, which, through the struggles and sacrifices of its people, replaced the Chinese authoritarian regime that arrived in the 1940s. For those inside and outside of the PRC advocating for a free and democratic China, the fall of Taiwan would be a devastating setback. Globally, the political windfall that a successful annexation of Taiwan would give China is difficult to overstate. If the US was unable or unwilling to mobilize in support of Taiwan, its Asian allies and partners would have to adjust accordingly – doubly so if the US military lost to China in a conflict.


Either way, the CCP would emerge as the dominant force in the world’s most populous and dynamic region, amplifying its global clout. Many Asian countries might shift closer to China, making concessions to maintain favourable relations with Beijing. Others, such as South Korea, Japan or Australia, might consider developing their own nuclear deterrents.* Or they may simply move closer to China too. Regardless of the outcome, democracy would likely recede in Asia, while China and its allies – Russia and North Korea – would be emboldened. Those in Taiwan who survive a Chinese invasion would likely be subject to martial law and cut off from the rest of the world, just as Beijing has done to East Turkestan (which it calls Xinjiang) and Tibet (now being rebranded as Xizang). These areas have seen the establishment of concentration camps and efforts aimed at forced assimilation into the PRC.


If Beijing’s handling of Uyghurs and Tibetans is a guide, a successful Chinese invasion would force the Taiwanese people, for the second time in less than a century, to relinquish their history and identity or face severe consequences, including torture, imprisonment and even execution. This echoes the Taiwanese people’s past experience with Chinese martial law from 1949 to 1987 – and mirrors the current struggles of Hong Kong’s democratic movement today. In response, a robust diasporic resistance movement of Taiwanese abroad would likely emerge, fighting to preserve their cultural legacy and raise awareness of human rights violations in their homeland. Such a resistance movement would be the target of a transnational repression campaign by Beijing, likely including sanctions, bounties, kidnappings and potentially even assassinations. Meanwhile, just as in Manchuria, East Turkestan, Tibet, Southern Mongolia and Hong Kong, Han Chinese immigrants would replace local populations through mass migration. But the Taiwanese people, exiles and diaspora abroad would not suffer in isolation. The loss of Taiwan and the disruption of the US-backed post-Cold War security order would have global repercussions. A conflict would also devastate Taiwan’s world-leading semiconductor industry, as China increasingly dominates less advanced chip production. Developed economies, including the US, would suddenly find themselves desperate for semiconductors, with China holding most of the chips. China would have significant leverage over the global economy and geopolitical landscape.


The return of Donald Trump to the White House in January 2025 has added another degree of uncertainty to Lai’s job. Between his first and second term as President, Trump was critical of Taiwan, suggesting it needed to pay more for American protection and falsely claiming Taiwan had stolen the US’s semiconductor industry. Just days before Trump’s re-inauguration, Foreign Minister Lin Chia-lung said, ‘In response to President-elect Trump’s call for Taiwan to demonstrate a stronger commitment to self-defence, we are of course ready to increase our defence budget.’6 But Lin emphasized that Taiwan is not only asking for help, it is also offering it. Beyond semiconductors, Taiwan could serve as a manufacturing hub for drones and other military equipment that the US and other countries are struggling to produce at scale, he said. It seems that the Lai administration’s approach to the second Trump era is to position itself as a proactive partner, rather than a protectorate.


If the US, Japan and other countries are to work with Taiwan to hold the line against Chinese expansionism, understanding Taiwan’s internal political dynamics will be crucial. This can only be done by understanding who the Taiwanese people are, and the history that has shaped their country. Despite growing global awareness of Taiwan and its importance, especially since 2020, it remains poorly understood. For countries whose stability and prosperity depend on Taiwan’s continued sovereignty, it is vital for policymakers, journalists and voters to be able to differentiate between truth and lies about Taiwan.


This book, the culmination of hundreds of interviews with Taiwanese of diverse backgrounds over a decade of reporting in Taiwan, seeks to dispel the carefully crafted disinformation sowed by Beijing and its proxies about Taiwan. It underscores the weakness of China’s claims, and follows the Taiwanese people’s intergenerational struggle for the independent and sovereign country they enjoy today. Ultimately, it highlights how Taiwan is the fulcrum upon which the world’s balance of power now rests, and a partner that fellow democracies abandon at their peril.


As President Lai emphasized in his 2025 New Year address, ‘The more secure Taiwan is, the more secure the world is. The more resilient Taiwan is, the sounder the defence of global democracy will be.’ For democratic governments worldwide, most of which maintain unofficial relations with Taipei, the importance of Taiwan to their national interests is clearer than ever. Working with Taiwan to staunch the spread of authoritarianism, however, requires understanding Taiwan and its people.










CHAPTER 1


Appeasing the Afterworld


On a scorching hot summer morning in Taipei, the city pulsing with the energy of rush-hour traffic and the relentless hum of urban life, a profound silence seemed to envelop the entrance to Taiwan’s presidential office building. If you happened to be walking past on the morning of 1 August 2016, you might have caught a glimpse of an ancient Paiwan ceremony before moving on your way – loitering in front of the building or taking photographs is not permitted, as any of the white-helmeted armed guards out front will tell you.


Before the grand brick edifice of the presidential building, its central tower rising high above its royal palm-lined facade, a scene of both spiritual and political importance unfolded. Dozens of men and women had assembled, all donning the colourful traditional garments of Taiwan’s original Indigenous peoples. They stood in four columns and observed as five male Paiwan elders hunched over in a circle and chanted. As a white wisp of smoke floated upwards from the centre of the circle, the men rose and used a wooden pole to raise a smoking bundle of millet stalks towards the sky. They were inviting ancestral spirits to the morning’s event: the first apology by any government of Taiwan to its original inhabitants after 392 years of colonization.


Once the invitation had been sent, the handful of Amis delegates, led by two men in striking red robes and sunglasses, were the first to walk up the carpet into the presidential building. There, they were greeted by President Tsai Ing-wen, who shook their hands before they proceeded inside for the ceremony. The Amis were followed by a procession of their Indigenous neighbours on the island, each announcing their presence with a collective whoop and the loud blaring of air horns. Each group’s clothing and appearance varied significantly, with different materials, styles, colours and adornments such as leather, boar tusks or feathers. First were the other fifteen nationally recognized ethnicities: the Atayal, Paiwan, Bunun, Puyuma, Rukai, Tsou, Saisiyat, Tao, Thao, Kavalan, Truku, Sakizaya, Seediq, Hla’alua and Kanakanavu. They were followed by representatives of the Indigenous Pingpu plains peoples who still seek government recognition: the Siraya, Ketagalan, Taokas, Pazeh, Taivoan, Papora, Makatao, Hoanya, Kahabu and Babuza tribes. This mosaic of peoples, each draped in their unique attire, reflected the rich tapestry of Taiwan’s Indigenous heritage, which stretches back millennia before the arrival of Dutch and Chinese ‘double colonization’ in the seventeenth century.


Within the walls of the presidential building, Hudus Haitang, an elderly spiritual medium of the Bunun tribe, took to the stage to lead a rite intended to ensure both the success of the ceremony and improvements to government Indigenous policies. Clad in a black shirt hemmed with colourful embroidery and adorned with silver, the medium welcomed Tsai to the stage. Her hair in her trademark bob, the recently inaugurated president wore a grey suit jacket, its lapels featuring the black snake-inspired motifs favoured by the Paiwan – Tsai herself being of partial Paiwan descent. Together, they performed the rite, sprinkling wine over reeds in a rattan basket. Hudus chanted a prayer as she shook the reeds and asked the spirits to guide Tsai towards wise decisions during her presidency. The rite’s objective, the audience was told, was to introduce Tsai to the spirit realm so that she could receive its blessing and protection.


Highlighting the influence of Western colonialism on Taiwan’s Indigenous peoples, six Christian ministers from different tribes took to the stage. While some Indigenous people still practise the animism of their ancestors, well over half are Christian – Indigenous villages in the country’s rugged mountainous regions tend to have two churches, one Catholic and one Presbyterian. Their arms raised and outstretched towards the audience, the ministers each recited a Christian prayer in their native tongue before they finished together in Mandarin. Vice President Chen Chien-jen, a devout Catholic, lowered his head as he sat listening in the front row.


With the ancestral spirits and the Christian God now all invited to bear witness, Tsai returned to the stage with Syapen Nganaen, a male elder of the Tao tribe. The Tao are expert boat makers and primarily live on Orchid Island in the Philippine Sea, around 60 kilometres off Taiwan’s south-eastern coast. Syapen Nganaen was the event’s designated representative of Indigenous Taiwanese peoples. He wore a light pink headband, a grey-and-white-striped vest worn over a white T-shirt and a sumo-like thong bottom. The two bowed before each other and then shook hands at centre stage before returning to their respective lecterns on either side. Tsai spoke first.1 She noted that the ceremony was being held on the twenty-second anniversary of the inclusion of Indigenous people in the national constitution, in which their official designation was changed from shanbao (山胞 – something like ‘mountain kin’) to yuanzhumin (原住民 – ‘Indigenous people’).


‘This correction not only did away with a discriminatory term, but also highlighted the status of Indigenous peoples as Taiwan’s original owners,’ Tsai said. ‘From this starting point, we are taking another step forward today. To all Indigenous peoples of Taiwan: on behalf of the government, I express to you our deepest apology. For the four centuries of pain and mistreatment you have endured, I apologize to you on behalf of the government.


‘The Dutch and the Koxinga clan’s kingdom massacred and exploited the Pingpu ethnic group,’ Tsai said of the first outsiders to seize territory in Taiwan. ‘The Qing Empire presided over bloody confrontations and suppression. Colonial Japan put in place comprehensive “savage” policies. And the post-war Republic of China government undertook assimilation policies.


‘For 400 years, every regime that has come to Taiwan has brutally violated the rights of Indigenous peoples through armed invasion and land seizure,’ Tsai continued. ‘For this, I apologize to the Indigenous peoples on behalf of the government.’


After more apologies for a litany of sins committed by previous leaders and governments, Tsai concluded and allowed Syapen Nganaen to give the Indigenous response. The Tao elder was dignified and righteous as he addressed the audience in a building that was designed by Japan, the first empire to conquer his native Orchid Island and the Tao people.


‘In just a few days I’ll turn eighty-one years old,’ Syapen Nganaen said, speaking in the Tao language and swaying from side to side as he talked, his skinny, bare legs below the lectern contrasting with Tsai’s bespoke Western-style suit. ‘I was born when the Japanese ruled Taiwan – I experienced Japanese rule.’


Only days earlier, he said, he’d received a phone call asking him to come to the capital to represent the Indigenous people of Taiwan, past and present, as the government apologized for the first time to them.


‘I know the government of Taiwan has had many presidents over the years, but there’s never been a president who was willing to apologize to the Indigenous peoples. Only the current government of President Tsai Ing-wen has apologized to the Indigenous peoples, so I’m very happy.’


He appeared more indignant than happy, however. As he spoke, the pained look on his face intensified as he described the thirty years that Taiwan’s government had clandestinely stored nuclear waste on Orchid Island. Some barrels have begun to corrode, and he and his fellow Tao were concerned that leaks could render their ancestral homeland uninhabitable, he said, shaking his hands as he spoke louder.


‘We are gathered together today on this special day to accept the apology that the government has offered to the Indigenous peoples,’ he said, waving his right arm and then his left and bowing multiple times as he spoke. ‘Today is the beginning of reconciliation and harmony. So I hope the Taiwan government will affirm the love of God so that people will show love to each other, help each other and live in harmony.’


Syapen Nganaen thanked Tsai for facilitating the apology and expressed his hope that her government would follow through on its word.


At the end of the ceremony, Syapen Nganaen smiled for the first time when Tsai presented him with an official copy of the text of the government apology. As he looked out at the audience of his fellow Indigenous Taiwanese, he appeared to savour the moment. He then presented Tsai with a gift of millet stalks, signifying the hope of Indigenous peoples that justice and reconciliation would take root.


Seated in the front row of the audience in a sleeveless black dress complemented by an embroidered red sash and long necklaces of green, yellow and white beads was forty-two-year-old former legislator Kolas Yotaka. Just a few months earlier, she had become the presidential office’s first Indigenous spokesperson. Kolas is a member of the Amis people, also known as the Pangcah, one of Taiwan’s sixteen officially recognized Indigenous groups. Her family’s roots are in Yuli, in the middle of the East Rift Valley between the Coastal Mountain Range and Central Mountain Range. The hundred-mile-long East Rift Valley is where the Eurasian Plate and Philippine Sea Plate meet. Verdant and fertile, it receives the mineral-rich water that streams down from both mountain ranges before it flows seawards via Hualien to the north or Taitung to the south.


Kolas’s name connects her to the land that supported her family, as well as the colonization that altered the destinies of the Amis and other Indigenous Taiwanese. In the Pangcah language spoken by the Amis people, ‘kolas’ is a verb that describes sorting out the bad seeds when planting, so that the good seeds will grow into strong plants. It can be used by men or women, and is also the name of one of Kolas’s grandmothers. The surname Yotaka was given to her grandfather during Japanese colonial rule, but following the arrival of the Kuomintang party-state from China in the 1940s, the name Yotaka was changed to Yeh. When Kolas was born in the 1970s, Taiwan was still under martial law. The KMT was imposing a Chinese identity on everyone island-wide, including the Indigenous tribes. Indigenous names were not officially recognized, which erased a major part of people’s identities. Instead, the Indigenous peoples of Taiwan were forced to adopt Chinese names.


As a result, Kolas’s legal name at birth was Yeh Kuan-lin. That was the name she was forced to use until 2006, when a newly democratic Taiwan passed legislation that paved the way for Indigenous citizens to change the names on their household registration to their real names. For Kolas, being able to register the name her parents gave her was a major turning point in her country’s recognition of who she was – and that her people were not Chinese.


‘I was happy, it felt like the natural thing to do,’ she told me of her legal name change. ‘Knowing that my old classmates and friends would not recognize my name, or that people might make fun of me, didn’t stop me.’


For seven years prior to the legislation, she had been using her Romanized Pangcah name. Although this strengthened Kolas’s connection to her Indigenous heritage, it made her life much more difficult.


‘It created a lot of problems for me, but all you can do is be patient and try to educate people,’ she said.


Domestic airline tickets couldn’t accommodate her full name. Banks with systems designed for names written in Chinese characters turned her away rather than try to help. Nurses at hospitals wouldn’t speak to her in Mandarin when they’d see her name on a patient chart. They would use their hands or body language to try to communicate with her, despite her fluency in Mandarin (she is also fluent in Taiwanese and English). But those days are long gone now.


‘I love hearing people call me by my name or see them write my name because whenever they use it, it means they recognize there are different peoples in Taiwan,’ she said. ‘Indigenous peoples don’t exist only in books and museums – we are living and breathing right next to you.’


Unlike her ancestors, Kolas has been able to see the arc of Taiwanese history begin to bend towards justice. Before entering politics in 2016, the former journalist lobbied the government for an acknowledgement of the past wrongs committed against Taiwan’s original inhabitants, and a formal apology.


‘I always wanted to see this happen,’ she told me, saying that she and other Indigenous Taiwanese were inspired by similar efforts in other countries to confront and reconcile with their historical injustices. Among them, she said, was South Africa, where Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu initiated the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 1996 to address the country’s history under apartheid. The 2008 apologies by Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd to his country’s Indigenous peoples and Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper to his country’s First Nations inspired Tsai’s apology eight years later.


‘I thought Taiwan should do it too, and I think the president apologizing to Indigenous peoples was a meaningful step for Taiwan to move forward,’ Kolas said.


‘On a personal level, on the morning of the apology my hope was that my ancestors felt healed,’ she said. ‘After being discriminated against, tortured, enslaved and slaughtered, I hoped that they felt respected and dignified as human beings.’


For Kolas, the most memorable part of the ceremony was seeing Syapen Nganaen accepting the apology.


‘The Tao people are the most marginalized Indigenous group in Taiwan, and the traditional clothing he was wearing, which is used on formal occasions, would be considered inappropriate in Han Chinese culture because it doesn’t cover much of the body,’ she said. ‘I was proud of him – his face and words and body language told me that we can’t stop fighting, because we haven’t gotten there yet.’


During the eight years of the Tsai administration, Kolas said, much progress was made on Indigenous issues, especially compared to previous governments. It passed the Indigenous Language Act, which aimed to strengthen Indigenous language education in schools. The legal process for returning Indigenous lands was streamlined. But much remains to be done to integrate the descendants of Taiwan’s original inhabitants and Taiwan’s settlers. Some problems can be legislated away, but systemic social and economic marginalization will take longer to address. 60 per cent of Indigenous Taiwanese live below the poverty line. They are more likely to drop out of school, and have a life expectancy six years lower than the national average. Even in professions where Indigenous participation is widely accepted – sports, policing, the military and entertainment being most prominent – glass ceilings abound. As Kolas puts it: ‘Indigenous people are players but not coaches, soldiers but not generals, teachers but not principals, singers but not producers.’


According to Taiwan government statistics from 2021, the Amis tribe is the largest Indigenous group in Taiwan, with a population of over 215,000.2 This is more than double the number of the next two largest groups, the Paiwan and Atayal, which have approximately 104,000 and 93,000 members respectively. The contrast is stark when considering the smaller Indigenous groups at risk of extinction, such as the Hla’alua with 429 members or the Kanakanavu with only 380. Historically, the different tribes clashed with each other, and were sometimes played against each other by Taiwan’s revolving door of colonizers. They have since become more united. Their solidarity is driven by their shared connection to the land and their collective history of oppression during four centuries of serial colonization.


The ROC government’s apology to Indigenous Taiwanese was one of the first things Tsai Ing-wen did after becoming president. I had the chance to speak with her in October 2024, shortly after she had finished her two four-year terms. I asked Tsai how she felt during the apology ceremony.


‘I was a bit nervous, because that was the first time a president of Taiwan had apologized to the Indigenous people,’ Tsai told me in her British-accented English. ‘Their treatment as second-class citizens is just such a sad story.’


Tsai said that her partial Indigenous heritage makes her feelings towards Indigenous Taiwanese more than just general sympathy. ‘I was nervous, but I was also excited in the sense that I was able to do something for my brothers and sisters.’


While there is a slow but growing acceptance of Indigenous people in Taiwanese society, they have also taken on a new political importance in the country’s democratic era. The story of Taiwan begins with its Indigenous people, who, as the island’s original stewards, are also living refutations of the CCP’s irredentist claims on the island country.


The rhetorical power of Taiwan’s first peoples was on full display in January 2019, when leaders from two dozen tribes (not all of which are recognized by Taiwan’s government) issued a letter to Xi Jinping, who, days earlier, gave a speech in Beijing to the people of Taiwan. Speaking at the Great Hall of the People on the second day of the new year, Xi delivered a hyper-nationalist speech in which he referred to Taiwanese as ‘compatriots’, ‘friends’ and ‘family’, while also refusing to rule out using military force to annex their homeland. Stating that ‘Chinese don’t fight Chinese’ – a risible statement to anyone familiar with Chinese history, including the refugees who arrived in Taiwan with the KMT in the 1940s – Xi blamed Beijing’s inability to solve the ‘Taiwan question’ on a handful of Taiwanese ‘separatists’ aided by ‘external forces’.3


A fortnight later, the descendants of Taiwan’s first peoples published their open letter to China’s authoritarian leader.4


‘Mr Xi Jinping, you do not know us, so you do not know Taiwan,’ the letter began. ‘We are the Indigenous peoples of Taiwan, and we’ve lived in Taiwan, our motherland, for more than 6,000 years. We are not so-called “ethnic minorities” within the “Chinese nation”.’


The letter continued:


The stories our ancestors tell of the mountains of Jade, Alishan, Dabajian, Kavulungan, Beinan and Dulan, [as well as the] forests, grasslands, valleys, rivers, islands and oceans of Taiwan testify that Taiwan is – and has always been – the traditional territory of the Indigenous peoples on this land.


Taiwan is the sacred land where generations of our ancestors lived and protected with their lives. It doesn’t belong to China.


We, the Indigenous peoples of Taiwan, have witnessed the deeds and words of those who came to this island, including the Spanish, the Dutch, the Koxinga Kingdom, the Qing Empire, the Japanese and the Republic of China.


We signed treaties with the Dutch and peace agreements with the Americans. We have fought against imperialism and every foreign intruder of our land. We have suffered military suppression from colonial and authoritarian regimes.


Once called ‘barbarians’, we are now recognized as the original owners of Taiwan.


We, the Indigenous peoples of Taiwan, have pushed this nation forward towards respect for human rights, democracy and freedom. After thousands of years, we are still here.


We have never given up our rightful claim to the sovereignty of Taiwan [. . .] Nevertheless, Taiwan is also a nation that we are striving to build together with other peoples who recognize the distinct identity of this land. Taiwan is a nation accommodating diverse peoples trying to understand each other’s painful pasts, as well as a nation in which we can tell our own stories in our own languages, loudly.5


In a world that has long been told to only see the historical, cultural and linguistic connections between China and Taiwan – which are very real – it is worth considering that, if the Indigenous Taiwanese pursued the same expansionist thinking of Beijing, they could lay claim to a vast territory. The Austronesian Expansion that took place from around 3000 to 1500 BCE was a major moment in human migration. It saw master boatbuilders and navigators from Taiwan fan out across the Indian and Pacific oceans on outrigger canoes, taking with them their languages and cultures – and articles made of nephrite, also known as Taiwanese jade, which have been found around Southeast Asia and the South China Sea.6 A hypothetical Austronesian empire would stretch from Madagascar to Easter Island and would include Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, the Philippines, New Zealand, Hawaii and many Pacific Island Nations. This empire would be home to nearly half a billion people and cover more area than any other country on the planet.


The Indigenous Taiwanese, however, merely seek a fairer position in their homeland – a centuries-long goal that would, of course, suffer a huge setback if Taiwan were to be annexed by China once more.


Hungry Ghosts


Every year in Taiwan, near the peak of the stultifying summer heat of the seventh lunar month, the gates of hell open, releasing hungry ghosts – the spirits of the wandering dead who float among the living in search of solace. This is Ghost Month.


Makeshift altars on foldable tables pop up in Taiwan’s cities, rural townships and villages, in front of neighbourhood shrines, scooter repair shops, convenience stores and mom-and-pop restaurants. Laid out with offerings such as cooked meats, rice wine or skinny sticks of incense in ceramic holders, these altars are meant to placate the spirits of those who died in an undignified manner – by suicide, drowning, burning, traffic accidents, war or dire poverty. Ghost money – yellow joss paper coated in silver and gold leaf and red paint – is burned in round metal canisters. Men and women face the altar to baibai – show respect by clasping incense sticks in front of them or pressing their palms together and bowing their heads. Children observe, making their first connections to the invisible world that seems to influence the mortal realm, for better or for worse.


In Taiwan, where politeness is a paramount virtue, there is etiquette for ghosts as well. For starters, it’s best to not call them ghosts. One of the many rules of Ghost Month is to refer to these restless wanderers as ‘good brothers’ or ‘good sisters’. Other rules include not borrowing umbrellas, speaking out your full name, looking back after eating, getting married, whistling, standing under trees or swimming.7 All of these measures are taken to prevent entanglement with these dangerous lost souls. They are not necessarily malevolent spirits, but can complicate your life with their existence.


Even foreign ghosts from the past are given consideration. In the northern port city of Keelung, the Taiwanese set out altars with baguettes and red wine at a humble harbour cemetery to offer comfort to the souls of a group of nineteenth-century French sailors buried there. The deceased met their fate in the brief war between France and the Qing in the 1880s over northern Vietnam. The war had spilled into the Pescadores – the small archipelago in the middle of the Taiwan Strait now known as Penghu – and over to Keelung.


Taiwan’s successive Japanese and Chinese rulers did not like Ghost Month, which focused on those left uncared for by society. Perhaps this was self-consciously perceived as a critique of their ability to administer Taiwan, suggest the writers Albert Wu and Michelle Kuo.8


‘Their default descriptor is “hungry,” which tells us quite a bit. Deprived of basic sustenance, ghosts need human attention. They want to be fed and have nobody to feed them,’ Wu and Kuo write, adding that the ghosts aren’t bandits or beggars ‘because they’re asocial and without attachment. They’re simply isolated individuals, lost among the living.’


If our world is indeed a global village, Taiwan’s existence beyond the realm of the community of nations has certain parallels with the plight of the hungry ghost. Taiwan’s president cannot visit most national capitals nor address the United Nations – let alone enter its buildings. While hungry ghosts are dangerous, Taiwan itself is Asia’s freest democracy and an indispensable trading partner for much of the world. Taiwan has a near-monopoly on the world’s most cutting-edge semiconductors, and is among the world’s top twenty-five economies.


Yet even the countries most supportive of Taiwan, such as the US and Japan, have long sought to keep an official distance from their friend, for fear of entanglement in problems with China. It is not the CCP that has erased Taiwan, however, it is us: the liberal democracies, the developed economies, the supposed friends of Taiwan. For decades, the entire world – including Taiwan – was entranced by the potential opportunities of China’s rapid economic growth. But an increasingly confrontational and authoritarian Beijing, and a Chinese economic slowdown, have caused many to wake up from the magic spell of ‘win-win cooperation’.


We have ghosted Taiwan, and in doing so, have lost a little of our own humanity – the connection that we should feel with all our fellow inhabitants of this planet. But we have also kept a neighbour and valuable partner outside of our community. Our continued refusal to let it in from the cold may one day bring a much greater misfortune than mere angry words from Beijing.










CHAPTER 2


Ilha Formosa and its Colonizers


It was Monday night in January 2024 at the Formosa Yacht Resort in Anping, the old port district of Tainan, and the banquet room was abuzz. A heady mix of more than 500 government officials, diplomats and visiting dignitaries had descended upon the resort for the kind of event that would usually be held in the capital.


It was a special night for Tainan. Just that morning, its popular former mayor, Lai Ching-te, had been sworn in as the sixteenth president of the ROC. Breaking with tradition, Lai held his inaugural banquet in Tainan, rather than Taipei, which has been the ROC’s administrative seat since 1945. The decision to host the banquet in Tainan, Taiwan’s oldest and most ‘Taiwanese’ city, over the conventionally more ‘Chinese’ Taipei was deeply symbolic. This would come to signify Lai’s administration’s commitment to prioritize and uplift the original Taiwanese identities that existed long before the imposition of a Chinese identity. The other side of this coin has been Lai’s vocal recognition of the ROC as the identity of Taiwan’s government, which helps deflect accusations of seeking ‘independence’.


Speaking from an orchid-covered stage in a grey suit with a purple tie, Lai expressed his appreciation to Taiwan’s friends from abroad. Among them were the ambassadors of the handful of small countries that recognize the ROC government and de facto ambassadors from countries such as the US, UK, Japan and others that lack official relations with Taiwan.


‘You have brought more than your blessings here, you have also given the people of Taiwan your staunch friendship, and have given strength to Taiwanese society,’ Lai said. ‘Thank you all so much.’


The diplomats had all taken the clean, quiet and efficient high-speed rail from Taipei to Tainan, a one-hour and forty-five-minute trip roughly the distance of New York to Washington or London to Paris. The bullet train to Tainan, the colonial crucible where the modern Taiwanese identity was forged, takes passengers past most of Taiwan’s major population centres. Whizzing down the coast at 300 kilometres per hour (185 mph), passengers snooze, engage with their phones or tuck into bento they bought at the station minutes earlier. In general, everyone is patient and quiet as they board and alight. Passengers include commuters – mostly from Taiwan’s west coast – with occasional foreign travellers or residents. Theft is not a concern, with passengers unafraid to leave their belongings unattended when visiting the train bathroom. After departing each station, a progression of soothing electronic notes resonates throughout the cars, followed by announcements in Mandarin, Taiwanese, Hakka and English. Out of consideration to other passengers, the four voices request that you keep your conversational volume down and turn your phone’s ringer off.


Heading down the coast from Taipei, the geography is straightforward. It’s nothing but towering mountains and river valleys rising to the left, and the flat sandy and muddy transition to the choppy wind turbine-filled waters of the Taiwan Strait on the right. The spaces between cities are a mix of light industry, small-scale agriculture, red temples with orange-tiled roofs, and well-maintained roads connecting dilapidated villages. Dense bamboo thickets and lanky betel palms line narrow canals that criss-cross these inter-urban spaces, as giant banyans give welcome shade next to temples and schools.


Leaving Taipei in any direction means entering Taiwan’s most populous city, New Taipei City. Fully encircling the capital, New Taipei is home to four million people. The right half of the doughnut-shaped metropolis is mountainous, sparsely populated and a popular weekend destination for hikers, cyclists and river tracers. The comparatively flat and highly urbanized left half is home to the city’s administrative seat and high-speed rail station in the bustling district of Banqiao. Even just getting this far from Taipei, the dominance of Mandarin as the language on the street begins to yield noticeably to Taiwanese, the trend continuing as one heads further southwards.


In the tea-growing hills of neighbouring Taoyuan, you’ll find the old town of Daxi, an old Qing-era trading post that once connected Taipei with Taiwan’s south, losing prominence after the Japanese built a railway through Taoyuan. Down below on the coastal plain, Taoyuan International Airport brings in returning Taiwanese travellers, foreign tourists and international businesspeople – many of whom work in the semiconductor industry.


Further south is Hsinchu, which is quietly one of the most important cities on the planet. It is the birthplace and headquarters of the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Corporation (TSMC), one of the world’s most valuable companies and producer of more than 90 per cent of the world’s most advanced microchips. The alchemy-like miracles produced daily by TSMC’s factories with highly specialized materials and precision tools that test the limits of physics require a massive network of suppliers. Many of those suppliers are in Hsinchu as well, centred around the city’s legendary science park, which is home to more than 400 tech companies. Taiwan’s importance to our chip-powered world is more than a source of pride for an isolated Taiwan. It has undoubtedly strengthened the hand of the Taiwanese who seek to broaden international support for their continued sovereignty and greater global inclusion.


Like Hsinchu, Miaoli County is home to sizeable Hakka and Indigenous populations. The county seat, Miaoli City, is much quieter, giving the feeling that you are escaping the busy north of Taiwan. Also like Hsinchu, Miaoli is home to some of the steepest mountains in Taiwan, leaving much of its more rugged, sparsely populated inland areas largely cut off from the urban coast. The township of Dahu in the Miaoli highlands produces two crops of strawberries yearly that are anticipated island wide. Some bus stops there are even shaped like giant strawberries. Miaoli’s geography, agrarian society and strong support for the KMT gives it the feeling of distance from the rest of the west coast. Its tongue-in-cheek nickname, the Kingdom of Miaoli, jokingly implies it is independent from Taiwan itself (it is not).


Halfway down the coast is the sprawling, wealthy city of Taichung. It’s now the country’s third most populous city after being a manufacturing powerhouse during the 1980s and 1990s, when Taiwan was one of the four Asian Tigers, alongside Hong Kong, Singapore and South Korea. In the late 1990s, many of the manufacturing businesses that once operated in Taichung moved over to China where land and labour were cheaper. Taichung boomers, like those in other major Taiwanese cities, benefitted from stock and property markets and accrued substantial wealth. With more money has come an increased focus on health and leisure – the Taiwanese have increasingly taken to bicycles to explore the stunning coastal roads and mountain vistas of their country. More often than not, these cyclists are riding mid-range to high-end bikes made by Giant. Taichung-based Giant is the world’s largest producer of bicycles and one of the few Taiwanese brands that has made a global name for itself. In addition to bikes, Taichung is also known for boba, the cold and sweet milk tea with chewy tapioca balls that was invented there, and is enjoyed around the world.


As you travel down the country, the train quickly passes through the smaller counties of Changhua and Yunlin, both primarily agricultural areas that saw some of the earliest Chinese settlers during the late seventeenth century. The name of Changhua’s old port town of Lukang translates to ‘deer harbour’, as it was a major trading point for the hides of the deer that populated the once heavily forested plains of western Taiwan. Rice and other agricultural goods brought wealth to Lukang, especially to the eminent Koo clan who would move to Taipei in the late 1800s and cultivate close ties with both Taiwan’s Japanese and, later, Chinese rulers. The Koo family is now one of a handful of heavily intermarried families at the top of Taiwan’s economy, many of whom trace their roots back to these small rural counties.


Shortly after passing into Chiayi County, southbound travellers cross the Tropic of Cancer, leaving Taiwan’s subtropical north for its tropical south, where coconut palms and tropical fruits like pineapples, mangoes, passionfruit and lychee become more prominent. Chiayi was a major source of timber for the Japanese Empire, which built a train line up into the eighteen mountains collectively referred to as the Alishan Range. Winding more than 70 kilometres into the mountains, its completion in 1914 was an impressive achievement at the time, given the steep topography. At 2,200 metres (7,190 feet), the terminus is now one of the more popular travel destinations in Taiwan’s south, and is home to Taiwan’s highest 7-Eleven. Down below on the Chiayi coast is the Southern Branch of the National Palace Museum. Unlike its counterpart on Taipei’s northern outskirts, this branch of the museum highlights the fluidity of identity over time in Asia, a not-so-subtle political rebuttal to the northern branch’s historical promotion of Chinese identity. One of the most consequential culinary inventions of the twentieth century was developed by Chiayi native Go Pek-hok, a Hoklo Taiwanese better known by his Japanese name, Ando Momofuku. His invention: instant noodles.


The bullet train’s final destination, Tainan, is where Taiwan’s pre-colonial history ends and its four centuries of anti-colonial struggle begins. There are Dutch- and Qing-era forts, Taiwan’s first Confucian temple, former British trading houses and a Japanese-era department store that is a major draw for shoppers. The scent of incense lilts throughout the streets and narrow, winding alleys of Tainan, which has the highest concentration of temples in the country, fusing Buddhism, Taoism and Chinese folk religion. Over the centuries, Tainan has become a walkable museum of the external forces that have shaped modern Taiwan, which themselves have been absorbed into the evolving concept of Taiwaneseness.


It is a common complaint in the country’s south that development has disproportionately favoured the north, especially in the period before democratization. Many Taiwanese deride Taipei as Tianlongguo – the ‘Celestial Dragon Kingdom’, characterized by power, arrogance and aloofness, and Lai’s banquet in Tainan was a message to the rest of Taiwan beyond the capital that it would not be forgotten.


‘Aside from the fact that it is the four hundredth year since Tainan’s founding, we chose to hold Taiwan’s state banquet in Tainan because we want to show that the new administration is capable of achieving balanced development in building the Taiwan of the future,’ Lai said. Taiwan, he said, should be a place where ‘everywhere is a good place to settle down, and anyone can work in peace and contentment’.1


As with previous inaugural banquets, everything had political significance. The banquet’s menu reflected Taiwan’s multicultural society, with dishes in the eight-course affair representing its five major ethnic groups: the Indigenous Taiwanese, Hoklo, Hakka and Southeast Asian populations – as well as the Chinese who escaped Mao’s Communist revolution in the second half of the 1940s.


The hors d’oeuvres platter, for example, told the story of modern Taiwan in just five bites. The ingredients of each mouthful highlighted the culture of one of the five different groups that have shaped the country’s diverse society.


A wrap of fragrant millet and pork represented Taiwan’s Indigenous peoples, who were hunting, farming and making millet wine for millennia before the other ethnic groups showed up. While only 2 per cent of Taiwan’s population is officially Indigenous, many Taiwanese from all walks of life have some degree of Indigenous blood. Indigenous flavours, languages and art permeate Taiwanese culture, and the people to whom this cultural bounty belongs also happen to be the living embodiment of why Taiwan is not historically ‘Chinese’.


A spring roll stuffed with soft, dense taro and sweet potato flavoured with the tart calamansi fruit was a deep-fried nod to the Hoklo – Taiwanese who descended from migrants from the southern part of Fujian Province in China. The Hoklo made up most of the first wave of migration from China to Taiwan beginning in the 1620s, when the Dutch rapidly colonized much of Taiwan’s coastal plains, importing agricultural labourers from across the strait as China’s Ming Dynasty was collapsing. Tainan was where the Dutch first landed, exactly 400 years prior to Lai’s inauguration. For thirty-eight years, Tainan would serve as the headquarters of the Dutch – and later their successors, the house of Koxinga and the Great Qing, under which a greater amount of Hoklo migration would occur. With the Hoklo would come the Hokkien language, which, in addition to its homeland in Fujian Province in China, is spoken by Southeast Asia’s Fujianese diaspora. The variant of the Hokkien language spoken in Taiwan contains loan words from Indigenous languages, Dutch and Japanese and is commonly known as Taiwanese. It is almost completely unintelligible to someone who speaks only Mandarin Chinese, a much younger language with fewer tones.


The Hakka appetizer was a jiggly glutinous rice ball coloured deep olive green by Chinese mugwort. Following the arrival of the Qing in Taiwan in 1683, many Hakka from the provinces of Fujian and Guangdong also made the dangerous journey across the strait. In Taiwan, the agrarian Hakka traditionally occupied a social space between the Indigenous and Hoklo and politically they have tended to punch above their weight. Taiwanese Hakka are less than 20 per cent of the population, but three of Taiwan’s five elected presidents (Lee Teng-hui, Chen Shui-bian and Tsai Ing-wen) have been of Hakka descent.


Drunken chicken represented the mainlanders, or waishengren, as those who arrived from China with the KMT (in the late 1940s) and their descendants are known in Taiwan. In this classic cold dish from Shanghai – Chiang Kai-shek’s power base when he ruled China – chicken is steamed and brined in Shaoxing wine, a spirit originating near the Generalissimo’s birthplace in Zhejiang Province.


A plump, shelled shrimp glazed in a neon orange sweet chilli sauce symbolized the Southeast Asians who constitute the country’s newest migrant group. Taiwan has been slow to recognize the significance of Southeast Asians to its society, but that is changing. The majority of this new migrant wave comes from four countries: Indonesia, the Philippines, Vietnam and Thailand. The language of food is helping citizens of Taiwan’s Southeast Asian neighbours integrate into Taiwanese society with a proliferation of eateries popping up throughout Taiwan in recent years, even in small towns.


‘They’re an important part of Taiwan,’ said Jewel Tsai, one of the banquet organizers, of the Southeast Asian community. ‘I believe that in the next five to ten years, their food will be integrated into Taiwanese cuisine at large.’2


The penultimate course was a simple bowl of shrimp rice and a glass of boba: sweet milky tea containing chewy black tapioca pearls that are hoovered up through extra-wide straws. On the surface, this may appear to be a simple show of appreciation for Taiwanese soft power. After all, boba was invented in Taichung and is wildly popular across the world. But the combo was also a playful reference to the elephant that is always in the room in Taiwan – the unrelenting assertion of the CCP that it is the legitimate ruler of Taiwan. As a candidate on the campaign trail, Lai had criticized China for its increasingly aggressive behaviour towards Taiwan, which has been the main driver of rising regional tensions. Lai told reporters he hoped to meet with Xi – without preconditions – saying he’d treat China’s modern emperor to a simple meal of boba and shrimp rice.3 Such a meeting is, of course, extremely unlikely.


The belligerent and stalker-like nature of China’s approach to Taiwan was made awkwardly clear at a 2020 party at the Grand Pacific Hotel in Suva, Fiji. It started with a reception thrown by the Taiwanese foreign ministry for Fijian government officials, academics and NGO workers to celebrate the National Day of the ROC. Things were pleasant – until Chinese diplomats arrived uninvited. The Chinese party-crashers began to take photos of guests without permission and, when blocked by Taiwanese officials, became violent. Taiwan’s foreign ministry told reporters that one of their officials was beaten so badly they had to be hospitalized. Beijing shrugged, saying their officials were simply doing their jobs, while complaining that the flag of Taiwan’s ROC government had been depicted on a cake at the event. China’s response was tantamount to affirming violence as a reasonable response to anyone acknowledging the existence of Taiwanese sovereignty – even on a cake.4 For the CCP, no recognition of Taiwan’s real and existing sovereignty can be brooked, no matter how small.


Beijing took things a step further in August 2024, when it passed a law that made advocating Taiwanese sovereignty punishable by death in the most serious cases.5 The move has increased pressure on the remaining Taiwanese living and doing business in China to leave or face growing pressure to aid the CCP’s efforts to subsume their homeland.


Xi and the CCP have been consistently hostile to Lai and his predecessor, Tsai. Xi has rejected multiple calls by both Lai and Tsai for the two sides to talk ‘as equals and with dignity’. While pretending Taiwan’s presidents don’t exist, however, Xi and other top Communist officials have been happy to meet with members of the KMT, their former mortal enemies. The foundation for the current warm ties between the two parties is that both claim that Taiwan is part of China. They are also both pro-unification, Han Chinese ethnonationalist parties who see Taiwaneseness as a subset of Chineseness. Lai and others on the ‘green’ side of the Taiwan political spectrum (the KMT being on the ‘blue’ side) see Taiwan as an already independent country that has an undeniable right to exist – and could even get along with China.


The Claim


So, what is justification for the PRC claiming to be the sole legitimate ruler of Taiwan, an island nation it has never controlled?


In a January 2025 opinion piece in the Australian Financial Review entitled ‘Seven truths on why Taiwan always will be China’s’, China’s ambassador to Australia, Xiao Qian, provides a glimpse into Beijing’s arguments supporting its claim over Taiwan. However, the article, like many of China’s assertions about Taiwan, ranges from inaccuracy to delusion.


Xiao begins by claiming that Taiwan’s Indigenous people are ‘descendants of the ancient Bai-Yue lineage who migrated from the Chinese mainland 30,000 years ago’, suggesting prehistoric human migration somehow has a bearing on modern national borders. He goes on to say that Chinese historical references to Taiwan ‘date back to China’s Three Kingdoms Period in 1335, making them the earliest records in the world, the imperial central governments of China all set up administrative bodies to exercise jurisdiction over Penghu and Taiwan’. Putting aside the fact that China’s Three Kingdoms Period was not in the fourteenth century, but between 220 CE and 280 CE, the earliest widely accepted first-hand written account of Taiwan is by the Ming Dynasty scholar Chen Di, who visited briefly in 1603. It should be noted that there are earlier accounts of places that might be Taiwan, but could possibly be referring to other islands in the region, such as the Ryukyu Islands of Japan or Luzon in the north of the Philippines. Regardless, it should not be considered controversial to note that isolated travel accounts from centuries ago do not form the basis for contemporary territorial claims.


Xiao’s claim that all Chinese dynasties established administrative control over Penghu and Taiwan is patently false. Many dynasties governed only parts of what Beijing controls today, with some closer to Central Asia than to the Taiwan Strait. Moreover, for most of its history, the territory now administered by the PRC was ruled simultaneously by different kingdoms whose borders were highly fluid. The Manchu empire of the Great Qing was the first from the Asian mainland to establish administrative offices and a permanent military presence on Taiwanese soil, and even then, only in the late seventeenth century. Manchu control of Taiwan was limited to its western coastal plain, with the Qing eventually ceding sovereignty to Japan in 1895. Notably, a Japanese government was the first to control all of Taiwan fully, which Xiao’s distorted history omits. Xiao falsely maintains that ‘China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity have never been undermined, and Taiwan has always been part of Chinese territory’.


Pivoting to the modern era, Xiao contends that ‘the international community recognizes Taiwan as an inalienable part of China’. However, the UN resolution that recognized the PRC in 1971 does not even mention Taiwan, contradicting his assertion. The absence of a legal foundation for Beijing’s claim has led to the CCP to stress the narrative of Taiwan as ‘an inalienable part of China since ancient times’. For the vast majority of its human history, Taiwan was inhabited only by Indigenous peoples with distinct languages and cultures, and their own territorial battles.


Taiwan Enters the Historical Record


The first historical record of Indigenous Taiwanese people was written during the late Ming Dynasty by the Chinese military adviser and scholar Chen Di, who accompanied a punitive expedition to the island in early 1603. The expedition was led by the Chinese general Shen Yourong. Shen sought to disrupt the operations of the Wokou, ethnically mixed pirates who had established themselves on Taiwan’s west coast and would conduct raids on China’s south-eastern coast. Shen achieved his mission, breaking up the pirate networks on Taiwan. At the time, Chinese referred to both Taiwan and its Indigenous inhabitants as Dongfan (東番, ‘Eastern Barbarians’). Chen wrote an account of his experiences on the other side of the strait entitled Record of Dongfan, totalling under 1,500 Chinese characters. He notes that villages tend to have around a thousand inhabitants and often go to war with each other, taking heads in the course of bloody battles. The following day, however, the villages would treat the previous day’s violence as water under the bridge and return to peaceful relations. Chen describes the flora and fauna of the island, as well as the social customs of the people, who are believed to be the Siraya who inhabited what is now Tainan. While Chinese fishermen and pirates had certainly made stops in Taiwan prior to Chen’s visit, his record of his encounter with ‘Dongfan’ highlights how foreign the island was to even educated Chinese in his day.
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