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Communicating with an international audience is vital for any country’s image and diplomatic work, 
especially if a government is involved in a conflict. In Taiwan’s and China’s case, swaying the global 
community to either side can mean emerging as the winner or loser in the Cross Strait issue. This thesis 
examines the two government’s communication with the outside world and aims to understand their 
intentions, strategy, and goals. To achieve that, this work studies the debate over the 2019-2020 
Hongkong protests on the social media platform Twitter. Using rhetorical analysis as a tool, it concludes 
that the two governments repeatedly construct realities for their audience, in which they are the morally 
good ones who are worth supporting in this conflict. 
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1. Introduction 
“[W]e're fighting for something bigger ... it's our values that are at stake”, the Taiwanese 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs quoted their head Dr. Jaushieh Joseph Wu on Twitter on July 22, 

2020. The tweet had been sent months after the most intense point of the political debate 

surrounding the question of changing power balance between the local authorities in Hongkong 

and the government in Beijing. The discussion over political and legal autonomy was 

accompanied by heavy protests in Hongkong itself and globally. News coverage was high, and 

the debate watched intently by decision-makers around the world.  

Many politicians and other figures of public interest voiced their opinion on the protests and 

took a side in the debate. Two groups in particular used this debate to not only support or 

condemn either the protesters or Hongkong’s local authorities, but to also combine it with their 

own ongoing political standoff. The groups in question are comprised of China and Taiwan’s1 

respective leaders, presidents, and ministers from their cabinets.  

The conflict between China and Taiwan is, similarly to the one between the Hongkong 

authorities and its citizens and the leadership in Beijing, centred around the question of 

autonomy from the mainland country. China denies Taiwan its existence as an independent 

state and argues that Taiwan is a province of China. On the island itself, opinions are divided 

on how independent Taiwan is and how much it wishes to be in the future. Hongkong, a city 

state that is also considered to be part of China by the leadership in Beijing, is in a similar, yet 

different situation. Nonetheless, the resemblance in themes was overlapping enough for both 

leaders in China and Taiwan to participate in the debate surrounding the protests in Hongkong 

and draw connections to their own conflict. Especially the way China dealt with Hongkong, its 

local government and protesting citizens, sparked a discussion in Taiwan and changed the way 

the ROC government communicated and worked with its counterpart on the mainland. 

Besides a few instances of military engagement, the so-called Cross Strait issue between China 

and Taiwan has remained a 70-years old cold conflict with the main weapons in use being 

rhetoric. Terms and definitions have been introduced by both conflict parties and used in 

different ways by various speakers; moods in communication have changed and key players 

have been swapped out and replaced.  

 
1 The following work will call the modern “Republic of China” Taiwan, as it is in use most commonly. The 

historical use of the term has referred to different areas and leaderships, as will be explained in detail in the 

concerned section of this work.  
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Communication, in form of debates and discourses, plays a key role in Peace and Conflict 

Studies. It is vital for conflict transformation on any level, going from state leaders to 

neighbours in a village. Furthermore, language plays a key role in many conflicts concerning 

contested cultures in spaces.2 And yet, a thorough rhetorical analysis remains uncommon within 

the field. Trygve Svensson’s “Three dimensions in rhetorical conflict analysis” (2016) is one 

of the few methodological works on rhetorical analyses in Peace and Conflict Studies. If used, 

scholars prefer to analyse a specific person in power and their speeches, such as Jason Edwards 

did with UN-Secretary General Ban Ki Moon (2012). Even less in use is social media in 

rhetorical analyses in this field. One example can be the interesting rhetorical analysis by 

Rachel Sullivan in her 2014 article on the Twitter account by the Somali militant group al 

Shabaab, in which she examined rhetorical strategies by terrorists. Two articles that analysed 

China’s diplomacy on social media are by Nip & Sun (2022), who focused on the 

communication surrounding the South China Sea Dispute, and Schliebs, Bailey, Bright, & 

Howard in their 2021 working paper on the personification of China’s diplomacy over 

personalised Facebook and Twitter accounts. 

Discourse analyses are in general more prominent and often contain many elements of their 

more linguistic sibling. However, a rhetorical analysis for a conflict that is nearly purely 

engaging between two speakers, can uncover a net of intentions not easily spotted with the 

wrong perspective.  

For this very reason, the following work will aim at understanding how the Chinese and 

Taiwanese governments communicate with the world on the current state of the Cross Strait 

issue and what the debate is about. To get a proper grasp, the case of the 2019-2020 Hongkong 

protests will be taken as a communication trigger which sets themes and the timeframe of the 

years 2019 to 2021. The data comes from Twitter, an in Europe and Northern America popular 

social media platform. This work will analyse tweets from the accounts of Taiwanese President 

Tsai Ing-wen (@iingwen), Taiwan’s Mainland Affairs Council’s (@MAC_Taiwan), Taiwan’s 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs (@MOFA_Taiwan), China’s State Council (@ChinaSCIO), and 

China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (@MFA_China). The two governments use these accounts 

mainly to communicate with a global audience, which is why they were chosen. The officials 

behind the accounts try to influence not only the debate about the protests in Hongkong but also 

the one on their own Taiwanese-Chinese conflict. In a sense, Twitter serves as a very new 

 
2 An example for an analysis of language in conflict can be Dougherty (2006), who analyses the role and impact 

of language in the Northern Ireland peace process.  
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platform of diplomacy. Besides the contact with the outside world, the two governments also 

manage to communicate very subtly in the same space without much of acknowledgement of 

each other’s existence. But what exactly lies behind those words shot out in short tweets? What 

is the strategy of their communication? These questions serve as the core of this work. There 

are multiple tools both sides use to achieve creating a reality for the audience which is supposed 

to convince the reader or listener that they are the good one in this conflict, the one who deserves 

to be supported by the international community. 

A rhetorical analysis as the method for this research was chosen due to its flexibility in 

application. This method can within the same scope of research examine broad messages for 

the masses, intertextual references in a field of many speakers over a longer course of time, as 

well as diving deep into terminological detail. Since the use of social media data remains 

uncommon in political research, a versatile method can serve as a simultaneously thorough and 

wide analysis to kick of its use in the field. 

The results of the rhetorical analysis and further findings can be used as a basis for continuing 

research on the conflict. The learnings can be applied to other proxy cases of the debate, as well 

as offer an overview of how the conflict parties work against each other rhetorically. By 

providing clear explanations of the intentions and the tools by both governments, this work 

aims at building a steppingstone for anyone who writes and speaks on the conflict, may they be 

academics or non-academics. Using certain terms, phrases or replicating perspectives can make 

an outsider part of the conflict itself through putting on the role of a multiplicator. This can be 

avoided when communication tactics and perpetuated images are uncovered.  

While this work goes into detail on the data provided, it has its limitations. Although the 

learnings can be transferred, this remains an analysis of a proxy case and not the entire conflict. 

It does furthermore not consider how the governments communicate with each other on lower 

levels of the ministries, which is also why bottom-up progress in terms of conflict resolution 

cannot be covered in this work. Lastly, the findings of this analysis are not meant to be policy 

recommendations. This longstanding conflict has many layers to it, one of them being the most 

visible rhetoric between the government representatives. Any other opinions from other 

speakers and the citizens themselves are not considered. 

This work should by no means be a comparison between Hongkong and Taiwan. The two 

nations have different initial situations, histories, and current relations with China. Rather, it 

aims at examining the impact and role of the 2019-2020 Hongkong protests on the debate 

between China and Taiwan, included both intentionally and unintentionally. Nonetheless, some 
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connections will be drawn, sometimes by the speakers themselves and occasionally as part of 

this analysis. 

The pivotal point of the next pages is the rhetorical analysis itself. Before it, the chapters 2 and 

3 of this work will give an historical-political context to the histories of China, Taiwan, and in 

part Hongkong. The latter section will clarify important and often used terminology and 

concepts. Some of them may have divers, even contested meanings depending on who uses 

them. The same chapter will further provide insights into the academic fields of security studies 

and other vital learnings from scholars who have been researching this conflict for decades. 

Chapter 4 will then introduce the data and the methodology, giving important explanations and 

differentiations between various kinds of rhetorical analyses, such as the difference between 

European and Eastern Asian scholarship. All of this leads up to the analysis itself in chapter 5, 

which is then followed by the interpretation of its findings in chapter 6, connected to what has 

been learned through previous research. 

 

2. One or two histories? 

The histories between China, Taiwan and Hongkong have been intertwined for as long as either 

peoples, whether they had a sense of nation or not, could date back to. Due to its close 

geographical proximity, there has always been overseas and land trade, accompanied by 

political agreements and disagreements. They have had distinct development paths, but all sides 

have been shaped by the same events, just on different sides of history. This is what Dittmer 

calls “divided nation syndrome” (2006: 672). Other cases would be formerly divided Germany 

and still divided Korea. China and Taiwan particularly are subjected to this syndrome, with 

both current governments referring to the same historical events but coming to different 

conclusions to what to learn from them for today’s world.  

The central question of the conflict between China and Taiwan is whether the entities are two 

separate nations. The players within this conflict refer to history, philosophy, international law, 

and psychology to form their arguments for either side. They question whether it is legally right 

to become independent, historically in line with their development, what the islanders identify 

as and whether it is morally at all acceptable to keep independence from happening with force. 

With these layers in mind, the following chapter will display important stages of China’s and 

Taiwan’s common and uncommon histories that are still referred to today. It will do so by 
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chronologically going through historical phases, then putting a spotlight on the 2019-2020 

Hongkong protests and lastly give a glimpse of what has happened since. 

 

2.1. Divided nation(s): Some history on China and Taiwan 
The relation between China and Taiwan has been complex for a long time. Emerging out of the 

arguably most chaotic stage of modern Chinese history, the Civil War and the Communist 

Revolution divided the nation into two. Different phases, often heavily influenced by a few 

persons in power, have marked the relationship since then. 

 

Before 1949: Taiwan as a part of many empires 

As with any conflict, it is difficult to near impossible to find the true beginning. The island of 

Taiwan remained untouched by the Chinese dynasties on the mainland besides trade and 

cultural exchange until the 17th century. After brief settlements from Dutch explorers, a general 

from the mainland named Koxinga created the first Han Chinese3 government on Taiwan. When 

the Sino-Japanese War ended in 1895, Taiwan, strategically valuable, was transferred from the 

imperial Chinese government to Japan.4 While the loss of territory to Japan did spark the first 

sentiments of Chinese nationalism, as scholars such as Hughes (1997) claim, the particular case 

of Taiwan did not have that ring to it. Rather, fighting for Taiwan and decades later getting it 

back, was about pragmatically maintaining a Sino-centric world order and going against the 

Japanese expansion, not building a nation (Hughes, 1997: 3). 

While the island remained part of the colonial Japanese Empire, the Chinese dynasty was 

overthrown and turned into a parliamentary republic. The country thus became the Republic of 

China (ROC)5 in 1912, led by the party Kuomintag (KMT)6. KMT-leader Sun Yat-sen, often 

times called “Father of the Nation” brought the idea of a Chinese nation to even the rural areas 

of mainland China during the 1930s (Hughes, 1997: 7). During World War II., the first official, 

nationalist claim was made over Taiwan. Chiang Kai-shek, then part of the Chinese 

government, later to become president in Taiwan, argued to a US-representative that recovering 

the island was crucial for Chinese national security (Hughes, 1997: 6). 

 
3 Han Chinese (汉族) refers to the ethnic group of Han people. They are native to mainland China and make up 

most of China’s and Taiwan’s population today.  
4 For more details on the early history of Taiwan, see Rubinstein, 1998. 
5 In traditional Chinese: 中華民國, English name: Republic of China. 
6 In traditional Chinese: 中國國民黨, English name: Chinese Nationalist Party. 
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When China and the Allies won World War II., the KMT government incorporated Taiwan into 

its country again. The KMT-rule on the island was strained from the beginning. The years 

between 1945 and 1949 were marked by conflict between the rulers and the citizens, with the 

latter pointing out corruption within the new local government. Remembered by the entire 

nation of Taiwan and especially by the independence movement, is the “February 28 incident” 

from 1947. The uprising, caused by an escalated police patrol, turned into a full-scale massacre 

over the course of a few days. The violent suppression of the uprising by the KMT-government 

is considered to be one of the most important incidents of modern Taiwanese history and is 

often referred to in the discourse on the conflict between China and Taiwan as well as the 

identity question. The decades after the incident are commonly called the White Terror and 

mainly marked by political repression through the establishment of martial law in 1949. 

Meanwhile, the mainland sunk into a full-scale civil war. The last phases of the Chinese Civil 

War were fought between the ruling KMT-government and the emerging forces of the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP)7. Mao Ze-dong, the then Chairman of the CCP, declared the People’s 

Republic of China (PRC)8 the new state ruling over China. The ROC government moved 

southwards several times until lastly settling in Taipei, which was to become the new capital of 

the Republic of China, now only encompassing Taiwan and a few smaller islands. 

 

1949-1990s: Who is the real China? 

Being separated into two governments, the ROC and PRC maintained a state of war throughout 

the following decades. The 1950s were marked by several battles over islands between the two 

shores, as well as the First and Second Taiwan Strait Crisis. Although pure physical violence 

resumed after the PRC and the US established official relations between their respective states 

in 1979, Taiwan and the mainland government never signed a peace treaty. 

The conflict continued, more symbolically. Before 1979, the Chinese school system taught 

students that the people on Taiwan must be liberated from their miserable life on the island (Lin 

& Wu, 2017: 76). Both the PRC and the ROC government claimed to be the one true 

representative of China. Martial law Taiwan continued to suppress any voices on Taiwanese 

independence from the mainland as well as the formation of a distinctive Taiwanese identity 

(Harrison, 2017). While many countries during the first decades after the Chinese Civil War 

 
7 In simplified Chinese: 中国共产党, English name: Chinese Communist Party. 

8 In simplified Chinese: 中华人民共和国, English name: People’s Republic of China. 
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supported the ROC government in its claims, mostly because it fitted the prominent global anti-

Communist sentiment, a switch happened in 1971. The Resolution 2758 of the United Nations 

(UN) decided that the PRC would be the sole representative of China. This meant that the ROC 

government was not only kicked out of the organisation, but also has not been able to receive a 

government-status in the UN even for the territories it de facto rules, meaning the island of 

Taiwan and its surrounding smaller islands. 

In 1978, Deng Xiao-ping succeeded Mao Ze-dong as ruler of the mainland. His course differed 

slightly from the one of his predecessors. Deng introduced the idea of a “peaceful reunification” 

through deepening economic ties between China and Taiwan (Blackwill & Zelikow, 2021: 25). 

In fact, due to both nation’s development and slowly growing economic cooperation, an 

understanding of national identity increased on both sides (Lin & Wu, 2017: 76).  

The 1980s and 1990s saw an increase in cooperation and subtle communication. Family visits 

to the other side were allowed and investment was fostered in both territories. The PRC 

established the “Taiwan Affairs Office of the State Council”9 in 1988 and the ROC the 

“Mainland Affairs Council” (MAC)10 in the same year. The two institutions stood directly under 

government control and served as semi-formal ministries. Not having the Foreign Ministries 

handle the affairs between the ROC and PRC saved both states from having to officially 

recognise the other. This system is known as “white gloves” and still in practice today (Kuo, 

2015: 8).  

Representatives of the PRC and ROC engaged in dialogue through a series of meetings in 1992. 

Negotiating how to cooperate with each other, the meetings saw the “1992 Consensus” as an 

alleged outcome. Alleged or contested meaning that the 1992 Consensus is a political term used 

and differently understood by all participants of this conflict. The missing common 

understanding undermines the concept of a consensus. Nonetheless, it is referred to often and 

could be seen as one of the pivotal points of the conflict’s discourse. The understanding of the 

at the time ruling KMT party in Taiwan was “one China, different interpretations” (more on the 

various understandings, see Norton, 2016), meaning that both governments agreed that there is 

only one China, but disagreed on who would represent it. The PRC’s interpretation of the 1992 

Consensus is based on the claim that the ROC does not exist (Blackwill & Zelikow, 2021: 27). 

Thus, Taiwan is only a special administrative region of China, like Hongkong and Macau. But 

 
9 In simplified Chinese: 国务院台湾事务办公室. 
10 In traditional Chinese: 大陸委員會. 
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it acknowledges that Taiwan has its own military and that its economy and society should 

remain untouched. The PRC draws from the 1992 Consensus that its administration should be 

the one to choose Taiwan’s leaders (Blackwill & Zelikow, 2021). 

This last part became even more of an issue when Taiwan transitioned from an authoritarian 

state under martial law into a full democracy. The process began already during the 1980s under 

Chiang Ching-kuo, Chiang Kai-shek’s successor and son. He made Lee Teng-hui is second, a 

man born in Taiwan and educated in the US. 1986 then saw the birth of the first Taiwanese 

opposition party: the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)11. Under Lee, who later became 

president, the pan-Chinese perspective was abandoned, and Taiwan’s very own nation-building 

project began. A new school curriculum was implemented in history and social studies called 

“Knowing Taiwan”, which took away the focus on mainland China’s history and more towards 

the island’s own history as a mix of ethnicities and a former Japanese colony. This and other 

new regulations such as the lift on the restricted use of Taiwanese Hokkien as a language, helped 

the island’s citizens to build a distinctive “Taiwanese consciousness” (Lynch, 2004: 515-16). 

Taiwan’s first presidential election took place in 1996, after the government reformed the 

country’s constitution greatly to make room for democracy. This marked a turn in the question 

which government was the ‘true’ representation of China, and the Chinese, and whether the 

1992 Consensus could continue to be referred to. 

 

1990s-2008: More layers to an already complex relationship 

Due to Taiwan becoming a democracy and its leaders and their actions being legitimised by the 

citizens of the island, the relation to the PRC government became more complex. The two 

countries now worked together and against each other on several levels: from hard-level 

military actions and laws to softer influences through economic and cultural ties (Crookes, 

2016: 50).  

Albeit complex, the relations remained immensely fragile. In 1995, then Taiwanese President 

Lee Teng-hui visited the US to deliver a speech at his former university. To do so, he applied 

and received a visa to enter the country, which lifted his private event onto the global political 

stage. By allowing Lee to visit, the US officially broke away from its course of isolating the 

island upon the PRC’s request. In his speech, Lee repeatedly used the term “Republic of China 

on Taiwan” (Pike, n.d.). Being challenged in its “One China” principle and their own 

 
11 In traditional Chinese: 民主進步黨. 
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interpretation of the 1992 Consensus, the PRC government saw this as an act of aggression. 

The mainland’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) responded to Lee’s visit by conducting a 

series of missile tests as close to the Chinese-Taiwanese border as possible. Shortly after the 

end of the tests in March 1996, the citizens of Taiwan held their first ever presidential election. 

Arguably through or despite China’s intimidation efforts, Lee won 54% of the votes and 

continued to be president of the island (Pike, n.d.). 

The turn of the millennium saw the election of the first Taiwanese president who did not belong 

to the KMT. Under DPP-politician Chen Shui-bian, the Taiwanese public polarised on the 

question whether they wished eventual unification with the mainland or complete independence 

as the state of Taiwan. In a 2004 statement, the PRC government made it abundantly clear that 

it would prevent the latter case from happening by saying: “[I]f Taiwan leaders should move 

recklessly to provoke major incidents of "Taiwan independence", the Chinese people will crush 

their schemes firmly and thoroughly at any cost” (Embassy of the People’s Republic of China 

in the United States of America, 2004). This threat further illustrated that the issue of 

independence/unification was of top priority to the mainland government. 

A year later, the PRC passed the “Anti-Secession Law”. It gave the State Council not only the 

possibility but the obligation to “employ non-peaceful means and other necessary measures to 

protect China's sovereignty and territorial integrity” (Anti-Secession Law, Article 8) in case of 

Taiwan’s independence. The law triggered an outcry from politicians from the entire spectrum 

and sparked large-scale protests with multiple hundred thousand people in Taipei (The Irish 

Times, 2005). Although most observers and analysts had already assumed that China would 

abandon its “peaceful reunification” plan in case of a clear effort of Taiwanese independence, 

this law coded previous assumptions into real threats. 

Why did China start threatening the non-violence in this conflict again after years of trying to 

find levels to cooperate with one another? One reason could be China’s rise to a global power, 

especially in its economic sense. Solving its, what the government would call internal, issues 

with Taiwan was in line with the wish to project the image of a strong, unified state. This could 

make the country more attractive as an economic and political partner, thus also increasing their 

soft power on a global stage.12 

 
12 On China’s use of soft power, especially more recently in Africa, see Fijałkowski (2014). While there is no 

debate about if China has risen to a global power, because it has, there are various arguments over how it did it 

and what implications it has for the world order. For two recently published, and different perspectives on this, 

the books by Wang, S. (2021) and Murphy (2022) can be consulted. 
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China’s rise in power was and still is a threat to Taiwan’s sovereignty, which it currently enjoys 

under the status quo. Lynch argued in his 2004 article that the island government reacted to the 

threat by self-consciously trying to build a nation to withstand China’s swallowing. He further 

explained that this nation-building project at this stage was “post-Andersonian”. Benedict 

Anderson’s 1983 book “Imagined Communities” reflects on nationalism by saying that a nation 

is a socially constructed community, imagined by those who see themselves as part of that 

national group (Anderson, 1983). Applying Lynch’s argumentation onto Anderson’s theory, 

one can come to the conclusion that if all nations are constructed through collective imagining, 

then this construction can happen purposefully as well (Lynch, 2004: 513-514). The ROC 

government, by implementing changes in the school curriculum, fighting to change its official 

name to “Taiwan” and the democratisation in itself, were all steps during those formative first 

years to plant the consciousness of a distinctive Taiwanese nation. While planting an idea can 

be done consciously, what the collective makes out of it once the thought has settled and grown 

is entirely up to the nation’s citizens. 

 

2008-2014: China’s rise in power and Taiwan’s strengthening democracy  

The years following the full democratisation of Taiwan and China’s rise to power, also seen 

through the 2008 Beijing Olympics13, changed the interaction between the two governments as 

well as the sentiment inside the citizen’s minds on both sides of the Strait. 

The year 2008 saw two referendums, presidential elections as well as legislative elections on 

the island state. DPP-president Chen had pushed for Taiwan’s distinctiveness and sovereignty 

for years, while China had reacted with a mix of threats and cooperation. The referendums were 

brought up by the two parties KMT and DPP. The DPP referendum proposed to apply to join 

the UN under the name “Taiwan”, while the KMT referendum asked to do the same using the 

name “Republic of China” or a similar title (Lu, 2020). Both referendums failed to reach the 

voter threshold, making the results invalid and showing how divided the country is on the 

question of its own identity. 

The legislative elections saw a win for the KMT, while Ma Ying-jeou became Taiwan’s new 

KMT-president. Ma was a known supporter of the 1992 Consensus, interpreting it similarly to 

the PRC government that there is just one China, but two different areas. During his presidency, 

which was prolonged in 2012 through a re-election, Taiwan got closer to China. Economic ties 

 
13 More on the role of the 2008 Beijing Olympics in China’s rise to a global power can be found in Giulianotti 

(2015). 
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improved, the Ma administration allowed Chinese tourists to visit, Chinese investors to work 

on the island and increased trade through the Strait (Der Spiegel, 2012). Ma built his image 

around peace and stability, arguing that through cooperating with China, the island could keep 

its current sovereignty.  

The PRC government also used this time of closeness to strengthen its economy and market. It 

conducted several trade agreements with Taiwan and Hongkong as part of its “economic 

integration strategy” (Yuen, 2014: 71) meant to draw its renegade territories closer into its space 

of influence. Despite that, Beijing did not refrain from using (subtle) political and military 

threats to influence Taiwanese politics. Especially during elections, the PRC government would 

interfere. In 2012 for example, DPP-runner for president, Tsai Ing-wen, a hardliner against the 

1992 Consensus, partly lost the election because the Chinese media propagated that a DPP win 

would rob the island from its opportunity to have any economic ties with the mainland (Lin, 

2016: 328). A few years later in 2016, the DPP would win with a landslide victory. 

 

2014-2019: Taiwanese citizens against China’s dominance 

The year 2014 marks yet another turning point in China and Taiwan’s common history. The 

relations had been improving on an institution level mainly through better communication 

between China’s Taiwan Affairs Office and Taiwan’s Mainland Affairs Council. Additionally, 

the PRC government had chosen a new leader in 2012: Xi Jin-ping. The first years of his 

leadership showed only few differences towards his predecessor’s policies regarding Taiwan. 

One step in deepening the economic cooperation between China and Taiwan was the Cross-

Strait Service Trade Agreement (CSSTA), which the Ma administration wanted to pass in 2014. 

It was argued that it could boost Taiwan’s economy. But a legislative gridlock made it 

impossible for the law to be passed. Critics argued that negotiations over the trade pact had 

been happening in a black box, only between the CCP and KMT (Yuen, 2014: 69) and that the 

content of the law would make Taiwan vulnerable to political and economic pressure from the 

PRC government. KMT’s procedural move to pass over the DPP members of the Legislative 

Yuan and thus undermining its young democratic values, sparked a nation-wide outcry 

(OFTaiwan, 2018). 

On the same day, students from various universities in Taipei gathered in front of the Legislative 

Yuan to protest CSSTA and the procedure to pass it. After a few hours, some students broke 

into the parliamentary building and occupied it as part of their protest. The days following 
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March 17, 2014, thousands of Taiwanese, students, and non-students, gathered and formed the 

Sunflower Movement (OFTaiwan, 2018). In the pro-independence discourse, this movement 

for democracy and transparency has a distinctive place in their collective memory. Nonetheless, 

some scholars like Lin and Hsieh (2017) argue that although the Sunflower Movement can be 

categorised as a turning point, it did not start any new sentiment of the Taiwanese society 

towards China, but only reflected already existing changing opinions. 

Nevertheless, the KMT took a blow after the protests. President Ma managed to organise a 

meeting with Xi Jin-ping, the first to ever take place between the leaders of the PRC and ROC 

since 1949. Although barely anyone expected anything viable to come out of the historic 

meeting, one sentence is remembered by the Taiwanese public: “We are one family”, said by 

Chinese President Xi (Phillips, 2015), subtly arguing for the future as one China. 

Ma’s rapprochement to China became unpopular. The 2016 presidential elections turned out in 

favour of Tsai Ing-wen, who had previously lost in 2012. She is known for despising the 1992 

Consensus und the PRC’s One China principle (Blackwill & Zelikow, 2021: 26). Being a 

hardliner herself, she decided on a more moderate course during the 2016 election to win over 

the other side of her own party. Views on the unification/independence question vary within 

the DPP to this day, with some wanting complete independence and others wishing to maintain 

sovereignty but being ready for certain arrangements with the PRC (Crookes, 2016: 49).  

The Chinese government did not react well to Tsai becoming the new leader of the island state. 

A few days prior to her election, the PLA executed military exercises (Crookes, 2016: 50) to 

showcase its strength and remind everyone of its Anti-Secession Law obligation to use violence 

in case Taiwan decided to walk down the road to independence. 

Furthermore, President Xi departed Hu’s Taiwan policy when he gave his “China Dream” 

speech at the 19th Party Congress in 2017, promising the global rise of China as one country 

and reinstating his country’s sovereignty over the island. Two years later in 2019, Xi held 

another speech, this time targeting Taiwan directly. He reinterpreted the 1992 Consensus as not 

only being the mutual recognition that both sides of the Strait exist and that there is One China, 

but that both parties “will work together toward national reunification” (Liao, 2013: 26). This 

forced Tsai’s administration to reject the 1992 Consensus and call for its original, but never 

written down, interpretation. Xi additionally pushed his Taiwanese counterparts to unification 

saying that “One Country, Two Systems” can be tailored to fit the island’s special case. He 

referred to the special administrative zones Hongkong and Macau, which belong to China but 

have been enjoying special autonomy rights within the state. Lastly, scholars such as Liao 
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(2013) argue, Xi’s 2019 speech unlinked unification from peaceful, making the former a top 

priority while the latter lost its status as a condition.  

The relation between China and Taiwan has had its ups and downs, with 2016 being the start 

of one of the lower phases. 2019 not only saw Xi’s policy change towards Taiwan and Tsai’s 

willingness to step up against the One China principle, but also anti-China protests in Taiwan’s 

sibling state Hongkong. 

 

2.2. Hongkong protests 2019-2020 
The histories of Taiwan and Hongkong are not the same, but similar in the sense that both were 

part of multiple empires over the course of their history and are now in a power imbalance with 

China.14 Hongkong belonged to the Chinese Empire until 1841, when the British Empire 

incorporated the city during the Opium War. Until 1949, the southern, mainly Cantonese-

speaking city served as a place of refuge for many mainlanders, especially during the Chinese 

Civil War. In 1997, Hongkong was handed over to the PRC under the “One Country, Two 

Systems” approach. The Special Administrative Zone was to keep most of its autonomous 

rights, including its capitalist system and democracy. The years following the reunification, the 

PRC government slowly introduced laws to undermine Hongkong’s autonomy which led to 

multiple resistance movements (Tsang, 2017). Hongkong’s relationship with China is closer 

than Taiwan’s. Nevertheless, most Hongkongers consider themselves to be living in a 

democracy and are allowed to have regional election in their autonomous zone. This lays the 

foundation of a sense of being able to change something, via for example protesting against it.    

22 years after the reunification, the local Hongkong administration proposed the Fugitive 

Offenders and Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal Matters Legislation (Amendment) Bill.15 

The law was supposed to create a legal process allowing the extradition of fugitives in the city 

to other countries where they could be prosecuted for their crimes. Critics of the bill argued that 

it would grant the PRC government a right to prosecute Hongkongers according to their own 

laws. Especially China critics would be at risk of arbitrary detention, unfair trial, and torture 

within China’s judicial system, and any other activist, lawyer and journalist concerning 

themselves with China might become suspects as well. Concern was expressed internationally 

 
14 For some insights into how Taiwan and Hongkong have developed distinctive identities under the pressure of 

China’s regional dominance and their own independence movements, see Lin (2021). 
15 In traditional Chinese: 逃犯及刑事事宜相互法律協助法例（修訂）條例草案. 
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and within the Special Administrative Zone, which later grew into large-scale protests (BBC 

News, 2019; Wang, G., 2021).   

The protests were met with police violence. In June 2020, the PRC government passed the Law 

of the People's Republic of China on Safeguarding National Security in the Hong Kong Special 

Administrative Region (HKSAR)16, making virtually anything punishable as “endangering 

national security” and thus threatening anyone, even outside China (Amnesty International, 

2020).  

The protests largely died down during the start of the COVID19-pandemic at the beginning of 

2020. Nonetheless, the way China dealt with Hongkong, its local government and protesting 

citizens, sparked a discussion in Taiwan and changed the way the ROC government 

communicated and worked with its counterpart on the mainland. 

 

2.3. Taiwan and China since the Hongkong protests 
Although Taiwan and Hongkong do not share the same history or relation to China, many deem 

it important to evaluate China’s treatment of its Special Administrative Zone when considering 

future scenarios of unification and independence in the Taiwanese case. 

Both nations developed their own sense of national identity, as explained in detail later, under 

China’s “One Country, Two Systems” approach (Chan, 2020: 17). The Taiwanese had their 

separate (local) government, a capitalist and growingly democratic system to identify with and 

most importantly, their recent history had many episodes where either China was not a factor 

(such as the White Terror in Taiwan) or it served as a unifying factor in the role of the common 

enemy who poses a threat to all. 

And although Hongkong and Taiwan could be seen as being in similar situations when it comes 

to China, authors such as Chan (2020) argue that until the 2019-2020 Hongkong protests, the 

both of them have not shown much interest in the situation of the other. This has changed with 

the recent movement and the new Chinese National Security Law. Many Taiwanese citizens 

now watch Hongkong’s conflict with the PRC government in fear of becoming the next in line 

of Xi Jing-ping’s growing wish to reunify all Chinese peoples (Chan, 2020).  

 
16 In simplified Chinese: 中华人民共和国香港特别行政区维护国家安全法, short English title: Hong Kong 

national security law. 
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The 2020 presidential elections reflected the general sentiment towards China in the Taiwanese 

public. In the shadow of the Hongkong protests, the mainly pro-independence DPP gained 

popularity. Back in 2018, the DPP had lost many seats to KMT politicians during the local 

elections (Morris, 2019). Relations between the ROC and PRC had been relatively solid, as 

they nonverbally agreed to disagree over the 1992 Consensus (Huang, 2017: 239). But the years 

after the elections, the mainland government continued to retain a low stream of threats, 

showing military strength close to the shared border and using every chance possible to isolate 

Taiwan diplomatically (Kuo, 2020). 

Many pro-China KMT members found themselves in need of explaining their stance towards 

the National Security Law and the PRC’s handling of the Hongkong protests. Some reports 

analysed by Blackwill & Zelikow (2017) even suggested that China’s acts towards the island 

state and the city state strengthened independence thoughts among the Taiwanese. 

In January 2020, Tsai won her re-election with a landslide victory of 57% of all votes, becoming 

the president with the highest percentage of voters in Taiwan’s short democratic history 

(Blackwill & Zelikow, 2021: 27). During her campaign, she solidified her stance towards the 

PRC, often strategically using Hongkong’s attention to make her arguments more valid. Her 

win was analysed by observers as a clear message towards China’s Taiwan policy. It also 

strengthened Tsai’s own position. Shortly after the re-election, she openly said: “We are a 

successful democracy … We deserve respect from China. We have a separate identity and we’re 

a country of our own” (Kuo, 2020). This statement falls in line with previous remarks she had 

made surrounding the question of a declaration of independence. Her main argument was, and 

still is, that there is no need for her country to declare itself independent, but that it already is. 

Saying it this way ensures that she looks like a pro-independence supporter to her domestic 

voters and simultaneously keeps China at bay by not officially declaring independence. Tsai 

bases her arguments on not only her election results but also survey results, such as the one 

conducted by the Pew Research Center in May 2020 which found out that 66% of all Taiwanese 

adults identify as Taiwanese (Blackwill & Zelikow, 2021: 28). The complexity of how such 

surveys have to be conducted and interpretated will be touched upon later in this section under 

“Disputed and contested terminology”. 

Despite Tsai’s re-election and general sentiment in the Taiwanese public, China shows no signs 

of leaving its current Taiwan policy. Scholars such as Huang have pointed out that the PRC 

government is currently building a framework that would lead to the realisation of the One-

China principle, more specifically saying that “[t]he aim is to box Taiwan in toward the goal of 
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eventual reunification” (Huang, 2017: 240). PRC leaders have woven the question and result 

of Taiwan’s reunification with the mainland as part of their wanted global image of a peaceful 

global power (Huang, 2017: 240).  

President Xi has stated that the “Taiwan issue” has to be resolved soon because they “cannot 

hand those problems down from generation to generation” (Huang, 2017: 243). Among 

previous Chinese leaders, Xi is known to have a stronger stance on the issue. Many observers 

argue that Taiwan’s reunification with the mainland could be part of Xi’s “Chinese Dream” and 

the “great rejuvenation” (Council on Foreign Affairs, 2017), to be fulfilled until 2049. It places 

itself into a popular mainland narrative that sees China with its thousands of years long history 

as the educated, mighty, and prosperous centre of the world on its way to its old glory. Besides 

unifying all Chinese peoples, including the ones in Macau, Hongkong and Taiwan, the Chinese 

Dream talks of economic power, diplomatic power, and ideological supremacy. 

The Chinese Dream narrative builds upon a strong national identity. Although contemporary 

China is not a democracy, its government needs a minimum of legitimacy and support from its 

citizens to be taken seriously as a stable global player. Taiwan is often compared to Tibet and 

Xinjiang in recent Chinese leadership rhetoric, with the mutuality being the role they play in 

building and fostering the Chinese national identity (Lin & Wu, 2017: 76). But the Taiwanese 

have sent clear messages with the re-election of Tsai as their president and their own protests 

in support of Hongkong. China’s tactic has so far been a mix of economic and diplomatic 

cooperation, taking small steps towards the island, as well as economic and diplomatic isolation, 

making Taiwan dependent on their market and their influence in international organisations.  

One especially important role is played by the One Belt One Road (OBOR) initiative. The 

ambitious project aims to rebuild and expand the ancient Silk Road, strengthening and 

establishing trade routes throughout the world. Most projects are settled outside of China with 

many countries involved taking on large investments from Chinese companies. Local 

governments argue that the OBOR initiative raises employment and investment, while others 

fear dependence on China and its moneylenders once the projects are finished building. 

Observers argue that OBOR is a geopolitical calculation to give the PRC government and its 

companies overseas leverage in the international space. The new routes span from China 

through its southern neighbouring countries, until Indonesia, over to East Africa and through 

the Suez Canal to Europe. From central Europe it finds its way over Scandinavia over land to 

China (Cai, 2017). OBOR speaks of unification through economic growth and refers to China’s 

growing image of a responsible global power by sharing its fortune with others. It also fits 
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perfectly into the Chinese Dream of reviving the Chinese Empire in a modern form – OBOR 

instead of the Silk Road, but with a similar effect. It is planned for it to mute internal problems 

in China and solve external problems by becoming a pleasant business partner in the current 

capitalist world system (Chienwu, 2016: 40). 

Although not connected to the route, the OBOR-factor plays a role in the Taiwan question as 

well. The PRC government needs the dispute with the ROC to stay stable and in their favour 

because the island is, despite being important, not a top priority in Xi’s grand plans (Huang, 

2017: 242). Meanwhile, Taiwan sees itself in a dilemma. Due to economic isolation and nearly 

no access to other markets, it relies heavily on the Chinese market (Chienwu, 2016: 38). For 

economic growth, Taiwan would need to foster its economic relationship with the mainland. 

But that would come at the cost of losing some of its autonomy. At the current stage, Taiwanese 

leaders allow economic partnership as long as it does not affect their geopolitical situation. 

With the time pressuring the PRC government and Taiwan gaining international moral support 

for its position as the underdog, Chinese leaders have let it shine through that a peaceful 

reunification might not be a necessity. As for now, there have been no physical attacks on the 

island or any real steps towards forceful reunification. But violence does not need to take on a 

physical form, verbal violence between the two governments is very much visible, as will be 

shown in through the rhetorical analysis.  

 

3. Terminology and concepts 
Besides the historical and current political context, a theoretical framework must be given 

before the analysis itself. The following section will clarify terms often used in the debate and 

discourse on this conflict and their various interpretations. Additionally, it will touch upon the 

research field of international politics of China and Taiwan, and lastly examine what the 

academic field of security studies has found of importance for this case. This preparation is 

needed to later understand why and how the two governments interact the way they do. 

 

3.1. Disputed and contested terminology 
As some terms in this conflict have changed their meanings overtime or are interpreted 

differently by the two governments, this next section shall serve as an overview of the most 

important keywords when examining the conflict. There will be four terms explained in four 

sub-sections. Further, this lays the groundwork of the rhetorical analysis in the core of this 
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work, as the actors in question refer to these terms on occasion, triggering various collective 

memories and creating grand narratives.  

 

“Taiwan” and “China”  

There are currently two self-governed states that go by the name China and do not recognise 

the other as the legitimate representation. The first country goes by the name Republic of China, 

sometimes with the addition “(Taiwan)”. Its government has full jurisdiction over the 

geographical island of Taiwan, as well as several island groups around it including Penghu and 

Kinmen. Historically, the ROC government ruled most of what is today known as China. It has 

lost this power during the Chinese Civil War, which ended in 1949. Fractions within the ROC 

still claim that they are the rightful representation of all Chinese citizens, meaning the ones 

living on the mainland and the ones on the island. Others argue that it has been so long since 

the ROC governed the larger territory that it has lost its connection and thus the right to govern 

mainlanders. The Republic of China is mostly called Taiwan nowadays.  

The government on the mainland, today commonly referred to as China, goes by the official 

name People’s Republic of China. It emerged out of the Chinese Civil War, back then often 

called Communist China or Red China to differentiate between the government on the island 

of Taiwan. The ruling party CCP governs the largest population on earth and a territory that 

borders with Korea, Russia, Afghanistan, India and more. It includes two Special 

Administrative Zones, Hongkong and Macau, that have been handed over during the 1990s, as 

well as the Autonomous Regions Guangxi, Inner Mongolia, Ningxia, Tibet and Xinjiang, most 

of them alongside the North-western border.  

Internationally, the PRC government was recognised as the sole representation of China at first 

by states of the Eastern bloc during the Cold War, then gradually more countries until the 1970s. 

When the Republic of China was essentially kicked out of the United Nations, the PRC 

government resumed the seat dedicated to representing China within the UN. The PRC 

government does not allow diplomatic relations from their own partners if they recognise the 

ROC government, which has resulted in a switching game over the decades. Both Chinese and 

Taiwanese leaders have been known to be willing to bribe other countries’ politicians for them 
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to recognise their government.17 There have further been analyses on how China uses OBOR 

and other parts of its economic and soft power to make certain states switch.18 

As of 2022, 14 countries officially recognise Taiwan as an independent state, most of them 

being island states such as Tuvalu or Central American countries like Guatemala and Honduras. 

Vatican City remains the only European entity to have diplomatic relations with the island state. 

As Taiwan’s status of sovereignty is legally disputed and unresolved, there are various names 

swirling around internationally. Taiwanese sport teams usually compete in international games 

under the names “Chinese Taipei” or “Taiwan, China”. The UN and China officially refer to 

Taiwan as "Taiwan, Province of China" or when talking about the government specifically 

“Taiwan authorities”.  

Most countries maintain unofficial relations with Taiwan through economic and cultural offices 

such as the German Institute Taipei19. Besides official recognition questions, using the wrong 

terminology in this conflict can bear great consequences for country leaders and individuals 

alike. One example is the case of singer Chou Tzu-yu. In 2016, the Taiwanese-born teenager 

waved the Taiwanese flag in a South Korean television show, which she visited as part of her 

activities with her Korean music band. The act sparked an outcry in China, leading to threats 

towards the 16-years-old girl until she published an apology video stating “There is only one 

China. The two sides of the strait are one, and I have always felt proud to be Chinese” (Buckley 

& Ramzy, 2016). Other artists and scholars who have been purposefully vocal on Taiwanese 

independence from China have been banned from working on the mainland and often face 

incarceration under the National Security Law. 

 

1992 Consensus  

A series of meetings in Hongkong in 1992 is the basis for the 1992 Consensus. Since it is not a 

real consensus but a “terminological invention” (Wei, 2015: 75) it is laid out differently by the 

participants of the conflict. 

The term was first used by the KMT government under President Ma in 2000 to stabilise the 

PRC-ROC relation (Wei, 2015). Broadly speaking, the 1992 Consensus argues that there is 

“one China”. For the KMT, that entails the Republic of China, for the CCP, the People’s 

 
17 An example can be the Solomon Islands, who according to some of their Members of Parliament, have been 

subject to these bribes (Cavanough, 2021). 
18 For more on that, see Bräutigam (2009: 130). 
19 The scope of their work as an unofficial German embassy in Taipei can be found on their website 

https://taipei.diplo.de/tw-en.  
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Republic of China. There is a further divide on the rest of the consensus. The Chinese 

understanding adds a “two systems” to the term, arguing that there is only one China, under the 

PRC government, but upon reunification there can be two systems, a capitalist and a socialist, 

within one country (Wang et al., 2018). For the Chinese interpretation of the Consensus, the 

unification and the rightful representative of all Chinese are out of question.  

On the Taiwanese side, the KMT replaces “two systems” by “two interpretations”. Thus, both 

governments agree that there is one China, but agree to disagree over who is the representative. 

But China does not acknowledge “two interpretations” because it could potentially produce two 

Chinas (Wei, 2015). As vague as this agreement over at least the first part of the 1992 Consensus 

may be, it improved the relation between the PRC and KMT-led ROC. Nonetheless, it is no 

actual consensus.  

The DPP party under Tsai negates the 1992 Consensus entirely. Tsai acknowledges the 1992 

meetings as actual historical events but argues that there has never been an agreement. This 

refusal has been the basis of a worsening relationship between the ROC and the PRC since 

2016. 

The 1992 Consensus, albeit not having any real content, agreement, or commitment, is often 

considered to be the pivotal point of the conflict between China and Taiwan. Therefore, 

politicians also like to refer to it and bend the meaning the way they need it. As will be shown 

later, Tsai herself digs up the 1992 Consensus if it serves her argument, although she does not 

recognise its existence, but only the role it plays in the conflict.  

Arguments in support of the Consensus vary from its importance politically in having a stable 

relation with China, socio-linguistically having a tiny piece of agreement, and most importantly, 

promising economic possibilities for Taiwan with China (Wei, 2015: 72-73). While most 

Taiwanese agree that there is a 1992 Consensus, its content remains as divided within the public 

opinion as with the parties.  

Vital for the following rhetorical analysis is that the term “1992 Consensus” is not accepted by 

all participants of the conflict, interpreted differently, and used strategically. Consensus 

supporters and opponents can produce and reproduce the Consensus and thus shape and reshape 

the discourse surrounding it (Wei, 2015: 73). 
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Chinese nationalism 

Identity plays an important role in any conflict over independence of a fraction of a state. 

Especially the Taiwanese but also the Chinese like to use the identity question in their argument 

on the morally best solution of the problem of independence/unification. Many leaders and 

scholars refer to various studies conducted throughout the years. Some of the problematics these 

studies entail, will be explained later when the Taiwanese identity is examined.  

In China, identity is closely related to the nation-building and -maintaining project. Chinese 

nationalism is complex and has changed over the past few hundreds of years. As an idea and 

concept, nationalism in the form we know it today is European. It was only introduced to China 

and the Chinese language in 1899 through the constitutional reformer Liang Qi-chao (Hughes, 

1997: 3).  

The Chinese self-understanding is based on the world view that China was and is the centre, 

which can be even seen in the country’s name that derives from the word ‘middle’ or ‘centre’ 

in Mandarin. Next to military strength, education plays an immensely important role. Already 

during the 10th century, the Imperial Examination System (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2019) was 

introduced. Anyone, no matter where they were from, could take a difficult test on Confucian 

classics and if they passed, would become a government official and therefore, part of the 

nation. Ethnic belonging did not play a major role in Chinese nationalism, as many elite families 

throughout the dynasties had mixed lineage, including the last Qing dynasty, who were from 

Manchuria. It must be added that Chinese nationalism is inherently different from Han 

nationalism. The Han ethnic group is the largest in today’s China. Their nationalism, which is 

rarely referred to since 1949, is based on superiority of Han people over other Chinese ethnic 

groups and often draws a clear line between ‘civilised’ Han people and ‘barbaric” others. 

The 19th century saw the start of what is often referred to as the “Century of Humiliation”20. In 

Chinese nationalist rhetoric, Imperial China was great, civilised, the centre of the world, and so 

strong, others wanted to be part of it. But during the Century of Humiliation, China lost its 

position as a global power and was subjected to foreign forces. Some major steps included 

defeats during the two Opium Wars with the British Empire, the First Sino-Japanese War where 

they lost the island of Taiwan to Japan, several invasions by Russia/the Soviet Union and Japan 

and the Treaty of Versailles.  

 
20 More information on this narrative is concisely provided by A. Kaufman (2011). 
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The May Fourth Movement21 in 1919 gave Chinese nationalism a push as it was anti-

imperialist, populist and took away the political discourse from the elites, who many citizens 

felt betrayed by, to workers and students. This and subsequent events resulted in the overthrow 

of the Qing dynasty and the establishment of the Republic of China.  

CCP leaders declared the Century of Humiliation officially ended by their victory during the 

Chinese Civil War. Since then, Chinese nationalism has striven to bring the nation back to its 

old glory days before it. Chinese leaders often refer to the phase and draw various lessons from 

it, most of them being related to the fight against foreign states mingling in their own affairs. 

How does Taiwan fit into the nationalist narrative? The island is seen as the long-lost little 

brother. Taiwanese people are considered to be Chinese, connected through language, culture, 

religion, and common history. Under Deng Xiao-ping, China wanted to integrate Taiwan into 

its national identity, basing the claim to the island state on their nationalist principle (Hughes, 

1997: 2). But the developments after Taiwan’s democratisation during the 1990s changed their 

relationship towards two more distinct, and also competing identities (Dittmer, 2006: 676). 

Dittmer (2006) sees three roles of Taiwan in Chinese nationalism. First, Taiwan belongs to the 

Chinese nation, no matter how different they may be. It is thus a desired object to incorporate. 

Secondly, Taiwan takes on the role of a doppelganger of sorts. As it is not only a future part of 

China, but already a part of it, because the mainland denies the recognition of the ROC 

government, it functions as a shadowy self-image. Therefore, anything good that happens to 

the Taiwanese, is seen as a victory for the Chinese as well. An example would be economic 

growth of the island, which China partly credits to itself. Lastly, Taiwan is also a rival and a 

future possible betrayer. Taiwanese people that are pro-independence are seen as a threat to all 

of China, including the ‘Taiwanese compatriots’ as they are often called in Chinese media.  

China’s nationalist identity is complex and influenced by its history and the way it is used as a 

tool by leaders today. Taiwan fits into the narrative and based on the nationalist principle, the 

PRC government has the obligation to reunify the two entities because all Taiwanese are 

considered to be Chinese too. 

 

Taiwanese identity 

Taiwan missed out on the rise of Chinese nationalism because it was not under the direct 

influence of China’s rulers and cut off from their common history. Thus, there was no graspable 

 
21 More in Chen, 1970. 
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group identity, let alone national identity, on the island of Taiwan until the end of the Chinese 

Civil War. People living there were belonging to many different ethnic groups, with some 

having their origins on the southern mainland regions with which trade had been in place for 

centuries. There were also many Japanese colonisers and groups native to the island (Hughes, 

1997: 23).  

Hughes (1997) traces the beginning of Taiwan’s identity crisis back to the mass migration of 

ROC government officials and KMT members to the island. Six million inhabitants were living 

on Taiwan at that stage, with about 2,5 million more being added as a result of the establishment 

of the Republic of China on the island. The ROC government, whose stay in Taipei was planned 

to be only temporary and thus their direct rule over the island intermediate, is described by 

Hughes (1997) as following a “pragmatic diplomacy and [having a] flexible identity” (130). 

There were no concepts of creating a distinctive Taiwanese identity during the first decades. 

More than that, the exiled KMT leaders wanted to maintain the bonds with the mainland, 

because reunification was the undisputed goal. 

The years leading up to the ROC’s democratisation changed that status quo immensely. The 

KMT and DPP have been fighting over who represents the Taiwanese citizens and their wishes 

for the future of the country best since the dialogue has been allowed to take place (Hughes, 

1997: 72). Becoming a democracy has in itself been a collective, identity-shaping experience 

alone (Li & Zhang, 2016: 18). Many Taiwanese citizens see their dynamic democracy as one 

of the main arguments why they identify more with the ROC government than the PRC 

government. Hughes called the stage that the national identity was in in 1997 “post-nationalist 

identity” (95).  By that he means that it includes wanting to maintain political and economic 

independence from China, but still considering themselves as a branch of the ‘Chinese tree’. 

The question of how far the independence or reunification is allowed to go, next to whether 

either should happen at all, is what many observers consider the main divide between the KMT 

and DPP. Others, such as Schubert (2004) argue that the party-divide in Taiwan alongside that 

question has become obsolete in recent years. He explains that the Taiwanese identity currently 

in place is a state identity, meaning that most Taiwanese citizens identify with the sovereign 

state of Taiwan, which does not exclude identifying as Chinese as well. In short, his point is 

that “[m]ost people in the island republic would probably agree to the following line of 

argument: Taiwan and the mainland are both parts of China, which is currently divided into two 

sovereign states” (538), leaning very much into the Taiwanese view upon the 1992 Consensus.  
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This exact divide between belonging to a state or belonging to an ethnic or cultural group is 

what makes measuring Taiwanese identity incredibly difficult. As Jiang (2017) analyses, there 

are three groups of methods to try to grasp what the complex Taiwanese identity entails. The 

first is based on the simple-sounding question “Do you consider yourself Taiwanese or 

Chinese?”. Most Taiwanese citizens have answered this question in various studies with “both” 

(Jiang, 2017: 23). Because of the Mandarin language as well as cultural differences, it is 

difficult for the survey-takers to distinguish between a political and a cultural identity. One 

could say that they feel Chinese in a cultural sense, but do not identify with the PRC government 

or other parameters that make out China as the state and nation that it is today.  

A second method to measure Taiwanese national identity is to ask how the respondents feel 

about independence (Jiang, 2017: 23-25). But the problem that occurs with this method is that 

most respondents make their answer dependent on the conditions of unification. Thus, this 

question becomes non-binary, although there are in fact only two possibilities to answer. Future 

scenarios could include that unification happens under the condition that Taiwan remained as 

autonomous as it is now. More Taiwanese would say yes to this scenario than if the condition 

of unification would be that Taiwan loses its autonomous status. Jiang (2017) argues that an 

identity should not depend on future scenarios of losing one’s freedom. Choosing one’s identity 

is a question disconnected from political outcomes and therefore only oneself should matter in 

that choice.  

Identity is complex and to figure out where one’s identity begins and where it ends, more 

questions are needed. Jiang (2017) suggests a combination of two questions. The first one asks, 

what the respondents consider their territory. Possible answers could be the island of Taiwan 

only or more, stretching onto the mainland. This question aims at understanding what they 

consider to be ‘their country’. The second question asks the respondents to explain who their 

compatriots, a word often used in Taiwanese and Chinese rhetoric, are. The answers to this 

further show who the respondents consider to be part of their group, their nation. Who they feel 

connected to, whose gains they consider their own victory and losses also part of their own. 

No matter how surveys measure Taiwanese national identity, most scholars agree that there can 

be a distinct one detected among a considerable number of citizens (Jiang, 2017: 21). Their 

studies agree on three points in particular. Taiwanese people associate with each other through 

common language, including a distinct Taiwanese accent within Chinese, often called 

‘Taiwanese Mandarin’, common religion and history. Pro-unification rhetoric likes to refer to 

the common history of China and Taiwan during the thousands of years as part of the same 
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dynastic empire. Pro-independence rhetoric argues that since Taiwan was occupied by Japan in 

1895, it has not been part of the same national history. It has since made its own path, 

generations after generations living in Taiwan with barely a connection to the rulers of China.  

More importantly, Taiwan has been living as a de facto independent state. This belongs to the 

second point most Taiwanese scholars agree on (Jiang, 2017). Taiwanese citizens have 

developed a feeling towards their imagined community. May there be parts that have been state-

built or created naturally, citizens of the island share the view of a homeland they are connected 

to. There is a collective memory, shaped by societal, political, and economic nation-wide 

experiences, such as the White Terror, democratisation, international isolation and much more. 

Lastly, they share a common culture that is distinct from the mainland’s. Due to the island 

having been part of the Japanese empire, having had well-used trading routes to not only the 

Southern parts of China but also other countries surrounding it, migration during the Chinese 

Civil War, and different native ethnic groups, Taiwan can be considered to be a melting pot of 

cultures that has formed its own in recent decades.  

The last point Taiwanese scholars agree on based on their studies conducted over years is that 

the Taiwanese independence movement is deeply rooted in the belief that this Taiwanese 

identity exists (Jiang, 2017: 21). It is the base of their belief and their reason to fight. It is what 

many activists fear they could lose in case of a reunification with China. Thus, the protection 

of that national identity is a top priority.  

Chinese scholars take on a different position. In general, many of them argue that the classic 

understanding of identity, based on ethnicity, is less important than what they identify as 

“institutional identity” (Lin & Wu, 2017: 77). The latter is rooted in modernisation, civic duty, 

and identification with common values of the nation. This way, Chinese national identity holds 

together the vast country with many different ethnicities. Nonetheless, when it comes to the 

Taiwan issue, their understanding shifts to fit a different rhetoric. The argument towards a 

common Taiwanese and Chinese identity is that besides their common history language and 

Confucian culture, they are ethnically all Han Chinese (Lin & Wu, 2017: 77). While not being 

entirely true, many Taiwanese citizens are not Han people, the same goes for many ethnic 

groups in China, this argument resonates with many pro-unification citizens on the island. There 

is undoubtedly a deep connection that many Taiwanese people feel towards the Chinese, not 

talking on a state-to-state level, but rather on a peoples-to-peoples level. 

Although the identity question is a deeply personal one, just like in China, the state tries to 

influence what its citizens feel and think in Taiwan. The island’s nation-building efforts in 
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recent years have changed depending on which party was currently leading the country. One of 

the common points is that Taiwan’s national identity is oddly inclusive while at the same time 

being exclusive. According to Lynch (2004) anyone who loves Taiwan and identifies with it is 

welcome to be part of the Taiwanese nation, which includes people from countries as far away 

as Finland. But at the same time, it is made clear that anyone who identifies as Chinese only, 

cannot consider themselves Taiwanese. Therefore, there is a strong sense of loyalty at play, 

making citizens choose which side they are on. Dittmer (2005) argues against that that some 

parts of Taiwan’s dynamic and complex national identity could possibly include the 

mainlanders as well. But this understanding is based on the belief that Taiwan and China belong 

together. 

A glimpse of how the Taiwanese government navigates its complex national identity can be 

given through the way it handles its languages. First and foremost, Taiwanese Mandarin is 

written in traditional characters, other than the mainland where they switched to a simplified 

version in 1956 to increase literacy. Secondly, there are various aboriginal groups, native to the 

island, who keep their language, also with government support, until today. The biggest ones, 

Hakka and Minnan (Encyclopedia Britannica, n.d.), can be found in public life throughout the 

country, such as announcements in train stations and bus stops. Thirdly, to make Taiwan seem 

more welcoming, open, and inclusive, the Taiwanese government pledged in 2018 to become 

a bilingual nation by 2030 (Financial Supervisory Commission, 2019). It wants its citizens to 

raise their level of English significantly and has since been publishing all government news in 

English and Mandarin. This will also have the effect that Taiwan’s businesses become more 

competitive on the global market. Through it, the island wants more independence from the 

Chinese market. Furthermore, this goal has another side effect: by becoming literally easier to 

understand for the world, Taiwan can increase its role in the international media by showing its 

willingness for dialogue. As seen later, the Tsai administration not only publishes statements 

and speeches for the Taiwanese, but this conflict is also watched by many more and is 

influenced by every word the politicians say. Tsai does not leave anything up to interpretation 

and translation but takes the direct route towards the international public and other country’s 

leaders, whose support might be needed if China in fact forces unification. 

Concluding all these thoughts on Taiwanese identity leaves one question open: How many 

Taiwanese identify as such? The most consistent survey that has been conducted on this 

question since 1992 is by the Election Study Center (ESC) of the National Chengchi University 

in Taipei. It began research on Taiwan’s new democracy in 1983 and conducts it for the 
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Ministry of Education. Thus, it must be said that it is a government institution and connected 

to a player in this conflict who has an agenda. This can influence the interpretation and learnings 

from the research, no matter how thoroughly it is done. The ESC’s primary goal is to document 

election behaviour in Taiwan, which also includes political attitudes. Its three largest opinion 

surveys have been conducted yearly since 1992 and include: “Taiwanese/Chinese identity”, 

“Taiwan Independence vs. Unification with the Mainland”, and “Party Preferences”. 

 

Figure 1: Changes in the Taiwanese/Chinese Identity of Taiwanese citizens. Survey by the Election Study Center, NCCU. Survey 
data from 1992 to 2022. 

The identity question is a three-way poll, meaning that there are three possible answers: 

Taiwanese, Chinese, or both. In two-way polls, there are only the option Taiwanese and 

Chinese. In 1992, most citizens (46,4%) identified as both Taiwanese and Chinese, with 

Chinese only staying at 25,5% and Taiwanese only at 17,6%. Three years later, during the year 

of the Missile Test Crisis and Taiwan’s first presidential election, China’s intimidation efforts 

had the effect that more citizens identified as Taiwanese (25,0%) than Chinese (20,7%), 

replacing Chinese as the second most popular choice. That year also saw a rise in identification 

as both Chinese and Taiwanese, arguably because many citizens were still undecided. During 

the following decade, identification as Taiwanese grew immensely, surpassing the double 

identification during the years 2005-2007. This came at the time of China’s Anti-Secession 
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Law, which formalised violent the possibility of a non-peaceful reunification, as well as the 

start of Taiwan’s nation-building project in education. Starting in 2008, identifying as 

Taiwanese became the top choice among the respondents, peaking once in 2014 during the 

Sunflower Movement (60,6%) and then again in 2020 during the Hongkong protests (64,3%). 

Meanwhile double identification dropped when Taiwanese identification rose and vice versa, 

indicating that those who chose the “both” option turned towards or against the “Taiwanese 

only” option depending on current political events. The “Chinese only” option had dropped 

below 5% in 2008 and had since not recovered from it. As of June 2022, 2,4% of respondents 

identify as Chinese only, 30,4% as both and 63,7% as Taiwanese only. 

As seen and explained above, the identity question is not entirely detached from the 

unification/independence question, although it arguably should be. The option in this survey 

were “Unification as soon as possible”, “Maintain status quo, decide at later date”, “Maintain 

status quo, move toward independence”, “Non response”, “Maintain status quo, move toward 

unification”, “Maintain status quo indefinitely” and “Independence as soon as possible”.  

 

Figure 2: Changes in the Unification - Independence Stances of Taiwanese citizens. Survey data by the Study Election Center, 
NCCU. Data from 1994 to 2022. 

Like the previously looked at survey, major changes, peaks, and lows are around the years 1995, 

2004 and 2014 due to the mentioned political events. The top choice, with more of a third of 
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the respondents consistently deciding for it throughout most of the years, was the scenario to 

delay the decision to a later date. The second choice in this millennia was to maintain the status 

quo indefinitely for about a quarter of the respondents. This scenario became especially popular 

in 2019 at the start of the Hongkong protests and the COVID-19 pandemic, when it peaked at 

27,8% and the choice of moving toward independence increased heavily from 15,1% to 21,8% 

within a year, reaching even 25,8% in 2020. As of June 2022, “Unification as soon as possible” 

remains at 1,3%, “Independence as soon as possible” at 5,1%, “Maintain status quo, move 

toward unification” at 5,2%, “Non response” at 6,3%, “Maintain status quo, move to 

independence” at 25,2%, “Maintain status quo, decide at later date” at 28,3% and “Maintain 

status quo indefinitely” for the first time peaking at 28,6%. 

This shows that throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, identification as Chinese decreased 

parallel to the move towards unification with the mainland. This could be because less and less 

citizens on the island identify with China as a country, instead of the question being taken as an 

ethnic identification, through the state’s political actions as well as time passing by, and a 

growing number of islanders being exposed to Taiwan’s nation-building process and 

democratisation already from a young age. More and more young citizens do not have a family 

history with the mainland anymore and tend to identify rather as both Chinese and Taiwanese 

or as an islander only. Maintaining the status quo could be a popular choice among the same 

third that chose the double identification option. Most of them could be content with the current 

situation that allows a maximum of autonomy but does not threaten and contest China, who 

they still feel connected to and do not want to fight. Deciding at a later date could fit to all 

identification types because it mostly talks of insecurity towards political and military events. 

Lastly, the increase of a slow move towards independence speaks towards the similar rise in 

Taiwanese identification, especially in the recent years since China has become more 

aggressive in its unification stance towards both Taiwan and Hongkong. It also correlates to the 

switch of a KMT-administration to a DPP-administration with pro-independence-supporter 

Tsai Ing-wen winning two elections in a row in 2016 and 2020.  

As a very broad summary, it can be said that the Taiwanese identity is dynamic and heavily 

dependent on current political events. It is further difficult to measure because it depends on 

possible future scenarios of unification/independence and is not entirely based on an ethnic 

understanding of being Taiwanese or Chinese, but also a partial identification with the Chinese 

state. Nonetheless, the current trend tends towards more people, especially young citizens who 
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have a different collective memory of the autonomous state of Taiwan than the elderly who still 

collectively remember the ROC before 1949, identifying as Taiwanese only.  

 

3.2. A scholarly perspective on the Cross-Strait conflict  
The academic discourse on the conflict between China and Taiwan can roughly be divided 

alongside those who write on hard power and those who focus on the opposite. Many academics 

concern themselves with the possibilities of China’s non-peaceful reunification efforts and if or 

for how long, Taiwan’s own military strength can hold against it (Sullivan & Lee, 2018). They 

check China’s threats and observe its rise in economic power through for example OBOR, 

because many believe, especially realists and neorealists, that only economic power and force 

are potential incentives. Others, who approximately follow Joseph Nye’s concept of soft power 

(Nye, 2005), argue that China and Taiwan also follow more subtle strategies that need to be 

discussed.  

But first to the question of how close this conflict stands to become non-peaceful. China’s 

military surpasses Taiwan’s immensely. The island’s current military strategy is to make 

invasion from the mainland too expensive and hold their forces off for long enough for external 

forces to help (Crookes, 2016). And although the possibility always lingers, many Taiwanese 

do not believe in an intervention any time soon. Karalekas (2018) explains it as follows: China 

considers the island as part of their own territory and its inhabitants as Chinese citizens, or 

compatriots. Thus, Taiwan and its military are not a foreign threat, but rather internal turmoil. 

This does not necessarily mean that China would not be willing to use force. The PRC 

government has demonstrated it often enough that it considers using its capabilities if it felt the 

necessity, as seen in the handling of the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989, the Tibetan 

uprising in 2008 and the Ürümqi riots in 2009 including the ongoing genocide of the Uyghurs 

in the Xinjiang region. But even with these examples in mind and a stark resemblance of the 

Cross-Strait conflict to the Cold War, Taiwan does not need to fear annihilation because the 

PRC government considers it as part of their own. 

China’s military strategy towards the Taiwan issue is complex and subject to many discussions 

in politics and military circles, as well as the local and international general public. What many 

can agree on is that it includes economic coercion through OBOR, the newly founded Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank, led by China, and more. The PRC government has been 

additionally known to use cyber-attacks, mainly towards Taiwan, but more recently also 

stretching to other countries. Lastly, there is large-scale cultural propaganda. China maintains 
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strong ties with its immense diaspora and uses cultural and language centres, the Confucius 

Institutes in every major city, to spread its messages and influence its image abroad. This last 

part falls into the category of soft power, which will be viewed next. 

Soft power, as outlined by Nye (2005), is not changing how others act but rather what they 

want. It functions differently from hard power which is much more obvious and usually takes 

on the form of coercion through the economy and military. Hard power from China for example 

is the case of development aid in Sri Lanka. The PRC government offered a loan to the South 

Asian country to build its highways, airport, and harbours. When the Sri Lankan government 

could not pay the money back in 2017, China offered, here used in a very loose way, to take a 

99-years lease of the port of Hambantota in turn. Having no other options left, the Sri Lankan 

government agreed and temporarily gave its port to the state company China Merchants Port 

Holdings (Mouritz, 2019). 

On the opposite side, soft power is not economic coercion but rather economic attractiveness. 

One can become the other, like seen in the case of Sri Lanka. Additionally, soft power can mean 

being attractive with one’s culture, ideology, and domestic values (Wang, 2008: 425). To give 

another example, many Communist governments over the decades worked with soft power to 

ideologically influence Socialist struggles in other countries. As set out above, China has been 

using multiple channels to be attractive towards Taiwan by fostering their relation. 

Within the Chinese discourse on soft power, targets are not only other state governments, but 

also local governments, individuals, and any sort of collective. Soft power thrums through any 

part of a person’s life. It often derives from Chinese culture (language, literature, philosophy), 

defined, and promoted by the state. The cultural competition within China and outside of it is 

an important part of the general international competition that China places itself in (Wang, 

2008: 428). The Confucian system of social harmony is attractive for many societies, especially 

in East Asia due to similar traditions. In China, soft power is considered to be a set of “superior 

diplomatic skills and styles” for leaders (Wang, 2008: 429). It has been in use for its long 

national history, also during the times when it saw itself as the centre of the world. As a basis 

of cultural attractiveness, Chinese leaders have built a strong national unity. Chinese scholars 

argue that it fosters regime legitimacy, even outside what many especially Western states 

consider democracy, as well as popular support (Wang, 2008: 430). Since the conflict with 

Taiwan is also one over one’s image, it is vital to gain this support in China, on the island, and 

abroad.  
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The Taiwanese discourse on soft power is much broader. It includes foreign investments, 

economic competitiveness (as opposed to only attractiveness), international aid and political 

openness (Wang, 2008: 432). Being the underdog in this conflict means having to be relatable 

to potential allies in case of coercion from China. It further means that it the country must seem 

strong, united in their will and goals and attractive as a cooperation partner. The idea is not to 

be persuasive but to present oneself as an equal without any hidden motives. Democracy, 

Taiwan’s defining value, is widely seen to be the power asset when it comes to the soft power 

conflict between Taiwan and China (Wang, 2008: 432).  

Having Chinese soft power influence every sphere of Taiwanese life, including their leaders 

and citizens, makes the feeling of threat on the island all-compassing (Karalekas, 2018: 53), 

especially for those who seek autonomy to a certain extend. Although the PRC government 

works towards a peaceful reunification, which can only be achieved through soft power making 

the scenario so attractive that the Taiwanese will vote for it by choice, it has not seen much 

effect. Wishes for unification has decreased significantly over the past few decades while the 

want for independence or maintaining the current status of de facto independence has increased. 

The Pew Research Center conducted a survey on Taiwan’s view on the mainland in 2020. 60% 

of the respondents do not want any closer political relations with China. But 52% of Taiwanese 

adults support closer economic ties. Generally, KMT supporters are four times more likely to 

have favourable opinions of China than DPP supporters (6). Thus, China remains attractive as 

an economic partner, also due to the fact that most markets remained closed for Taiwan. 

Culturally and ideologically, China’s soft power has little effect on the island’s citizens. Only 

those already in favour of unification are influenced by it. 

 

3.3. Security and Insecurity 
Taiwan’s situation is a very fragile one. Questions of identity and independence are almost 

always connected to how secure or insecure the citizens feel. Politicians refer to that in speeches 

and base their policies on what they think could give their voters a feeling of security. Leaders 

on both sides argue that they have the best interests of the islanders in mind and would hate to 

see anyone be stripped off of what makes them secure. 

Security studies are the academic field surrounding the question of how to bring and maintain 

security to people. Born from the learnings of World War II. and the early Cold War, this 

discipline usually involves political and military science. Originally, it came from a realist 

corner of international relations. An early and famous representative is Henry Kissinger. More 
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recently, scholars such as Walt (1991) have called on an expansion of the discipline to further 

include economic security, health security as well as environmental security. 

At the basis of every fight for security is a state of insecurity. In Taiwan’s case, this insecurity 

is constant and underlying. Nearly all political and economic decisions are connected to the 

condition of whether it improves or hurts the security status quo. Because the island is not 

recognised as a country by the international community, it has no protection in international 

law. It is dependent on China’s moves and allowances in the international economy. And lastly, 

threats are not only external but also internal. Taiwan, like every other country, has domestic 

struggles and public debates. All of this contributes to a constant state of insecurity in Taiwan.  

But is insecurity really constant? The concept itself is difficult to grasp and has various ways to 

approach and understand it. Following Jean-Louis Chretien’s (2017) double-sided 

interpretation of “fragilité”22, one part can be seeing danger as finite and situational. It is only 

there when for instance a concrete threat is voiced through a speech or a missile test conducted 

close to a border. But the feeling of insecurity passes over time, and a collective’s mind moves 

onto to different topics. The other interpretation labels insecurity as infinite or at least feeling 

insecure for so long that a world without it is unimaginable or forgotten. There is an instability 

to one’s reality that wavers through everyone’s unconsciousness. In this case, Taiwan lives 

under the daily threat of a nonpeaceful reunification with its neighbouring country. The PRC 

government could attack at any moment, without needing a trigger. Chinese leaders could pull 

strings in the international community to isolate Taiwan even further and their trade agreements 

can be easily dissolved without them facing consequences. 

A constant threat can also be normalised. Not to a degree that it ceases to exist, but at least so 

much so that there grows a certain level of trust in the situation not imploding. Growing support 

of a Taiwanese independence can show how the citizen’s confidence in the status quo remaining 

nonviolent is becoming more solid. The longer there are no actions from the other side of the 

Strait, the less conscious the general feeling of insecurity can become. But it still exists, and it 

surfaces whenever there is a trigger. Insecurity can stay within the unconsciousness and only 

barely influence everyday life and political decisions, but as soon as it becomes situational like 

Chrétien describes in his first interpretation, it seems all encompassing again. These triggers 

are precisely what can be used by political leaders to influence not only their own citizens in 

 
22 The full concept is explained in Chrétien (2017), but a solid explanation within the academic context is also 

given in Burgess (2019). 
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two ways, feeling more secure or less, but also the others. As will be shown later, Taiwanese 

and Chinese politicians do not refrain from using the interplay between security and insecurity. 

Both security and insecurity have been internalised so much in the current world order that 

many decision makers have abandoned the goal to keep threats out of their people’s lives but 

rather manage situational danger as well as unconscious fear. This “omnipresent danger” 

(Burgess, 2019: 97) is locked in the public debate on various topics. In Taiwan’s case, almost 

any political decision is connected to the conflict with China, what it could trigger and how it 

influences the relation with the mainland. Even purely domestic issues, such as the 

democratisation process or changes in the education system, are closely watched by the PRC 

government. Interestingly, many citizens concern themselves greatly with these questions and 

somewhat observe the observer. But the decade-old relation is something only decision makers 

can truly influence. Taiwan’s citizens live with a constant, underlying insecurity that only their 

representatives can manage. Therefore, insecurity is something very known to an individual’s 

and collective’s feeling but actual knowledge about what exactly will happen and how one can 

work against it, remains outside of its scope. Danger, as in an actual attack on Taiwan, is not 

insecurity, but certainty. As Burgess (2016) puts it: “Insecurity is the experience of holding 

forth when we are unsure of the dangers, when the danger and its consequences still lie outside 

of the necessary. If we know what catastrophe awaits us, then the experience does not belong 

to insecurity. It is far more an experience of certainty, certainty of the kind that surely belongs 

to the order of the aesthetic, perhaps of the theological” (104). 

Insecurity in rhetoric is a tool that can be wielded to drive one’s audience into the wished 

direction. Promises of security can be made, leaders can foster a movement by playing into their 

already existing insecurity. But as insecurity is an emotion as any other, it’s impact can 

sometimes be unpredictable and outcomes different to what was wished for, as seen with the 

National Security Law. It can also make a public debate less logical and driven on fear and pure 

survival. An exchange entirely based on insecurity does not leave room for open 

communication and trust.  

Nonetheless, language has always had an important place in the academic field of security 

studies. Scholars such as Fierke (2016) have recently started to argue that instead of language 

being a focus within the discipline, it should become a tool and be included in its methodology. 

Starting in the 1990s the IR theories constructivism and post-structuralism were entering the 

discourse on security. Scholars asked, how language constructs our world, and with it, how 
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language builds our insecurity (Fierke, 2016). Since then, debates have been examining the 

impact of using security on a discourse, how it affects the audience and what it can trigger. 

The discourse between China and Taiwan is the focus of this work. As such, the next chapters 

will examine how the two countries’ history, the current political situation with Hongkong, the 

identity question and lastly the feeling of insecurity are used by decision makers from both sides 

to tip the scale of this conflict in their favour.  

 

4. Short texts for big problems: Twitter data and a rhetorical analysis 

“Even if any given terminology is a reflection of reality, by its very nature as a 

terminology it must be a selection of reality; and to this extent it must function also as 

a deflection of reality.” (Burke, 1968: 45) 

Reality is shaped by language. In Ancient Greece, scholars and politicians understood how they 

could use language to reach their goals. Persuasion was and is still today, a tool and sometimes 

a weapon in politics and everyday life. The audience, however large it may be, is drawn towards 

the speaker in a persuasive act and immersed in the content of the rhetorical piece.  

However, language is also just a medium. Learning about a political event through a politician 

is not a direct experience between the audience and the event. Listeners will only receive a 

mediated version because the direct link is language (Chadwick, 2011: 442). Thus, language is 

a medium through which one can learn. Instead of learning somatically, that is to say by trying 

something such as food oneself, an audience learns symbolically (Ott & Mack, 2019). The 

audience learns about something through someone’s medium. 

All of this is important when examining parts of a constructed political reality. Politicians have 

always used speeches to convince their followers of their ideas and plans. They quite literally 

make things happen through language. However, the way a speaker interacts with the audience 

has changed drastically in recent decades. A new medium has risen: the internet. Governments 

now have “electronic faces” (Chadwick, 2011: 443-444) with which citizens and non-citizens 

alike are in constant contact. Even more than that, institutions and persons now use social media 

to have an interplay with their audience and each other. Presidents from both democracies and 

dictatorships maintain an online presence, mostly on Twitter, but sometimes also on Instagram 

and Facebook. They present themselves, their ideas and their work to an ever-growing audience 

that can be reached at any time of the day from anywhere in the world. 
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To understand the political interplay between the Chinese and the Taiwanese government and 

to be able to answer how this conflict carries on discursively, a look at their online presence 

can be helpful. Previous work has been done by Sullivan (2014), Nip & Sun (2022), and 

Schliebs, Bailey, Bright & Howard (2021). While the latter two incorporated multiple accounts 

into their studies, the focus is on China, and partially the (missing) engagement on their 

accounts. However, this thesis does not only analyse China’s activities on social media but also 

the one by Taiwan. The particularity here is that the topic is the same, the Hongkong protests, 

but their interpretation of them and thus the communication strategy and goals are entirely 

different.  

Twitter activities from high-ranking government officials from both sides will be examined in 

the following section through rhetorical analysis to detect intentions behind statements. This 

method ensures that the constructed reality surrounding this conflict will become clearer. This 

section will introduce the data to answer the main question of this work. It will cover the 

decision and collection process and give a rough description of the data itself. Further, it will 

give an overview of the concept of rhetorical analysis from the perspective of both the European 

and the East Asian scholarship. Both will then be merged and applied to the data in the 

following chapter 5, the analysis itself. 

 

4.1. The data: China and Taiwan on Twitter 

The decades-long conflict between China and Taiwan has stayed cold for most of its time. A 

few incidents notwithstanding, the conflict has been carried out mainly through rhetorical 

battles on the international stage. Both governments regularly release speeches, statements, 

government news and press releases on developments in the conflict. Their ministries and 

politicians are also on social media, where they actively spread their opinions, ideas, and plans 

to the world stage.  

The Hongkong protests are a particular case because they received large global media attention. 

China-centred criticism from both within the mainland state and abroad has in recent years used 

social media as a tool to anonymously criticise and uncover wrongdoings by the PRC 

government. Memes and hashtags have been widely used to code and spread criticism. For the 

case relevant to this study, hashtags such as #HongKongProtest or #StandWithHongKong 

trended for weeks on platforms ranging from Twitter and Instagram to Weibo. With such a 

focus of the international community, neither the Taiwanese nor the Chinese government were 
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able to stay silent. Both engaged in the online discussion and incorporated the topic in their own 

longstanding rhetorical strategy.  

Communication in the social media world is fast and brief. Twitter for example only allows 280 

characters per Tweet, making it extremely important for the speaker to cut straight to the point 

of their message. Furthermore, there is a profusion of information readily available on social 

media, like sand on a beach. As of August 2021, 575,000 tweets have been sent by users all 

over the world per minute (Statista, 2021). Users, be they governments or a private person with 

only a handful of followers, often hop on trending hashtags and put their opinion out into the 

world to be heard.  

The protesters in Hongkong strategically used social media to receive global attention. 

Similarly to what will be later shown in Taiwan’s strategy, the aim here is to increase protection 

against the Chinese police and military force by remaining under the eye of the international 

community. Although these tweets will not be addressed here, a large portion of the tweets 

surrounding the Hongkong protests come from the activists themselves, either directly from the 

city-state or the diaspora. 

Both the Chinese and Taiwanese government used the ongoing attention for themselves an their 

agenda. By taking part in the social media discussion on the Hongkong protests, they were 

trying to influence not only the debate but also convey their own messages. Social media offers 

them the opportunity to construct their own image. Much more than in other media, such as 

newspapers, a person or institution can directly decide what others read and hear about it. 

Furthermore, social media makes it possible to interact directly on the same platform. Twitter 

allows comments and reposts, so-called retweets, where one can add a comment to another 

tweet. This makes social media a two-way channel and offers the possibility for more political 

participation (Madestam & Falkman, 2017: 300). It should be noted that the Chinese Twitter 

accounts do not engage with any non-Chinese state accounts via the comment section and the 

Taiwanese side also rarely directly engages in a conversation using the platform’s comment 

tools. Nonetheless, there are ways to detect a conversation by examining when an account 

tweets what. It is precisely this rhetorical play that occurred during the Hongkong protests on 

Twitter that forms the core of this study.  

As Ott and Mack (2019) explain, postmodern mass media is categorised by mobility or the 

possibility to receive any information from anywhere, as well as by fragmentation of tastes and 

knowledge, globalisation and also simulation, meaning that while media can represent reality, 

it can also have selected reality or no relation to reality. It must be remembered throughout this 
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analysis that the governments that are to be examined only give out glimpses of actual 

information. Their rhetorical pieces, even if they do not seem like an opinion piece, show us as 

the audience a perspective on the conflict the way they want us to see it. The gathered tweets 

construct an image that is not more than that. Thus, the following data does not try to understand 

what happened in the Chinese-Taiwanese conflict but rather, what the governments want us to 

see. 

 

4.2. Collection process  
As this study is centred around and after the 2019-2020 Hongkong protests, its data collection 

was already limited from the beginning. The collection took place in December 2021 and 

considered all relevant data up to that date from February 2019, thus encompassing a time span 

of 34 months.  

Three relevant accounts from the Taiwanese side and two from the Chinese side were taken 

into consideration. They are the speakers of the governments, as either the head or the concerned 

ministry. The platform’s own advanced search tool was used to filter tweets concerning the 

Hongkong protests. Not included in the data collection and analysis are links from the tweets, 

mostly used by the Chinese accounts to link their tweets to government-owned news media 

outlets, where their point is laid down in more than a few sentences. No direct interaction has 

taken place between accounts of this analysis and neither between many others, besides a few 

incidents where a retweet reacts to a news outlet posting. The analysis of this work focuses 

heavily on text, in either the tweet or a graphic or video accompanying said tweet. It should be 

mentioned that most tweets also use pictures to strengthen their message, showing the 

politicians in various scenarios. Due to the briefness of this analysis, the pictures will only be 

taken into account occasionally and no thorough analysis will be provided in this work. 

Screenshots of the tweets can be found in the appendices of this work for the reader to consult 

if wished. 

All tweets related to the topic were already posted in English, so no translation was needed. 

The following paragraphs will give a short introduction to the Twitter accounts used in this 

analysis. 
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President Tsai Ing-wen (蔡英文) 

President Tsai Ing-wen (born in 1956) studied Law in Taiwan, the US, and the UK. She worked 

as a law and international business professor at several universities before joining a delegation 

to negotiate Taiwan-China trade in the late 1980s. She joined the Democratic Progressive Party 

(DPP) in 2004 and served as its chairperson beginning in 2008. In 2016, Tsai was elected 

president of Taiwan and in 2020, was re-elected with the highest total votes in the nation’s 

history (Office of the President, Republic of China, n.d.). 

Tsai aims to incorporate Taiwan in important international organisations, such as the UN and 

WHO, as an independent country. She therefore declines China’s “One Country, Two Systems” 

approach and supports the Hongkong protests. Her strong stance on the 1992 Consensus makes 

her a polarised figure within the unification debate. Nevertheless, she stresses economic 

cooperation between the two states. During her presidency, Taiwan’s military spending has 

risen relative to the country’s GDP.  

President Tsai Ing-wen’s personal Twitter account is @iingwen. She joined in June 2010 and 

has been mainly posting about her activities and opinions on current topics in international and 

domestic politics. 15 for this study relevant tweets were found on it.  

 

Mainland Affairs Council’s (MAC) (大陸委員會) 

The Mainland Affairs Council is a Taiwanese authority that is responsible for all planning and 

executing of Taiwanese affairs with China. It was originally founded as an agency in 1988 that 

coordinated the work with Chinese authorities on, for example, family visits between the island 

and the mainland (Mainland Affairs Council, Republic of China, n.d.). 

MAC joined Twitter in May 2020 as @MAC_Taiwan. The account mainly posts activities and 

statements by National Defence Minister Chiu Kuo-cheng. For this study, two relevant tweets 

were found and considered during the analysis.  

 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) (中華民國外交部) 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs regulates all overseas matters with the exception of China. 

Under Minister Jaushieh Joseph Wu, it concerns itself with formulating foreign policies, 
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negotiating and signing treaties and agreements and sending out representatives to other 

countries.23 

MOFA joined Twitter in March 2018 as @MOFA_Taiwan. Similarly to MAC, it posts activities 

and statements by Minister Wu, with the particularity that tweets initialled JW come directly 

from the Minister himself. 10 relevant tweets were taken from this account and used in this 

study.  

 

The State Council of the People's Republic of China (中华人民共和国国务院) 

China’s State Council is the de facto government of the country. It is headed by the premier, 

currently Li Keqiang, and is the highest authority in China’s administrative system.24 

The State Council joined Twitter in September 2015 as @ChinaSCIO. The account has been 

flagged as “China government organization” by the platform. It posts news and statements 

concerning China’s global activities and sometimes spotlights premier Li or other ministers and 

their speeches. For this study, nine relevant tweets were filtered from this account. 

 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China (MFA) (中华人民共和国外交部) 

The ministry concerns itself with foreign policy and representatives abroad. It is currently 

headed by Minister Wang Yi. Like its Taiwanese counterpart, relations with Taiwan, Hongkong 

and Macau do not fall under its jurisdiction as China does not recognise these territories as 

independent states.25 

MFA joined Twitter in October 2019 as @MFA_China and with the name “Spokesperson发言

人办公室” (translated: Spokesperson’s Office). The account is also flagged as “China 

governmental official” by Twitter. It features statements and news on China’s diplomacy. 

Although there are several spokespersons for MFA, mainly Zhao Li-jian and his speeches are 

spread through this account.  Seven relevant tweets were taken from MFA for this study.  

 

 
23 More on MOFA’s homepage: https://en.mofa.gov.tw/. 
24 More on the State Council’s homepage: https://english.www.gov.cn/. 
25 More on MFA’s homepage: https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/. 

https://english.www.gov.cn/
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/
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Twitter and China 

Twitter, a social media platform existing since 2006, is widely used around the globe mainly 

for news surrounding politics. The platform is known to serve as a multiplicator for several 

protests and movements from all directions and therefore plays a crucial role in conflicts. In 

2009, Iran became the first country to ban Twitter during its presidential elections 

(Sheikholeslami, 2009). China followed in 2010, immediately after it established “Sina Weibo”, 

or “Weibo” in short, a Chinese social media platform resembling Twitter and Facebook.26 It 

abides to Chinese censorship rules and is limited to users within Chinese borders.   

As Twitter remains banned in China, regular users need to use an illegal Virtual Private 

Network (VPN) to access it. This changes the audience of China’s government representation 

on non-Chinese social media drastically. Barely any Chinese citizen follows the State Council’s 

or MFA’s tweets, they are generated for the English-speaking global audience, including other 

governments.  

Additionally, Twitter flags government representatives and state-affiliated media on their 

accounts as part of its transparency policy (Twitter, 2021). This is supposed to put the shared 

tweets and account into context and warn users that the content they are consuming is controlled 

by a government. In addition to China, Twitter flags accounts from other countries such as 

France, Russia, Germany, Japan, Cuba, Iran, and Saudi-Arabia. As of March 2022, Taiwanese 

accounts are not flagged, which could be also due to the fact that flagging state-media and 

government-representation poses the dilemma for the platform of in effect officially 

recognizing Taiwan as an independent country. 

 

4.3. The Method: Rhetorical Analysis 
Rhetoric has a long history. Shorter, but none less important, is the history of rhetorical analysis 

as a method in social sciences. The following parts will give a few vital definitions, findings 

and discussions from literature and will make out the difference between ‘Eastern’ and 

‘Western’ rhetoric. It will further explain why this method is used on the data from social media 

to answer a political research question. 

Ferdinand de Saussure is often seen as the father of modern linguistics. He defined language as 

a system of signs (de Saussure, 1959), that is used in everyday life and can be deconstructed. 

De Saussure asked where these signs come from and whether they follow any rules. He 

 
26 More on Weibo’s homepage: https://weibo.com. 

https://weibo.com/
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infamously divided the two concepts “signifier” and “signified”. Taking cake as an example, 

the signifier would be the way a cake looks, smells and tastes, meaning its material form. The 

latter would be the concept behind a cake. If a person uses the word cake, another would know 

what it could look like and what the person means. Signifier and signified must not be connected 

at all. In short, words and the concepts that are put behind them, are entirely made up. The 

concept behind a word is constructed and can thus be deconstructed. Language can be a tool 

used to change the meanings of things and therefore the reality. But wielding language to alter 

a constructed reality requires knowledge. Learning how to do this has been subject to leadership 

education for millennia. Especially known, and their knowledge accessible until today, is the 

rhetoric from Ancient Greece. In the earliest democracies, leaders would perform in open 

squares and convince the audience of their opinion (Madestam & Falkman, 2017: 299).  

But what exactly is rhetoric? According to many authors, including Leach (2011) and Selzer 

(2004), it can be and mean various things. Rhetoric is often equated with persuasion, which is 

not entirely wrong but fails to make out the nuances. Credits for centring rhetoric around 

persuasion must be given to Aristotle. But rhetoric is much more, it is influencing others 

language and other means of communication (Selzer, 2004). What politicians usually do in their 

speeches and statements, is “the act of persuasion” (Leach, 2011: 3). It is convincing others of 

one’s constructed reality. Taking one more step, rhetoric can also be “the analysis of acts of 

persuasion” (Leach, 2011: 3), meaning what scholars and also this work aims to do, to 

understand the act of persuasion, the intentions, the process, the effect, and more behind it. 

Lastly, rhetoric can be “a worldview about the persuasive power of discourse” (Leach, 2011: 

3). It can be an ideological analysis that is grounded in the belief that language and discourse 

are the foundation of this world and the thinking that constructs the reality. What is important 

for the following chapter is the second meaning behind the word rhetoric: an analysis of 

someone else’s performed piece of rhetoric.  

There is no blueprint for a rhetorical analysis. Broadly speaking, most analyses can be put on a 

spectrum where one extreme is a pure textual analysis and goes into detail on terminology, and 

the other extreme is a contextual analysis, where emphasis is put on the larger sphere of 

communication surrounding a specific piece of rhetoric (Selzer, 2004: 283). As this work 

examines the tweets’ political trigger and the impact they have, the analysis in the next chapter 

will stay close to the contextual side of a rhetorical analysis. The relationship between the 

context and rhetoric, here in its first sense, the act itself, is a question similar to that of the 

chicken and the egg: Who was there first and who influences the other? Some scholars believe 
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that the context or situation creates the rhetoric. Others think that an individual’s rhetoric can 

shape its context (more on the debate, see Foss, 1989). Steering a middle course, this work basis 

its analysis on the belief that neither the context nor the speaker is under full control of the 

other, but that they still influence one another greatly. In this sense, it is closely related to the 

scholarly debate on structure and agency in social sciences, whereas the question lies whether 

structure or individuals primarily shape someone’s behaviour.27   

Rhetorical analysis has changed over time. Historically, the object of a rhetorical analysis was 

an oral discourse, such as a speech in an Ancient Greek open square. More recently, texts, 

images, gestures, and even the placement of objects inside buildings have become interesting 

for rhetorical analysts (Leach, 2011: 4). In this work, the main content will be written text, some 

of it based on spoken word like a quotation from a speech. These texts are sometimes 

accompanied by pictures, photos and graphics with text, and short videos. Twitter offers the 

opportunity to link other sources to its tweets, which is only rarely used in the pieces analysed 

in this work, but in practice would be possible to use.  

Intertextuality plays an important role when it comes to a rhetorical analysis that aims to 

examine several works in relation to one another. Bazerman (2004) defines it as the “explicit 

and implicit relation that a text or utterance has to prior, contemporary and potential future 

texts” (86). Tweets refer to other speeches or statements made before the Hongkong protests, 

to posts of the same time period and possibly to something that might even be said in the future, 

such a declaration of independence. As Bazerman explains, there are several levels of 

intertextuality. On a very surface-level, some meanings can be reused without altering their 

content or the way they were said. Especially if the first rhetoric came from a place of authority, 

such as a president, it is often reused by lower levels, like a foreign minister, to raise the 

authenticity of their own argument. Intertextuality can also go the opposite way. Directly or 

indirectly quoting a statement and adding one’s own opposing view on it creates drama within 

the debate. Here, intertextuality is used as a point of reference to then undermine the original 

piece with the added argument. On a more ideological level, beliefs and ideas can be reused as 

well. Generally speaking, those are incredibly difficult to trace back to their original, but they 

can be still interesting to see which statements overlap in their ideologies. And lastly, on a 

language level, various patterns can be recognised, certain phrases, and nowadays more 

prominently memes, hashtags, and emojis too. The type of language in terms of the context of 

 
27 Pierre Bourdieu can be consulted as one of the most prominent members of this debate on structure and 

agency. Various of his works concern themselves with structuralism, such as Distinction (1979). 
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their culture and time, is also vital to consider in an intertextual analysis. Alone a political text 

can have different tones: purely informative, calming or a call to action, to name a few that will 

be relevant later.  

Intertextuality can happen via direct and indirect quote, of which the former is specifically easy 

to detect using Twitter’s tools to retweet. But mentioning a person, object or a previously made 

statement or comment is also an indication for intertextual representation. Anything that echoes 

another rhetorical piece, even if unintentionally, is considered to be intertextual (Bazerman, 

2004: 88-89). 

Another factor needed to be explained before going into the analysis itself is the role of a 

collective memory. Already mentioned during the previous chapter, collective memory is 

mainly a mix between history and myth (Lipsitz, 1990: 33-34). Historical facts, national heroes, 

important cultural and religious figures, and course-changing events all play into what is 

frequently consciously and unconsciously remembered by a collective. Using it in rhetoric 

works differently for every audience. Some things might be interpreted and evaluated 

differently even within a group. While for example many points in China’s and Taiwan’s 

common history are remembered by both, they play differing roles in each of their national 

history and thus their collective memory. Therefore, when a politician refers to such an event 

or figure, they must consider their audience because it might trigger unwanted linking in their 

collective memory. The opposite of a collective memory is the counter memory (Lipsitz, 1990: 

211), and should not be neglected. While it functions similarly and also uses a mix of myth and 

history, it aims not at unifying a group through a common narrative anyone can relate to. Rather, 

it questions the existing totalitarian and dominant history by putting the focus on individual 

histories and forming new versions of related narratives. It diversifies how a group remembers 

what and it tends to be more inclusive towards individual life stories.  

An example would be remembering the migration of the 2,5 million KMT-members and their 

families to Taiwan around 1949. Taiwan’s predominant national history puts a focus on what it 

meant for the Republic of China as a state, its relation to the PRC on the mainland and for the 

migrants. Usually not talked about much is what it meant for those who were already living on 

the island. What it meant for the indigenous peoples of Taiwan to now coexist with a dominant 

Han-Chinese, mainland culture that differed widely from theirs. Recent efforts by the ROC 

government to build a distinctive Taiwanese identity has tried to incorporate this new 

perspective into the collective memory by highlighting individual histories. But it must be said 

that although history is complex, a collective memory is not (Lipsitz, 1990). Even if politicians 
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talk about ‘us’ and ‘our’ experiences, they frame a certain narrative that is bound to leave out 

many different histories. Remembering simplifies history and referring to it in rhetorical pieces 

reduces it even more. Only a fraction of information can reach a mass of people. 

A rhetorical analysis can serve various purposes, ranging from being able to examine broad 

messages for the masses, intertextual relations in a field of many speakers, to diving deep into 

terminological detail. This versatile use is the main reason it fits the unusual combination of 

social media data to answer a political research question. The texts from the data pool are 

extremely short and its words used concisely. There is lots of intertextual referencing but no 

actual discourse because the two governments in question do not address each other directly 

since it would mean they had to at least in part recognise one another.  

However, this analysis type adjoins to others that could be applied to the data too. The most 

relevant ones are a discourse analysis and an ideological analysis. Both of them offer a few 

aspects that can be included in a rhetorical analysis and the other way around. Especially since 

the linguistic turn, the line between a rhetorical and an ideological analysis have become less 

clear and a growing number of scholars more comfortable with these blurred lines (Leach, 2011: 

5). Specifically in political texts, rhetorical approaches are used to analyse ideologies in regards 

to power relations and questions of who produces what (Maynard, 2013). Meanwhile, discourse 

analysis puts a strong focus on intertextuality, referencing and the agents, all three of which can 

be found in rhetorical analysis as well.  

Another important method with which rhetorical analysis shares a few aspects is pragmatic 

analysis. Pragmatism is a branch in philosophy which sees truth dependent of its effect, 

outcome, and practicality. In a pragmatic analysis, any concept or theory must be useful to some 

extent. Though not widely in use, Ott and Mack (2019) have summarised what it can mean for 

analysing political activity on the internet. Pragmatic analysis according to them questions net 

neutrality and what a government’s role in media is. Some societies, such as China, have state-

run media, others, most of them being democracies, have a mix of more or less independent 

media and government media, like Taiwan’s ministries on social media. It is important to 

remember that no media is entirely free (Ott & Mack, 2019). There are always laws that regulate 

the digital space, ranging from copyright laws to harassment regulations. Through pragmatic 

elements, intentions and effects can be examined more closely in a rhetorical analysis that 

serves to understand part of a conflict. One can ask what purpose a specific reference towards 

a historical event serves or why certain parts of the audience are addressed. 
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One specific of this work is that a rhetorical analysis is used on social media to answer a broad 

political question. Nonetheless, it fits because the agents, or speakers, themselves take the 

political debate onto the platform. By going into the space they chose themselves to have for 

their exchange, they can be observed and analysed in their natural habitat. Lastly, before going 

into the analysis itself, differences between ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ rhetoric have to be 

addressed, as this work is written through a Western lens by using texts from the East. 

 

Western or European rhetorical analysis 

The origins of European rhetoric date back to Ancient Greece. As long as it has been taught 

how to persuade a mass of people, scholars have tried to break it down and develop methods. 

A few thoughts on the terminology must be addressed here. Literature often divides along the 

lines of ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’, with rhetoric but also other topics such as political science. 

The former refers to (historically only) Europe, in the space of rhetoric even just the Eastern 

Mediterranean, and more recently also North America. The latter covers East Asia, mainly the 

educated elite in historic China, which can also include scholars from other countries who 

managed to pass the Imperial Examination. When examining the origins of rhetorical analysis, 

this cleave does make some sense, as the cultures remained heavily divided until the turn of the 

last century. But the writers behind recent and current literature have enjoyed a more diverse 

background with European scholars studying in China and vice versa. Additionally, a large 

number of the Chinese diaspora that grew up in Europe or North America but was raised within 

a Chinese community now studies rhetoric, politics, and more from a dual perspective as an 

insider and outsider. For reasons of terminological simplicity, this chapter on the origins of 

rhetorical analysis will continue to use the classic Western and Eastern divide when 

highlighting particularities of either tradition. For the rest of this thesis, which includes a large 

number of literature from a diverse and mixed background, these terms do not apply anymore.28 

Over the course of 2000 years, several scholars on rhetoric have come up with various 

categories used to analyse speeches.29 One important one is Exigence. A literal translation 

would explain it as an urgent need or demand. According to Blitzer (1968) it is an imperfection 

that must be found to contextualise a piece of rhetoric, something that feels off. With the help 

 
28 It should also be refrained from assuming authenticity or certain knowledge of cited authors based on their 

name. A Chinese sounding name does not mean that the scholar has superior knowledge on China, and none on 

the US. This work also does not include snippets of a person’s background such as “Chinese born, American 

raised scholar Cao” as they do not speak on their professionalism, but only serve to the names being remembered 

more easily.  
29 A good overview from a modern scholar can be found in Leach (2011). 
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of two subcategories in form of questions, it can be found easier. Kairos asks when the 

persuasive piece was published. It wants to know whether it was a reaction to something else 

that would demand action. An example can be a government statement given because of an 

uprising. With Phronesis, a scholar can question the appropriateness of the rhetoric. It asks how 

it was received by the audience, whether it felt out of place because of the person delivering it 

or the time chosen to speak. An act of persuasion tends to be carefully planned and executed 

but not always do they succeed in their task. To get a better understanding of the context, a 

scholar can find out through Kairos and Phronesis why someone spoke and what the outcome 

of it was.  

Another category is entirely dedicated to the audience. The speaker usually manages to control 

and create an audience, especially in cases of mass communication. There, rhetoric can reach 

many, but it is a more or less clear number of persons that need to hear and believe it. Carving 

out the actual audience can be done for instance through using specialised language or structure 

of text that only they can understand. The place and timing of publishing is also vital. As an 

example, one could take an economic plan for reform. As an academic article published in a 

journal, it only reaches exclusive circles which understand its language and move within known 

spaces of academic publishing. But as the main content of a speech given by a political leader 

in a simplified and shortened version, the audience would widen (or even change entirely) to 

the local population who will be affected by the reform. If someone would now change the 

language, to English, the audience would grow even more. 

Besides the categories, there are persuasive genres (Gross, 1990; Fahnestock, 1986; Leach, 

2011) in stasis theory30 that are also relevant to a modern-day rhetorical analysis. In the Forensic 

genre, a speaker argues mostly with past events being the cause of current problems and 

questions. The most prominent place for such a persuasive act is a law court where 

argumentations are based on what is known from the past. The Deliberative genre then asks 

about the future. It argues that a certain action is the best for the future and opens up the stage 

to discuss a procedure to get there. This can be found often in policy debates surrounding the 

future of a country and its citizens. Lastly, the Epideictic genre uses contemporary questions to 

evaluate a person or an event. Should they be praised, blamed, or even censured? Examples of 

this can be funerals or award ceremonies. The audience can be persuaded by an image given to 

 
30 Originally developed by scholar and rhetorician Hermagoras around 300 BC, stasis theory proposes four 

questions to solve a problem in an argument with another person who is of a different opinion.  
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a person that is not immediately present of by painting a picture of an event that does not 

necessarily be factually true but only serves the argument made.  

Cicero, who also taught rhetoric to future Roman leaders, had a set of questions for his students 

to ask when they are confronted with a speech or should write their own. These five questions 

(see Leach, 2011) can still be used today on modern texts and will be applied in the later 

analysis. First, Cicero’s students would ask where the arguments come from. This question, 

called Invention, and its three categories Ethos, Pathos and Logos, are the most prominent left-

over until today. Ethos means credibility and asks about the social position of the speaker and 

the rules of the rhetoric’s context, such as citation style in academia. The more credible a 

speaker is either in their authenticity on knowledge or high ground on moral questions, the 

easier they are believable to the audience. Personal relations matter as well as an image carried 

of the speaker. Mao Ze-dong could be taken as an example of a person who could virtually 

speak of anything in government statements and persuade his followers. Besides that, Pathos 

or emotion plays an important role too. With Pathos, a speaker can refer to already existing 

emotions or raise them altogether. They can appeal to happiness, anger or fright and make their 

argument more personal to the listener. Today, Pathos can often be found in advertisement 

where even colours and background noises are used to appeal to underlying emotions. Lastly, 

the most widely known origin of an argument is Logos. Related to the word logic, it uses exactly 

that to make an argument persuasive to convince a rationally thinking audience. But Logos 

heavily depends on the common knowledge of the audience and how the speaker sees themself. 

As there is no objective truth, logic can mean entirely different things to various people. Using 

Logos as a tool for one’s argument requires extensive knowledge of one’s audience and their 

thinking patterns. Nonetheless once settled in, it can become the most long-lasting persuasion 

method. 

Cicero’s next question is called Disposition and scrutinises the organisation of a rhetorical 

piece. What does the speech answer first? Where is the thesis or claim located? And where are 

the arguments and examples to be found? The structure of a speech tells a lot about the speaker’s 

priorities, what they want the audience to remember after the act and what their agenda is.  

Style then questions how the content of the rhetoric is said, usually in terms of language only. 

Is there a first-person perspective or does it address the audience directly via the second person? 

Are there any metaphors or analogies that speak to the specific audience? Is it personal or 

general? Sometimes, texts or speeches contain a ritual, especially when they are strategically 

put within a wider context of other rhetorical pieces and want to be recognised as part of that 
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group. News for example tend to look the same in terms of style that is catchy, easy to read and 

can deliver lots of information in a short span of time or small amount of text. Leach (2011: 9-

10) raises towards Cicero’s category of Style the question what happens when these rituals are 

abandoned by the speaker or author. Will the audience still understand the message or does it 

mean that the rhetoric is entirely outside of the boundaries of the discourse and has not met the 

standards to get within? Does it gain even more attraction for not obliging to the spoken or 

unspoken rules? Does it pave a new path to use innovative forms of communication in this 

specific space? All of the above can be found within the category of Style. 

In Memory, a speaker calls upon a collective memory or cultural reference point. Depending 

on the audience, it can also be a very individual memory. They can be put behind a proper name 

such as ‘Century of Humiliation’ or referenced through metaphors and other choices of words 

in language-style.  Cicero’s last set of questions surrounds Delivery. In this category, students 

asked more deeply about how things were said and which channels of communication were 

used. Did the speaker use a specific tone in speech? Were there any pauses to make a point? In 

the modern day, also talking to a live audience versus a camera or microphone plays an 

important role in Delivery.  

As settled above, Logos is usually considered to be the most convincing form of persuasion. 

But according to Aristotle, there are three ways through which a speaker can become even more 

trustworthy (Madestam & Falkman, 2017: 301). This is especially vital for those speakers who 

either cannot use logic in their argument because of the very nature of their message or purpose, 

or whose audience does not respond to Logos. Aristotle argued that a speaker’s image can 

persuade as well as the content of what they wanted to say. Similar to Cicero’s Ethos, Aristotle’s 

Phronesis explains that an audience can be persuaded through the sheer wisdom and 

competence the speaker possesses or at least seems to possess. With Arête, a speaker gains the 

audience’s trust in their message through being a person that has virtue. By being in a morally 

high position from the beginning, a rhetoric is easily believed to be good in its intentions and 

the audience reacts much less sceptical towards it. Eunoia talks of a similar sentiment: It is 

about the goodwill of the speaker and what they show towards the audience. It is also about the 

identification the recipients have with the speaker. A political leader for example who comes 

from a simple worker’s background and has gained their knowledge through hard work, 

education, and experience, fulfils all three of Aristotle’s category and will most likely enjoy 

many open ears. As someone the audience can identify with through their background, sees 

their good intentions for the entire community and has the knowledge to make the right 
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decisions, the speaker is in the best position to be even more trustworthy than someone arguing 

with pure logic.  

Lastly, the outer characteristics of the speaker are of importance as well. Quintilian named 

nationality (in its contemporary sense), education, experience, sex (nowadays more likely to be 

gender), age and general looks to be the most important (Madestam & Falkman, 2017: 302). A 

speaker can either play towards the identification with the audience by for example dressing 

down or keeping the looks of a worker even in politics, or they could dress in a suit and tie to 

appear wiser and more competent (Phronesis). In many cultures, men are still more likely to be 

heard than women. On the other hand, being a woman on the rhetoric battlefield can gain 

sympathisers with those wanting more women in high positions.  

In Western tradition of rhetoric, virtually anything surrounding the act of persuasion is 

important and must be analysed thoroughly. Not only does the piece of rhetoric itself play a 

vital role, but also the audience, who they are and what they expect, and the speaker themself, 

also who they are but more importantly who they represent to the audience. This trio, audience, 

text, and speaker, must remain undivided throughout the analysis, for they influence each other 

greatly and each are responsible for either the success or fail of the act of persuasion.  

 

Eastern or Chinese rhetorical analysis 

Like Europe, with its Ancient Greek and Roman scholars and rhetoricians, the East, here mostly 

China, has a longstanding tradition of rhetoric and rhetorical analysis. But because “rhetoric is 

language-specific” (Kao, 1993: 149), it manifests itself differently. There are cultural and 

linguistic differences that need to be addressed. To understand the analysis of rhetoric coming 

from Chinese and Taiwanese leaders aimed at an international audience, one must not only see 

the works through a European lens, but also have knowledge on the Chinese tradition of rhetoric 

which still influences how modern-day politicians try to persuade their audience.  

Rhetoric has a well-established tradition in Chinese culture and politics. Mao Ze-dong, who 

was famous for his clear-cut messages, would often plead to his people how effective and 

powerful language could be if used correctly (Kao, 1993: 143). Long before him though, and 

long after his death, persuasion has remained a central concept in Eastern, just as Western, 

rhetoric. The main field of Chinese rhetoric, historically speaking, was to subtly persuade and 

manipulate someone in power (Poulain, De Landtsheer & Kalkhoven, 2014: 84). Thus, it was 

at first not about equals like in Ancient Greek democracies and also not about the masses like 
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today, but about decision-makers. Rhetoric was taught to those who were in positions that could 

influence others who were on the very top of Imperial China. The audience was incredibly 

small, usually just one person. And because that very person was subject to attempts of 

persuasion from many others and prepared for it, Chinese rhetoric had to be incredibly subtle. 

Additionally, rhetoric in China was focused on writing instead of speaking like it was the case 

in most of Europe’s early history (Poulain, De Landtsheer & Kalkhoven, 2014: 84). Another 

difference between the two is that Chinese rhetoric puts its emphasis on Pathos. The power 

relationship between the audience and the speaker is considered to be the act of persuasion itself 

(Kao, 1993; Poulain, De Landtsheer & Kalkhoven, 2014). Since the relation between the 

audience and the speaker is always one of a hierarchy, having control and influence is at the 

centre of the act. 

With the end of Imperial China, bottom-up (or rather, top-to-top) rhetoric became less 

important. Appealing to the masses, as part of the Revolution and during the Civil War, was 

needed to persuade and mobilise followers. Rhetoric became less subtle and simpler for anyone 

to understand. It was spoken more, using new technologies such as the radio to reach many 

people. Chinese rhetoric was used mostly top-down after the establishment of the CCP as the 

government. 

Though different from historical Chinese rhetoric, its modern-day successor is not any closer 

to the European counterpart. Matalene argued in 1985 that the goal of Chinese rhetoric is to 

maintain social harmony. Originally deriving from Confucianism, this philosophy based on 

balance, remains a key element in Chinese culture and domestic and international politics. 

Social harmony is believed to be the ultimate goal to a prosperous society with economic 

growth and international power. That is why it is often mentioned as an explanation and excuse 

for various controversial policies to maintain stability. Because of this goal, the most distinctive 

element of Chinese rhetoric is its indirectness (Poulain, De Landtsheer & Kalkhoven, 2014) to 

persuade subtly. 

Language wise, as much transferable into English as possible, Chinese rhetoric also has its own 

ways. It often refers to the past by using certain phrases, idioms or speech patterns and thus 

refers to the collective memory and greater official narratives (Poulain, De Landtsheer & 

Kalkhoven, 2014). Heavily influenced by the current president and the overarching theme or 

goal for their rule, the national narratives have changed over the decades. Under Xi Jin-ping, 

the China Dream, meaning the restoration of the Great China, economic growth and the country 

being at the centre of the world are reoccurring themes playing into the collective memory and 
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triggering a sense of national identity. Collectivity (Poulain, De Landtsheer & Kalkhoven, 

2014: 85) as well, not just the common memory, but the feeling of being one as a group, is very 

important for maintaining social harmony. As a result, Chinese leaders rarely divide the nation 

in their speeches into different groups, because ultimately all should have the same dream and 

work together towards it. Thus, anyone who threatens the greater good, is excluded from the 

society and can be subjected to human rights violations. On the other hand, victimhood to 

external predators, a theme often found in rhetoric around the Century of Humiliation, is 

something from the past that needs to be overcome, again by working together and not letting 

differing and doubting voices gain too much strength. Unity and harmony, according to the 

grand narratives, have proven to be the most useful to be a prosperous society.  

Next to referencing to past greatness and weakness, Chinese rhetoric likes to use examples. In 

Western rhetoric, this happens mostly as an illustration of the argument made. But in the East, 

examples are part of the argument itself (Kao, 1993: 150). China, in its formerly great line of 

success, is an example for itself and because of its grand past as the centre of the world, it serves 

as an example to modern-day China. Another way to refer to the past is by using metaphors 

extensively. They trigger individual as well as collective memories and work in a complex 

constructed grand narrative (Renwick & Cao, 1999: 120).  

The post-Mao period additionally saw the growing use of merging state ideology with current 

political and financial needs of the country (Lu & Simons, 2006: 262-263). Communism and 

capitalism have been able to work hand in hand instead of being mortal enemies. Fast economic 

growth and being an international player was suddenly needed to maintain domestic stability 

and social harmony. Leaders additionally must address the audience as one, although it is not. 

For instance, highly educated professionals are the winners of the harsh economic reforms, 

while unemployed members of the society or factory workers are the ones who lost a lot. The 

government needs both groups to believe in the reforms, no matter their individual experiences 

with it. Another important group are the ideologists (Lu & Simons, 2006: 265), who do not 

need convincing of the existing narrative, but on the opposite must be persuaded to believe in 

changes made from one leadership to the next. Although many elements remain the same, the 

content changes slightly and this group of often highly respected people in society, must stay 

on the same page as the leadership to guarantee unity.  

Outside of China, rhetoric is used to convince the world of the country’s image as the 

responsible and peaceful superpower. The big brother image is based on mutual assistance and 

cooperation, instead of international competition (Lu & Simons, 2006: 266). China uses global 
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forums and mass media tools to reach other countries’ leaders and their societies in English and 

via other languages. As there are many critics of China’s leadership and their human rights 

violations, the state has the difficulty to convince sympathisers and opposers of their goodwill.  

Overall, Chinese rhetoric uses the past as a point of reference, reoccurring themes that play into 

a narrative nurtured for over a century, and new ideas by presiding leaders to persuade the 

masses. On a language level, they can be found through metaphors, parallelism, and examples. 

Most interestingly for this work is the change in audience address, as will be seen in the later 

analysis. Before going there, the next section will briefly examine a few ethical considerations 

before the analysis itself. 

 

4.4. Ethical considerations 
This work follows the Guidelines of the Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity, 

Responsible Conduct of Research (RCR),31 in its planning and execution. Nonetheless for 

transparency reasons, the following section includes some overall ethical considerations, 

problems, and limits of the work’s data as well as its chosen methodology.  

First of all, this is an independent research in the sense that it is not financed by any third parties 

and thus not subject to any political agenda. It is though part of an academic degree and 

therefore, the completion of this research is rewarded and not entirely detached from outside 

influence.  

For social media data in social science research, privacy regulations, such as the EU General 

Data Protection Regulation (GDPR),32 must be followed thoroughly. This includes asking for 

consent when republishing texts and pictures. However, the Twitter accounts in question for 

this work are all government-run, which makes their content public and available for use. Even 

Tsai Ing-wen’s account is solely used for her presidential purposes, and no personal ones. As a 

result, the data for the following analysis and all accompanying information on the persons and 

ministries were taken without consent. For transparency reasons, all relevant tweets are attached 

in the appendix. To ensure the integrity of all elements that are important to a tweet, the Twitter 

 
31 For the full text see: Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity. (2012, November 14). Responsible 

conduct of research and procedures for handling allegations of misconduct in Finland. https://tenk.fi/en/advice-

and-materials/RCR-Guidelines-2012. 
32 For more on the ethical use of social media in social science research, see: European Commission. (2018, 

October). Ethics in Social Science and Humanities. https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/6._h2020_ethics-

soc-science-humanities_en.pdf. 
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handles (account names), their date of publication, and their full original content is included in 

the list. No shortening or translating was done.  

Furthermore, there are some limits to the data’s content. The tweets extracted only give a 

government perspective on the conflict, which makes it difficult to examine anything beyond 

it. For instance, a proper glance at the question of a Taiwanese identity cannot be achieved 

through the data set but must be met via research done by others. This is why specific sections 

are located at the above literature review instead of the below analysis. In another issue, this 

work is written by a person who is part of the exact audience the rhetoric targets. The author is 

by self-description an academic, overall active in international politics and already interested 

in China’s and Taiwan’s actions. Therefore, they are subject to the persuasive acts. 

Additionally, they consume the two government’s published statements in order to spread their 

message even further. Even with reflexion of what is said and what intentions are behind it, this 

work gives Chinese and Taiwanese rhetoric a stage to spread their message. This means that 

the author is a multiplicator and this thesis part of the domino game to circulate the meanings 

as far as possible.  

Moreover, a rhetorical analysis must be considered to be rhetoric in itself (Leach, 2011: 3). A 

scholar’s analysis and interpretation automatically attempt to persuade the reader. The three 

important elements of any act of persuasion, speaker, audience, and the rhetorical piece, are 

present currently while this work is being read. Inevitably, the reader must be aware that the 

text at hand is just another rhetoric. A weakness of any rhetorical analysis is that it is highly 

interpretative. Although this work assumes that there is no objective truth besides a few facts 

such as events, examining speech is especially subjective to influence from the analyst themself. 

Since they are the audience of the rhetoric analysed and simultaneously the speaker of their 

own rhetoric act, in this case this thesis, they have an impact on what the reader of the rhetorical 

analysis sees through the lens of the interpretation. Every analyst examines different aspects of 

a rhetoric and works their argumentation around them accordingly. For this reason, another 

analysis of the same data set, using the same methodology, might likely result in a different 

thesis. Personal backgrounds, educational paths, cultural differences, language knowledge and 

many more elements influence an analyst’s thinking patterns, even if they do their best to work 

objectively. Specifically, assumptions and goals before doing the analysis itself can taint an 

analysis. For full transparency, it must be said at the latest at this point that this work assumes 

Taiwan to be an independent country and China to be the aggressor in this conflict. As much as 

this preconception should not exist, it is an undeniable and will therefore be accepted as part of 
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this research. Nonetheless, all points made in the later chapters of this work will have sufficient 

basis. 

As for the East-West divide, there are two issues at present. First, this work is an analysis of an 

English text written by non-native speakers and analysed by a non-native speaker. While there 

was most likely a professional translator involved in the tweets, it does also mean that the 

statements have cleared at least one hurdle. Either they were written in Mandarin first, and then 

translated by someone else, or the authors translated them in their heads by themselves. In any 

case, aspects can be literally lost in translation and certain thinking patterns unique to the 

Mandarin language, such as metaphors and parallelism, might not have been transferred 

entirely. Cultural and historical differences play a role as well. Some things might be said 

differently by a native Mandarin speaker than a German speaker, such as directness in pointing 

out problems or the role of emotions in political statements. All these differences can be 

transferred to an English text and must be considered when doing a rhetorical analysis across 

three languages and cultures. The second issue at hand is that of the tools. The previous chapter 

has given an understanding of the differences between Chinese and European rhetoric, and it 

has covered that the two types of analyses coming from them do not use the same set of tools 

but have different foci and ways to approach a piece of rhetoric. While the following analysis 

uses aspects of both, it should still be remembered that a European scholar, with a European 

academic background that cannot be forgotten, is examining Chinese and Taiwanese texts 

through at least partially European tools. However, this merging of approaches can also give an 

opportunity to find more aspects of the data set that have so far not been seen by others.  

Furthermore, this rhetorical analysis largely does not take audience reactions into account. 

Although Twitter provides the possibility to reply to the governments’ statements, they will not 

be used for this analysis. The research question’s perspective is one-sided, meaning it focuses 

on what goes out into the world, coming from the governments. Not included are responses, 

may they be from the international audience or (in China’s case rarely) the domestic one. 

Additionally, because of briefness issues, this analysis largely leaves out the pictures that have 

been published with the tweets. 

The next section’s analysis has been conducted following all important guidelines for proper 

social science research. Any doubts on transparency, integrity, privacy, objectivity, and role of 

the wider context within the rhetorical space have been addressed to the reader to be aware of 

while moving on to the core of this work in the next section. 
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5. Two governments on Twitter: A rhetorical analysis 
The essence of an analysis is scepticism. Each element, or those of relevance, are examined 

critically and understood in light of the aspects important for the overall research goal. As Foss 

(1989) argues, criticism is most easily learned through a question-asking approach. This is why 

the following analysis is based on a set of questions developed through the review of literature 

on Eastern and Western rhetorical analysis.  

Question(s) Concept 

Who are the speakers?  

Who is the audience?  

What is the context of the discourse?  

Why was the tweet published? And how was the timing 

perceived by the audience? 
Exigence: Kairos and Phronesis 

Which persuasive genre do the tweets fit?  

Where do arguments come from? Invention 

What structure does the tweet or tweets follow? Disposition 

What style does the tweet follow?  Style 

Is there use of cultural or collective memories? Memory 

Which channel of communication is used and how is it said? Delivery 

Did the tweet construct a reality for the audience?  

Are there any clusters?  

Figure 3: Question-approach to the rhetorical analysis. 

In three steps, in the table above marked through three colours, the following chapter will 

analyse the data, starting at the outmost layers of the data set (green) and will then move on to 

deeper layers (yellow), until lastly reaching a content analysis (red). This chapter will examine 

the content of 43 tweets and find clusters that serve as important signs which are used often or 

intensely and connect the rhetorical pieces to a bigger picture.  

 

5.1. The stage: speakers, audience, context 
Broadly speaking, there are two sides: the Taiwanese and the Chinese government. The former 

is represented by an individual, the president, and two ministries, with the exception of MOFA 

occasionally publishing direct tweets from Minister Wu. Therefore, there is a mix of individuals 

and institutions on the Taiwanese side. The latter publishes on Twitter via collective 

representations only. The State Council and ministry are both institutions without one person 

at the head, but a group of high officials shown relatively equally. 
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This work assumes there to be mainly two speakers, the two governments, represented by those 

behind the social media accounts. There are sub-speakers, such as Tsai or Wu, but most of the 

tweets have been composed by a PR team. Behind each tweet stands a group of persons who 

has decided on the message and the way it was conveyed. While the individual figures like Tsai 

most definitely have a say in what gets published in their name, the small texts are probably the 

result of the work of an entire team. It is not known who exactly wrote the tweets, but it must 

be assumed that there is at least one original author, one proof-reader (maybe even two, for 

political content and language respectively), and possibly a translator. Some of the tweets seem 

more emotional and personal, as seen later, but since none of those pieces analysed have been 

published within minutes of an event, this work assumes that they have been planned for a 

longer time by a group of people. 

And even though there is a mix between individuals and institutions behind the Twitter 

accounts, all of them represent a government. This means that they must follow a policy 

guideline and cannot freely publish what they want. Although the Chinese side is more 

monogenous, even on the Taiwanese side the tweets vary in their style and focus, but the overall 

messages and rhetorical goals remain the same. 

As for the audience, a first guess would be the governments’ citizens. However, since the tweets 

have all been published in English, with the exception of a few graphics and videos being 

bilingual or trilingual (English, Mandarin, Cantonese or Hakka) and Twitter remains unpopular 

in both countries and banned in one, the audience is most likely more international. Targets are 

decision-makers and prominent voices from abroad who have the ability and position to 

influence both China and Taiwan’s global image. They could sit in political positions, media 

houses or simply be a known person that people look up and listen to. Although this is a conflict 

with very real military scenarios, in the current sphere that this analysis is located in, it is mostly 

a fight over winning the hearts of the global community. For Taiwan, this serves as a layer of 

protection in case of China’s attack. For China, this is part of the broader strategy to gain soft 

power. Thus, the target audience of those tweets is not located in their countries, but overseas 

and much larger and therefore more difficult to target. 

The larger context of this discourse, as much as it can be called that in an exchange that is not 

real because neither acknowledges the existence of the other, is the conflict over Taiwan’s 

independence. The complex common history of the two states divides those involved in the 

question alongside the lines of independence and unification, with the line getting more blurred 

over the decades as the conditions of either future scenario become more important with 
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Taiwan’s growing democracy and China’s strong authoritarianism. One level lower lies the 

question of Taiwanese identity, with both governments appealing to the audience that they are 

the right choice. The smallest context of the extracted tweets is the Hongkong protests and what 

China and Taiwan can learn and take from the events for their own situations.  

Through using Twitter, the governments participate and influence the global debate on the 

Hongkong protests. They can do so with the help of the platform’s tools like hashtags, which 

make it easy to be seen by users even if someone is not already within the space of the 

discussion. The tweets on the Hongkong protests are meant to turn the international attention 

towards themselves in their attempt to persuade the audience of their self-built image.  

 

5.2. A deeper dive into the tweets 
The audience, speakers, and the wider context of the rhetorical pieces for this analysis are clear 

because the main aspect is to be known, as a person or institution, and as the one carrying a 

certain message. Questions beyond the who and what give more complex answers. This next 

section is going to ask about the why and how. 

Using the Kairos category on the tweets asks why they were published at all. On both sides it 

can be argued that the original trigger was to show the international community the respective 

government’s stance on the Hongkong protests, with the PRC calling the protesters “rioters” 

(State Council, September 2, 2019), if addressing them at all, and the ROC calling the 

demonstrators “freedom-loving people” and “partners in democracy”. While this served as the 

reason for communication at a surface level, these tweets only play a part in a larger game. 

China’s answer to why they publish these statements could be that they want to righten what 

the world, the Western media in particular, claim the government to be and to do to the city-

state. Their statements are therefore part of a self-defence act against the faulted image they 

have. From a Chinese perspective, the tweets in question are part of a long fight and at this 

point bound to the specific case of Hongkong. Taiwan on the other hand takes up a more active 

position. For them, Hongkong offers the opportunity to show to potential military allies against 

China, that they are worth saving because they are democracy loving. The ROC government 

additionally resumes the position of a big brother to Hongkong, a country that shares some 

history on constantly being threatened by China. In the image conveyed, Taiwan had managed 

to become widely independent and free, something they want Hongkong to achieve as well. A 

MOFA tweet from December 10, 2020 says “we're fighting for something bigger ... it's our 

values that are at stake”, showing that they are on the right side of history and others should be 
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too. By using Hongkong’s media attention, they gather a protective sentiment for their 

“partners” and ultimately themselves. 

And why were the statements published on Twitter? Longer statements with the same 

messaging and intentions, has been brought to the international attention via government 

websites and state media. But social media, especially Twitter, has the special skill to shoot out 

messages to a large audience without having to do much effort. Through the platform’s sharing 

tool, retweeting, a single tweet can become viral. It can be shared a sheer endless number of 

times and appear on other people’s timelines whenever someone likes, shares or comments on 

it. Furthermore, a tweet can reach many other accounts via the hashtags it has included. They 

then can become trends, like the hashtags #HongKong or #NationalSecurityLaw. Twitter is a 

global platform, while domestic state-media is usually able to reach only those who are already 

in their scope. Through changing platforms and engaging in global trends, the two governments 

managed to widen their audience. 

It must be added that the tweets have not been published right after big events in Hongkong. 

Most of the tweets do not follow a timeline but rather are published randomly. This further 

shows the importance of the use of trending hashtags: Even days after a certain event that 

everyone talks about, a government can insert itself into the debate by strategically using 

hashtags. The way Twitter works also means that not only the accounts’ followers will see the 

tweet, but the moment someone interacts with it, their own followers will most likely see it as 

well. Thus, hashtags serve the purpose of including repeated propaganda into an ongoing hot 

debate. 

For the persuasive genres, the tweets in question fit two in particular: The deliberative and 

epideictic genres. In the former, a rhetoric is centred around visions of the future. The speaker 

tries to persuade the audience by arguing that their way is the best action for the, usually 

common, future. This type is often used in policy debates and does not miss out on the debate 

surrounding Hongkong’s future. The State Council announced in their tweet from August 8, 

2019: "It is now a 'life-or-death' fight for the very future of Hong Kong. There is no room for 

retreat.” By that, the speakers paint a grim future for those affected by the protests. This also 

refers to the police violence by local forces with help from the mainland that many 

demonstrators pointed out to be unnecessarily high. By making the protests a potential turning 

point in Hongkong’s history, the PRC government can justify their actions on the ground.  

An entirely different use of deliberative persuasion is used by the Taiwanese side. President 

Tsai posted on June 24, 2021: “I want to tell the people of #HongKong that #Taiwan will always 
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stand with you in your struggle for freedom. Your dreams of democracy are the seeds of a better 

future for Hong Kong & the world.” While the PRC used a worst-case scenario for 

legitimisation of police violence, the ROC government paints the opposite picture of a nearly 

utopian Hongkong, marked by freedom and democracy. Tsai’s intention is to persuade the 

protesters to keep fighting, to in the far end reach a better future. Her standing position as the 

leader of a democratic country that faces similar threats from the same other state, makes her 

statements believable. She further manages to make Hongkong’s case not only relevant to those 

living in the city-state, as opposed to the State Council whose threat to life was only directed at 

the citizens, but also to the entire world. Hongkong’s fight for freedom becomes an example to 

others and a trial for the free world. She lastly draws the similarity between Taiwan and 

Hongkong, arguing that their fates and thus their futures are intertwined in their struggle for 

freedom from China.  

The tweets additionally fit the epideictic genre. Besides questions on the future of Hongkong, 

they also include contemporary questions. They evaluate the course of the protests, Taiwan by 

praising the protesters and calling them “friends” (Tsai Ing-wen, December 2, 2020), China 

delegitimising the protests by saying they are of “#criminal nature” (State Council, November 

11, 2019) and “only intend to invoke panic and fear” (State Council, May 27, 2021). All of the 

tweets relevant to this work are epideictic because the reason these rhetorical pieces are relevant 

for the research is because they are centred around a contemporary case and constantly refer to 

it. 

Moving on to the category of Invention, the question is where the arguments come from. One 

definite source of credibility as the speakers are their roles as government representatives. 

Therefore, they are using Ethos to achieve greater influence over their audience. The institutions 

and the individuals behind them, are tightly connected to political, diplomatic, and historical 

expertise. For the domestic audience, which only plays a minor role in this analysis, some of 

them are elected and legitimised to decide on the behalf of the nation. It is exactly this 

representation that is vital for the international audience. The Twitter accounts live from the 

fact that they are without much of a doubt the literal speakers of their respective peoples. They 

remind the audience of that constantly by using “we” or “us” in their texts. And because Tsai 

for instance represents the nation of Taiwan, and not only her government, her arguments 

become stronger in the eye of the global audience.   

Both governments also resort to using emotions, Pathos, in their arguments. China, as seen with 

the genre questions above, prefers to use an imagery of violence. Both threatening to use it 
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against others (“The Chinese People's Liberation Army is ready at all times to fight and smash 

any separatist attempts”, State Council, November 26, 2021) or playing with a picture of 

Hongkong’s self-destruction through its protests ("It is now a 'life-or-death' fight for the very 

future of Hong Kong”, State Council, August 8, 2019), the PRC government constantly 

implements fear in their arguments. Taiwan appeals to many different emotions, among the 

sadness, concern, and outrage, all towards China’s actions and all to seem more relatable to the 

audience. As the world reacted relatively similar to the protests in Hongkong, the ROC 

government hopped on the trend to not only feel for but also with the demonstrators and 

‘freedom-fighters’. They use emotions to appeal to the audience to give them a listen first, and 

possibly more trust than any arguments coming from across the Strait.  

But the most prominent origin of arguments is pure logic. Although there are emotions in the 

game, both sides’ rhetoric bases their persuasion on Logos. Pragmatism and rationality being 

vital arguments in their cultures, the governments mainly argue over what is true. For China, a 

state’s sovereignty as a state is a principle not to be touched by anyone. This is the basic 

understanding of their argument that no state shall interfere in their domestic affairs and no 

province shall declare itself independent without the government to agree first. They argue with 

“rights” (MFA, October 20, 2021) and international law and leave no room for critical questions 

by using absolute reasoning: “Taiwan is part of China. This historical and legal fact cannot be 

changed. And this status quo does not allow to be challenged” (MFA, November 11, 2021). 

There is no room for discussion left, especially when the laws that they referred to are part of 

an international understanding of coexistence and thus, apply to the audience too. As for 

Taiwan’s case, they argue with the opposite: that every nation has the right to become 

independent and decide their fate for themselves. Furthermore, they take China’s previous 

violent suppression in other regions as a clear sign that their promise of a peaceful reunification 

does not follow the mainland’s logic. Minister JW tweeted on May 11, 2021: “After what 

#Beijing has done to #Xinjiang, #Tibet & #HongKong, no sane person would believe it could 

take care of #Taiwan's health needs or otherwise.” By that, anyone in the audience who does 

not agree with him, automatically does not follow logic, and moves outside the realm of reason. 

Due to the shortness of the tweets, the category of Disposition and its questions on the structure 

of the rhetoric and their placement of arguments, claims and examples, cannot be used in this 

analysis. However, when examining Style, there are a few aspects to mention. China’s choice 

of style fits the image it wants to convey: a rational superpower that does not like or possibly 

even cannot be shaken. The big brother image can be found for example in a tweet by the 
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs August 17, 2021: “China will make every effort with the utmost 

sincerity for peaceful reunification.” The messages are always cut clear, and although there are 

emotions conveyed, the linguistic style is not emotional but as distant as a parent lecturing a 

child. Furthermore, there is not much use of pronouns such as “we” or “you”. Rather, The PRC 

government and its ministries name the players: “China”, “The central authorities”, “rioters” 

and more. And although it is always clear which situations they refer to in their statements, they 

rarely mention them by name. China’s tweets often repost an article from their state media, like 

Xinhua, and add their main message to it. Interestingly, the content of these statements do not 

vary. It is as if every tweet serves as a reminder of the same rhetoric spoken over and over 

again. The messages remain simple and the line between good and bad players is drawn clearly 

and repeatedly. Persuasion is here done through firing the same message time and again at the 

audience until it becomes intrinsic.  

Taiwan on the other side of the Strait has a similar approach. The messages largely remain the 

same and are constantly repeated. Tsai’s government refers directly to events happening in 

Hongkong, such as her condolences when three Hongkong activists were jailed (Tsai Ing-wen, 

September 2, 2020), which the president then used to yet again remind the audience that Taiwan 

has fought for its democracy and that Hongkong will have all the support from her country in 

their struggle. Language-wise, Taiwan’s style is more emotional than China’s, fitting the tweets 

coming from the individuals President Tsai and Minister Wu, which are meant to be personal. 

They are empathic towards Hongkong and passionate as rhetoric coming from self-declared 

freedom-fighters. The ROC government paints itself as a fighter for the good, as the underdog 

who will not retreat: “We'll stand tall & not be intimidated” (MOFA, September 10, 2020), 

even in the face of the most populous country threatening them repeatedly with military 

invasion. This serves as a reminder to the international community that they are a reliable 

partner, but also one who will need help in the worst-case scenario. Furthermore, there is 

excessive use of pronouns, using “we” for all of Taiwan, but occasionally also for the free, 

democratic world, or just those affected by China’s politics. Some tweets are directed at the 

PRC governments, such as when “We call on Beijing” by MAC on January 7, 2021, but in these 

cases not using “you”, mostly because the audience is still the international community rather 

than the other government. 

There is a need to mention the high level of emotionality in Minister Wu’s tweets. As a 

politician, one would expect him to show an image of an educated person, capable of making 

decisions on behalf of the entire nation. But Wu is popular and famous for his blunt expressions 
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that are rarely seen in such a context. On June 16, 2021, he called out the Mission of China to 

the EU in a retweet. The Chinese representatives stated that among other regions, Taiwan-

related issues are part of China’s internal affairs. Wu then replied to that on the same day: 

“Didn't Chairman Xi order you to make #China trustworthy, lovable & respectable? Didn't he 

also order you to chain the wolves & be modest & humble? Time for a reality check. 

Threatening #Taiwan militarily & diplomatically violates the great man's orders!” He pointed 

his audience’s attention towards the fact that China’s actions do not fit the image they are trying 

to spread. The language he uses in this tweet is nearly offensive, calling the authorities 

delusional. The use of exclamation marks and short sentences make the written short messages 

more spoken-like and also convey a certain level of outrage. Later, on September 18, 2021, he 

tweeted: “#China wants to join the high-standard #CPTPP? Is this a joke?”, further depicting 

him with his outcries at China’s actions as a relatable man, who feels the same way his voters 

do when they watch the news.  

Moving on to the category of Memory, it can be clearly seen that both speakers refer to the 

collective memory of the international audience. As they do not address their own citizens, the 

references are short and remain at a level of knowledge that most people in the global debate 

have. History, or better the rightness of it, is a common theme and especially used in Chinese 

rhetoric: “Reunification of the two sides of the Taiwan Strait is the trend of history” (State 

Council, May 22, 2020). As will be seen later in more detail, the PRC paints reunification not 

only as a goal to fight for but as the inevitable future of both nations. There are no arguments 

against it because it is seen as China’s right to exercise its jurisdiction over the island. By 

referring to the historical conditions, they exclude any opinions coming from the international 

audience. Next to their historical right to Taiwan, China likes to argue with the 1992 Consensus 

(mentioned for example by the State Council in a tweet from October 10, 2021). This tells the 

audience that despite the two sides not having been able to take actual steps towards either goal, 

there is a sort of agreement between them. It paints China as the one who is willing to find a 

compromise but retains important principles. As a responsible superpower it is open to dialogue 

with the enemy forces.  

The Taiwanese side on the other hand does not mention the 1992 Consensus even once in the 

tweets for this analysis. This is mainly because the Tsai administration does not recognise it at 

all. The government under the DPP argues that the 1992 Consensus was nothing anyone ever 

publicly agreed on. There is no record of a compromise and thus, no claims can be based on it. 

Furthermore, Tsai’s argumentation results in her standpoint that Taiwan has no need to declare 
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itself independent because it already is. This not only shows her extreme position within the 

debate but also opens a loophole for her government to maintain a status quo of de facto 

independence without giving China a reason to invade militarily. Paradoxically, her 

interpretation of the current situation is far less threatening to her country than an actual 

declaration of independence. 

In the context of the Hongkong protests, the ROC government repeatedly refers to its fight for 

democracy, calling it “hard-earned” (Tsai Ing-wen, June 9, 2019). Although this also appeals 

to the Taiwanese audience, it has the effect of reminding the international community, of which 

large parts prides themselves as the free world, that the Taiwanese wielded their right to self-

determination and fought for their seat at the table. It plays right into the current underdog 

image of historically being at the unpleasant end of China’s oppression. Painting China as the 

aggressor is also often done by Taiwan through triggering the collective memory. On June 4, 

2021, Tsai commemorated the Tiananmen Square Massacre publicly in a tweet, even 

connecting it to the protests in Hongkong. By that, she reminded the world of China’s dark past 

as a violent oppressor to the other-minded and by drawing the connection to today indicating 

that although China’s image has changed massively since the event, it still is the evil force that 

continues to threaten freedom and democracy both in Hongkong and Taiwan. China on the 

other hand does not commemorate any of the historical events that Taiwan uses in their rhetoric.  

As for the next category Delivery, it can be said that all speakers in this analysis use the same 

channel of communication, Twitter. There are slight variations in how things are said, but the 

280 characters are too short to make a proper point in those differences. The second to last 

category concerns the construction of a reality. Since both groups of speakers do their best in 

persuading the audience of their absolute truth, they simultaneously create parallel realities, in 

which historical events happen or did not happen, have entirely different meanings; in which 

the country’s end goals differ and so does their image. Those realities already exist in the 

domestic debate and the rhetoric spread through Twitter tries to extend that reality to the 

international audience. In China’s reality, Taiwan belongs to the PRC, and the citizens want to 

be part of the greater nation. But the evil independence forces keep them from reunification, 

upholding absurd principles of democracy and denying the compatriots on the island true 

prosperity. Hongkong is part of China as well and has been graciously granted far-stretching 

autonomy. But several rioters threaten the peace between the local authorities and the PRC 

government and endanger all citizens of the country. In Taiwan’s reality, China is an aggressor 

who has been fighting to swallow the island. The Taiwanese do not agree on everything, but 
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the DPP-led government, legitimised through free and open elections, has a mission to gatekeep 

the long fought for democracy. Under PRC rule, everything that makes Taiwan what it is, would 

cease to exist because of the government’s oppression of anything that does not fit their 

propaganda. Hongkong then is a sibling in terms of common history and contemporary situation 

with China. Threatening freedom in the city-state ultimately means endangering the islanders 

as well. In some way, the Hongkong protests are a trial to see how far China would be willing 

to go. The protesters are friends, fighting for the same beliefs and against the same enemy. In 

Taiwan’s reality, China is not open for a constructive dialogue, nor a compromise. The only 

way to secure the free lives of the Taiwanese citizens is to stay as far away from the evil China 

as possible. 

All the pieces of rhetoric cluster together to construct these realities. Once accepted, they can 

immensely persuade the audience’s members of what is right and what is wrong. The last 

question need for this analysis concerns reoccurring themes. 

 

5.3. Themes and clusters 
Clusters are important signs that either used often or when in use, then intensely, by the 

speakers. They are reminders, ideas, concepts, and themes, all connected to the bigger 

constructed reality of the speaker. They shape not only what is said but also what is understood 

and long-term remembered by the audience. The following section will deal with six clusters 

that intertwine the tweets from both sides:  

• Representation of peoples 

• Sovereignty 

• Taking sides 

• Truth and absolutism 

• Threats and mentions of violence 

• The noble flight 

They come from a content analysis of the tweets and have been found to be of importance to 

answer the research question of this work. Seeing these clusters always heavily depends on the 

way the researcher examines the tweet, for example if they already have a question for the data 

in mind. This is why the selection of clusters is a rather subjective matter and might have looked 

entirely different if another researcher had done it. Nonetheless, the following six clusters are 

needed to be able to answer the research question with the chosen data set. 
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Representation of peoples 

The speakers of this analysis are part of two governments and thus inherently serve as 

representations of more than just themselves. They serve a nation and represent them on the 

global stage. But they use their expected role as representatives repeatedly to expand or reduce 

those they speak for depending on what is necessary to reach their goal. A government does not 

always speak for all citizens of its country, it can speak for those it wants to support and can 

exclude others. Similarly, a government can suddenly include people of other nations into its 

scope of representation, although that their only legitimisation lies within their nation. If this 

simple fact of representation can be stretched this far, which effect can those changes of one’s 

representation influence the rhetoric? 

The Chinese side generally stays clear of using obvious representation. The PRC government 

even openly negates domestic and international divides in opinions, such as when the State 

Council titled a tweet “Hong Kong: Truth behind 'us vs. them'” (August 9, 2019) and indicated 

through the brackets that there is no such thing as two sides in the conflict over Hongkong. 

Sometimes, they leave out pronouns entirely. Nonetheless, it is always rather clear who is 

meant: “Rumors that the enactment of the legislation will cause #HongKong to lose all 

"democracy and freedom" only intend to invoke panic and fear” (State Council, May 27, 2021). 

Without explicitly saying so, the speakers incorporate the citizens of Hongkong into those they 

represent. Possibly because stating directly that the PRC government speaks for them as well 

would only incite the protests, they refrained from using pronouns.  

Taiwan on the other hand uses various terms to refer to those it represents. Tsai likes to move 

from first person singular pronouns to first person plural pronouns, such as: “Today I signed 

the Anti-Infiltration Act into law, a crucial step in our work to defend #Taiwan’s democracy” 

(Tsai Ing-wen, January 15, 2020, another example would her tweet from August 1, 2019). First, 

she shows how she acted individually, and then places the act within a larger process that is 

wanted and done by many people. With this she can portray herself as one part in a bigger 

puzzle, which justifies her views and acts and makes them appear more valid because she is 

doing it for those who she is representing.  

Tsai further places herself at the front, as not only the spokesperson but also as the protector of 

her people: “I urge the Beijing & Hong Kong authorities” (Tsai Ing-wen, August 14, 2019). In 

this case, she called on to China in her own name, but with her citizens behind her for 

legitimisation. Referring to Taiwan is often done by using the first-person plural pronouns or 
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sometimes when there is a collective action taking place, like in this tweet from June 13, 2019: 

“The people of #Taiwan are watching”. 

In one incident of the tweets analysed for this work, the Taiwanese government speaks for more 

than itself and its citizens. A tweet from MOFA says: “Democracies must act together” (July 7, 

2020). Although very soft, this rhetoric places Taiwan not within a wider circle of democratic 

states, but at the front, as a fighter for all. The Taiwanese ministry assumes the right to represent 

what all those living in functioning democracies want and orders the others to fight for it. 

Finally, a large difference between how China and Taiwan represent their citizens and those 

who are not, is the reference to Hongkong. Taiwan never speaks for the city-state nor the 

protestors. Popular are terms such as “friends in Hong Kong” (Tsai Ing-wen, February 10, 2021) 

or phrasing like “We stand with all freedom-loving people of #HongKong” (Tsai Ing-wen, June 

9, 2019). In their self-portrait, Taiwan serves as an active supporter, but also a bystander. The 

island did not act militarily during the Hongkong protesters or supplied their ‘freedom fighters’ 

with any money or other materials. Having no real leverage diplomatically, the ROC 

government remained at the side-lines, using rhetoric as their only tool. China on the other 

hand, was physically and politically involved in the protests, but either denied their partaking 

fully or simply did not speak about it. The PRC’s rhetoric focuses entirely on the moral question 

of the protests itself and speaks about Hongkong as a domestic case but without making it too 

obvious. Through this, China places itself at a morally high position and representative of those 

who are in favour of a prosperous life as part of China. The so-called ‘rioters’ are consequently 

singled out and excluded. 

 

Sovereignty 

A smaller spread theme is sovereignty. It is one of various values that can be found in the 

general communication of the two governments outside the exchange of this analysis. There 

are elements of a fight over who represents those values correctly and who just plays a part. 

Sovereignty is especially important regarding the Hongkong protests and the overall political 

situation of Taiwan as an unrecognised state of its own. And although both sides refer to it, they 

use it differently. 

In the case of China’s sovereignty, the PRC government argues that “[n]o country has the right 

to interfere in #HongKong affairs or #China's other domestic affairs” (State Council, October 

10, 2021), indicating that for one, Hongkong is indisputably a part of China, and secondly, that 
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sovereignty is more than a mere wish but their right as a recognised state. Here, sovereignty is 

about treating the subjects as the leaders deem it necessary. And no matter what the methods 

are, it remains a domestic issue and not to be discussed outside of China. Sovereignty as referred 

to in this tweet remains in the rhetoric space, excluding the international community from the 

debate on Hongkong. It is a tool to mute for one’s own protection. 

In Taiwan, protection also plays a big role in the question of sovereignty, but in a different 

position. “I will resolutely protect #Taiwan’s security & sovereignty,” tweeted Tsai on April 1, 

2019. Wielding the rhetorical axe of sovereignty here does not mean that the conversation is 

over, like it is the case across the Strait. Rather, it invites others to join the debate, preferably 

on one’s side. By showing Taiwan as a sovereign country, Tsai indicates that any physical and 

military intervention from China is illegal and should be sanctioned. Thus, Taiwan uses 

sovereignty as an argument for its protection, but includes the audience instead of cutting it out.  

This difference is based on the interests the two governments have in this conflict. Both want 

to maintain their sovereignty, but Taiwan’s threat is China and China’s threat is the international 

community. This brings an extra layer of difficulty to China’s rhetoric: The government must 

address and convince its audience, while at the same time the audience is one’s threat. In 

Taiwan’s case, the act of persuasion is much more straightforward.  

 

Taking sides  

In most conflicts the actors choose a side and stay on it throughout most of the time. In more 

modern conflicts, lines between groups of actors are increasingly blurred and thresholds to 

switch from one side to another have become smaller. However, in the case of China and 

Taiwan, the countries have not moved an inch into another direction since 1949 and most of the 

thinking on either side is stuck in the Cold-War-era. With the rather new element of Hongkong 

and the ongoing violence that threatens the citizen’s daily lives, both argue in the same way as 

before but twist and turn the values they stand for so that it matches their main argument: that 

they are on the side of Hongkong.  

China voices its solidarity with Hongkong by using specific terms related to security, their main 

focus. A State Council tweet from August 8, 2019 says: “The central authorities will never sit 

by if the situation in #HongKong worsens to a turmoil that the SAR government can not 

control.” The beginning is a wording that anyone would agree with, that a government should 

not sit by if there is violence happening within their scope of power. It then moves on to build 
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a picture of external forces that are responsible for the violence. It is not the state police, but 

solemnly the others who pose a threat to the Hongkong citizens’ lives. A month later, the State 

Council names that threat: “Violence in #HongKong must end now. The attempt of the #rioters 

and their behind-the-scene supporters to "kidnap Hong Kong" and press the central authorities 

is just a delusion” (September 2, 2019). While China sides with Hongkong, it excludes the 

rioters, which it paints nearly as external and not part of their own.  

Taiwan also shows solidarity with Hongkong but builds it on a different foundation. In various 

tweets, Tsai re-ensures that the relationship between the island and the city-state is one of 

friendship. Her government continuously voices their concern over the violence in Hongkong 

and what it means for the citizens, especially those they like to call democracy and freedom 

loving. Their tool to achieve standing out between all other countries who communicated 

similarly, is triggering the collective memory on China’s oppression. “In their pursuit of 

democracy & freedom, the people of #HongKong is not alone. Because we know that if you 

don’t stand for something, you will fall for anything” (Tsai Ing-wen, June 13, 2019). The slight 

but effective historical comparison makes the show of solidarity more authentic. Taiwan is not 

only on the Hongkong protester’s side but see their fight as part of their own. Marking China 

as “authoritarianism” (MAC, January 7, 2021), the ROC government makes it clear that for 

them, standing on the right side of history means standing with Hongkong. This is repeated 

thoroughly through slightly varying messages, often accompanied by the hashtag 

#StandWithHongKong which was trending at the time and had the bonus of helping the 

Taiwanese Twitter accounts being included in the ongoing global discussion.  

Although both Taiwan and China show relentless solidarity with Hongkong, they pick different 

groups of citizens that fit their own position within the Cross Strait conflict. China prefers 

presenting support for the local government in the city-state, making physical security a top 

priority. Taiwan sides with the protesters and argues that true freedom (from China) and 

democracy are values they themselves thought for and fully support Hongkong’s fight for it.  

 

Truth and absolutism 

This focus of the rhetoric battle between the Chinese and Taiwanese government is their image-

building in the eyes of the international audience. An image is only believable if the speaker 

who paints it is trustworthy and at the same time displays clearly what they stand for. For this 

reason, truth and absolutism can be found as themes throughout many of the tweets. 
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Both governments speak their truth by calling one another out, even if indirectly. The State 

Council tweeted on August 9, 2019: “Hong Kong: Truth behind 'us vs. them'. For those in 

opposition, if you are opposed to how the two systems can improve, there is room for talk.” 

This states that they are the ones who speak the truth, not the unnamed others, who everyone 

assumes to be the ROC government that has repeatedly argued that China’s actions lead to a 

divide. The same tweet goes on saying: “But if you are opposed to the fact that #HongKong is 

part of #China, you are not living in reality.” The PRC government here not only denies any 

room for discussion with the rationale that their statement is the only true one, but also calls the 

other side of the argument delusional. Taking away sanity and rational thinking from one’s 

opponent, portrays them as not being able to represent anyone and take part in the debate.  

The Taiwanese side uses the same tools. MOFA tweeted on June 21, 2021: “They've [the 

Chinese government] violated the 2011 agreement by trying to force our officials to sign letters 

of commitment to "one #China" & accept Beijing's sovereignty over #Taiwan.” The ROC 

government here calls out actions from Chinese leaders that supposedly happened behind closed 

doors. By bringing it out in the open and communicating it to the audience, they actively try to 

reduce the trust the audience has in the speaker. Saying one thing and acting differently makes 

the speaking act unbelievable and takes away any trust for future acts of persuasion. 

Another example where the battle over truth can be seen is in the way both sides (do not) use 

the word independence. Taiwan does not use it a single time in the tweets extracted for this 

analysis, which falls in line with Tsai’s point of view that Taiwan has no need to declare itself 

independent. One would assume that the PRC government, who does not recognise the ROC 

government’s existence nor their wish to become independent would also refrain from including 

the term in their rhetoric. But they do actually use it (State Council, October 10, 2021; and 

MFA, November 10, 2021), just in brackets. This addition in punctuation takes away any real 

meaning the term originally had and mocks its place within the debate. China uses it because it 

assumes it to be a self-description and then makes it into its own tool to present one’s enemy 

the way they want. And because in the PRC’s rhetoric reality, Taiwan is not independent but 

calls itself so, there is no truth behind the term, which, again, makes them untrustworthy as 

speakers. 

Connected to the fight over truth is the use of absolutism in statements. Having strong 

viewpoints marks a solid image. Especially the PRC government prefers to start or end their 

tweets with absolute statements, which is in line with classic Chinese Communist rhetoric 

tradition: simply worded but strong messages. “Taiwan is part of China. This historical and 
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legal fact cannot be changed. And this status quo does not allow to be challenged” (MFA, 

November 11, 2021). In this most obvious way, the MFA argues with history, nearly destiny, 

and international law that Taiwanese independence is wishful thinking and will forever stay 

this way. In another instance, the MFA tweeted: “Reunification of the two sides of the Taiwan 

Strait is the trend of history. No individual or force can stop it from happening” (May 24, 2020). 

Individuals could mean here protesters, but also Taiwanese leaders such as President Tsai. 

Using absolute arguments, China denies any future in which Taiwan could be independent. 

Terms such as “must” or “will” (State Council, July 8, 2021) further carve this in stone. This 

method fits the Chinese image of the responsible big brother who stands above the debate. In 

direct comparison with some of the more emotional and activist-type of tweets from Taiwan, 

the two sides play into each other’s hands.  

Absolutism in the rhetoric of Taiwan’s representatives mainly argues that state violence and 

oppression cannot and will not be successful. The speakers put their wishes for their own future 

and Hongkong’s future with China into absolute terms to show strength towards the 

international community and the rhetorical opponent. An example can be Tsai’s tweet from 

October 3, 2019 saying: “Using state violence against those who seek democracy can only lead 

to tragedy.” In connection with the other tweets, the ROC government likes to draw 

comparisons between the Hongkong protests and their own historical developments towards 

democracy. This is supposed to show that Hongkong will surely go down the same path, no 

matter the resistance from Beijing. In line with its language tradition, Taiwanese leaders like to 

use parallels in their absolute messaging, such as “Darkness will always pass; the dawn will 

always come” (Tsai Ing-wen, November 2, 2020) and ”Long & dark is the night, but the sun 

always rises” (MOFA, February 28, 2021). Painting pictures like these resonate more with the 

domestic audience than the international one and could be mainly still used out of habit.  

Because one state is a dictatorship and the other one a democracy, it must be said that media 

communication works differently. While there are multiple sets of opinions in the public debate 

over Hongkong in Taiwanese media, there is only one opinion in China. The country’s 

authoritarianism fosters the absolute messaging of the government. Because there is barely 

anyone who questions absolute statements by the PRC, the impact it has is much stronger. In 

comparison to that, Taiwan’s Twitter accounts are only a handful of opinions in a sea of a 

political debate. Although they are heard more widely, as the representatives, their absolutism 

must hold strong against other opinions and painting of the undeniable truth and destiny.  
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What both sides want to achieve by fighting over truth and using absolutes is the sincerity of 

the situation. The Hongkong protests are a stage for their decade old conflict over history, 

values and identity. This is why it is not only a “'life-or-death' fight for the very future of Hong 

Kong” (State Council, August 8, 2019), but also one for Taiwan and China.  

 

Threats and mentions of violence 

The basis for this theme on violence in the rhetorical battle between the Chinese and Taiwanese 

government is that both are aware of the asymmetry when it comes to the military capabilities. 

As covered in the earlier sections, China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) outruns Taiwan’s 

Republic of China Armed Forces (ROCAF) largely. On various occasions such as elections, 

China conducts military exercises and manoeuvres close to the island, which is often considered 

to be provocative not only by the government and citizens but also the international community. 

The ROCAF plays an active role in the daily life of the Taiwanese, with almost all young men 

having been enlisted for at least a short time. In ROCARF’s annual “Han Kuang Exercise”, all 

Taiwanese military branches and the island’s public engage in an exercise which is supposed 

to imitate China’s invasion. Yearly, Taiwan’s public is reminded that the PLA could attack at 

any moment. 

These conditions lead to a clear division in roles. China has a much more active approach than 

Taiwan, being the one in the conflict to decide at which point threats of violence will turn into 

actions. Taiwan on the other hand does not have the capabilities to invade and sees its role as a 

reactor more than an actor. This aggressor-defender-division is clearly visible in their rhetoric 

as well. 

“’The Chinese People's Liberation Army is ready at all times to fight and smash any separatist 

attempts at "#Taiwan independence,’ and to resolutely defend China's sovereignty and 

territorial integrity” (State Council, November 26, 2021). China’s argument is that they would 

only use violence as their last resort but do not clarify when the threshold is reached. With 

tweets like and in other instances such as by the MFA on August 17, 2021, the PRC government 

maintains a constant cloud of threats over the heads of not only Taiwan, who would be the one 

affected, but also the international community. Invading the island would force the US and its 

military allies to decide whether they would defend the Taiwanese physically and enter a war 

with China or accept China’s claim to the island. Maintaining a stream of threats with the same 

messaging that China could attack at any moment but has not yet seen enough reason to, builds 

into the image of a responsible superpower that has given many opportunities to those who 
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threaten the security of their citizens, but now must take action for the greater good. This does 

not legitimise invading, but lets it be seen in a different light. 

While Taiwan’s armed forces remain on the weaker end, it does not refrain the ROC leaders 

from showcasing military strength, always in the role as the defender with moral superiority. 

During the yearly exercises, Tsai tweeted on March 24, 2020: “China’s military manoeuvres 

around #Taiwan have continued unabated. Whether it’s national defence or preventing the 

spread of disease, our armed forces remain as vigilant as ever. #IslandOfResilience”. Tsai’s 

government makes it repeatedly clear that they do not pose a threat to the international 

community, on the other side even defending values that the free, democratic world stands for. 

They paint China as the sole aggressor in the conflict and themselves as strong defenders of 

freedom and democracy. Tsai even used the hashtag #IslandofResilience as an ending statement 

of her tweet, although making up one’s own hashtag without anyone else using it, defeats the 

purpose of it. Nonetheless, finishing a tweet with a name, emphasised through the hashtag, 

which under Twitter currents layout marks the word in blue instead of its usual black text, 

makes it memorable.  

Both sides mention violence and threats by bringing up possible future scenarios in which they 

would have to employ their armed forces. The PLA and ROCAF both play visible roles in the 

exchange. The portrayal of China as the aggressor and Taiwan as the defender matches in both 

rhetoric. 

 

The noble fight 

This rhetorical battle is one of images. It is about who manages to convince the international 

community that they are right and that their values, may they be China’s security and prosperity 

as well as sovereignty, or Taiwan’s freedom and democracy, are worth being fought for. This 

is why the question of who is the good and noble one, is of essence.  

Tactics for this battle of images involve image-building on one’s own side and image-damaging 

of the other’s, as this section has shown. While Hongkong is the pivotal point of the rhetoric 

and the trigger for many points made, the debate moves around the same aspects as it does 

usually in the (non-)exchange between China and Taiwan. The governments each fight over 

who they represent and how they lay out the concept of sovereignty. Both of their images are 

built on the pillar of truth, being the one who is not only right but also speaks true. However, 

the governments also deny the other the capability of doing just that and subtly call out alleged 
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lies. Further, they use absolute terms to achieve being heard and being taken seriously. The next 

step of that is to mention violence, China as the first-step-actor and Taiwan as the strong 

defender. 

The images sometimes overlap and often stand on opposite sides of understanding. The 

audience is forced to pick and choose who to believe and who to trust. What these themes of 

this analysis have an impact on the conflict as a whole, will be seen in the next section. 

 

6. The persuasion that lies behind the acts 
The data used for this analysis is rich in themes and there are many ways in which it can be 

examined rhetorically. The past section chose to analyse it according to a mix between Ancient 

and Modern European rules of rhetorical analyses and Chinese perspectives on rhetoric. The 

clusters found as the result of it are important elements for these next few pages, when literature 

findings will be connected to what has been learned from the tweets and the two research 

questions will be answered in their respective subsections.   

One of the more prominent clusters found during the analysis is the representation of peoples. 

It is part of the core need of both conflict parties: to convey a very specific image of oneself as 

the spokesperson of a group of people towards an international audience. This is used as a way 

to legitimise actions and protect oneself. At the bottom of the question of representation lies the 

question of identity. The ROC government mostly claims to represent all citizens of Taiwan. In 

the agenda of the Tsai administration this also means that the rhetoric includes arguing that all 

Taiwanese wish to remain independent from China. In literature, the Taiwanese identity 

question has remained a controversial topic for decades. What most scholars can agree on, no 

matter how gather their data and how they interpret it, is that the nation of Taiwan remains 

divided in its identity in regards to China. There is not only confusion towards ethnic and 

national identity but also different weighing of the common history and believing of future 

scenarios in cases of unification. Tsai celebrates democracy and diversity in opinions, but 

simplifies heavily when it comes to legitimising viewpoints. There is not one Taiwan, as much 

as there is not one China, although it is much more difficult to obtain reliable data and literature 

on sentiments of the mainlanders. Both China and Taiwan claim to represent the needs and 

wishes of the islanders, but none of them actually have the full backup. For the international 

audience, who generally has little knowledge on the complexity of the Taiwanese identity 

question, this cleavage is not visible. This lack of factual knowledge is used thoroughly by both 
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parties to influence the debate by pulling the audience towards their side. Taiwan’s complex 

post-nationalist identity which moves far beyond pure ethnic and state law questions, is used as 

a tool to convince themselves and the other. In practice, it functions as an at least temporary 

middle-way, but the communication is largely detached from the citizen’s reality.  

The relationship between Taiwan and China, both claiming to be representatives of the same 

people, is communicated differently to match their base arguments. Because China includes the 

Taiwanese in its perimeter of protection, it cannot brand them as the enemy. For the preferred 

outcome of this conflict, this debate between the two governments cannot simplify the rival, as 

it is done in many other conflicts, especially between two states. Rhetorically, this conflict is 

shown to be one between two governments, not two peoples. When Taiwan calls out China’s 

actions, it does so addressing Beijing directly. Similarly, China defiles the ones who want 

Taiwanese independence, the local leaders, but never their compatriots. Using their common 

history, they can easily refer to the other as not being so different. 

In this dynamic, Hongkong functions as a symbol for both. It is a test for China and its 

willingness to use violence or distance themselves from promises earlier made to their people 

and to the international community. It is also an identification trial for Taiwan. Do the islanders 

want to be part of a China that takes away autonomy? The way China shows itself in this conflict 

heavily influences Taiwanese citizen’s sentiment towards unification or independence. And 

since the Hongkong protests underwent heavy support from the international community and 

criticism towards China’s use of police violence and general handling of the situation, the ROC 

government was able to utilise this aspect greatly: for their own image towards the global stage 

but also for their citizens. The PRC government on the other hand does not draw a comparison 

between Hongkong’s fight for autonomy and Taiwan’s wish for independence.  

Speaking of one aspect and hiding the other – a common goal of both sides in this conflict is to 

pull the audience into their constructed reality where they are the ones who speak the absolute 

und undeniable truth. The PRC and ROC governments not only deny each other’s existence as 

a state, although Tsai’s administration has departed from this argument, but they also deny each 

other’s constructed reality. Tsai and her ministers, as well as the Chinese leaders, barely 

acknowledge the other as speakers of a group of people. The same level of trust goes into the 

role of a player in this conflict. There is no real interaction between the two, save for calling 

one another out. Although they both use it, they refuse to acknowledge the existence of a 

rhetorical stage, where they could potentially talk with one another. The big questions are 

avoided and replaced by even bigger statements. Both governments remain in their positions, 
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unyielding of their principles and to find a compromise. The belief in their truth and their reality 

is so high that anything which happens in Hongkong plays into their cards, depending on how 

to twist it. This is why the rhetoric surrounding the same events can result in entirely different 

learnings. 

Moving on to soft power, it can be seen that both parties of this conflict yearn for it, but with 

different intentions and ways. As settled in previous sections, in the Chinese context soft power 

means control over the debate itself. Rhetoric are acts of persuasion but exercising true soft 

power onto the audience is much more subtle and stronger. The PRC government is direct in 

what it says and how it says it. The statements are absolute and leave no room for discussion 

because it needs to uphold their constructed reality. Through using this approach, China 

abandons its principle of harmony, something that is favoured in attempts at exercising soft 

power. The very essence of a harmonic coexistence vanishes when messages become too 

strong, too obvious, and unyielding. Declining Taiwan and Hongkong independence fits their 

reality in which they want to keep the audience, but has the opposite effect when it comes to 

subtle persuasion. It can also be seen in the course of the tweets that the more time passes, the 

more force is found in their communication. This could possibly be caused by the 2049 goals 

to unite all Chinese people under one true government. The audience then drifts apart, between 

those who fully believe in China’s good and morally correct actions and stances and those who 

can mark the obvious rifts between what the government says on various occasions. In light of 

this analysis, it can be said that China exercises power and strong persuasion, but it does not 

(yet) manage to yield soft power because the debate is not in their control, they are just a strong 

player within it. 

Taiwan on the other hand does not necessarily even seem to want to control the debate. The 

ROC’s minimum goal is to pull the audience out of China’s reality, and possibly into their own. 

There is will to be heard by the international community, but the rhetoric is phrased in a way 

that rather pushes critical thinking than stating absolute truths. There are still unmovable 

principles, but the great difference is the factor of cost. Taiwan is the physically weaker party 

in this conflict, by military and financially means. It is also less heard diplomatically, a bit more 

in media, but still a far cry from having the impact on the debate that China has. For the island, 

being part of the debate is about pure survival. Any influence that can be gained, will be taken. 

Every opportunity to voice one’s opinion and win the favour of those who can possibly protect 

them against China’s army, is taken. The Hongkong protests are just one of many instances the 
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ROC government uses to become a player, even if a small one. Thus, Taiwan’s soft power 

remains minimal, close to non-existent. 

Violence remains a constant theme, and deriving from it, the question of security and insecurity. 

As settled, China is undoubtedly militarily stronger. The mainland is also the main trigger for 

aggression in this conflict. Its actions in Hongkong and towards Taiwan are the basis for many 

of the verbal exchanges. These actions are rooted in their unshakable beliefs and principles, that 

all Chinese must be united under the PRC leadership. Other triggers come either from Taiwan, 

usually around the time the democracy is yet again trying to decide on its independence status 

via elections or referendums, or from external forces, such as the most recent visit of the US-

American House Speaker Nancy Pelosi to the island in August 2022 which increased tensions 

across the Strait and led the PRC to deploy its military close to the border with the island.  

Security in one’s belief is high on both sides. For China, prosperity and protection of its people, 

also at the extend of human rights, is the top priority. In Taiwan’s case, democracy and freedom 

from the PRC’s authority are the values they fight for. The feeling of security comes only when 

threats posed to either of these aspects can be reduced or eliminated. But since this is an active 

and ongoing conflict, neither of them has so far reached security. Instead, insecurity dwells 

within the rhetorical exchange. Danger is infinite and both leaderships have been working in a 

constant state of instability for decades. Managing threat has become more prominent than the 

ideal outcome of security itself.  

This explains why both governments are in need of the show they put on Twitter. Although 

everyone involved in the debate, even the audience, is well aware of the instability in the 

conflict, the speakers are easily irritated by the other. One would think that in such a long-

standing exchange between two rivals, there would have been established rhetorical rules to 

keep the conflict on a verbal level. But the tweets used for this analysis show that the constant 

insecurity drives both groups of speakers towards escalation, and most interestingly coming 

with that, the sure loss of what they are actually fighting for and in part already have. China’s 

prosperity would be threatened heavily in case of a war with Taiwan because of the possible 

involvement of the international community. Taiwan’s freedom and democracy also hang by a 

threat, in case China decides to invade. And because the stakes are high, many pieces of rhetoric 

that were examined in the previous section seem emotional and irrational. Beyond reason, both 

governments strain the other’s patience.  

And while the outcome of the military side of this conflict might be rather clear, there is no 

obvious winner on the rhetorical side. China and Taiwan have the same reach towards the 
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international audience. The former has financial and diplomatic backup, many states are on 

their side when it comes to the independence question just because of the influence the PRC 

government can wield if it wants to. The latter though has the enormous advantage that it can 

place itself as the morally good one because it is part of the free world. Taiwan builds on being 

relatable and being worth to fight over. The audience is constantly being persuaded by both that 

they are the ones who should be supported and listened to. Having control over what the 

audience not only thinks of them but also about the other, takes the conflict parties a step closer 

to having the upper hand in the rhetorical battle.  

One could argue that this verbal conflict is always close to becoming a war. But so far, the need 

to maintain the status quo of securing their values and goals has kept the conflict from escalating 

fully. It does not however promise to get the parties closer to one another. The rhetorical stage 

is used by both to build and exercise another form of power through persuasion. The final two 

sections will now ask how the two governments communicate and what the contents of it are. 

 

6.1. China’s and Taiwan’s communication 
There is not much communication between the two governments. As seen, they communicate 

with each other mainly on lower ministry levels and barely out in the public. This is because 

talking directly to one another means acknowledging the other’s existence, which is especially 

difficult for China if they want to maintain their stance that the ROC government has no right 

to represent the Taiwanese citizens. Tsai’s administration occasionally publicly calls on its 

counterpart on the mainland, but only when the act itself serves their own interest in terms of 

influencing the audience. The PRC government ignores what they call the local authorities on 

the island. The only communication here is about the evil forces that dwell within the 

autonomous region, however never directed at them. 

The indirect communication of the leaders functions over the audience, because the goal is not 

to speak to the other party of the conflict, intimidate or soothe them, but to persuade the 

international community that they are the right partner in the Cross Strait issue. For this reason, 

the native-Mandarin speakers address the audience in English and via Twitter, a platform 

known to be a good tool to spread political views widely. They inserted themselves in the 

ongoing global debate about them, to pull as many supporters as possible to their side. The 

Hongkong protests from this analysis served as a playground for their conflict, a trigger to test 

out and possibly expand soft power. Other topics can also serve as triggers and opportunities to 

once again present one’s values, who they represent and their goals for a better future.  
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Repeatedly pushing the same messages into the audience, adapting them to the trigger that 

caused them, is supposed to strengthen the control over their own image. Power in this verbal 

conflict is about who manages to persuade more (important) persons of one’s constructed 

reality. The reality entails in both cases that the speaker is right in their view, morally good, 

wants the best for all people and the other is the opposite: the irrational aggressor who holds on 

to principles that will only hurt the citizens and possibly change global and unwritten rules to 

the worse.  

6.2. The debate’s content 
The ongoing debate does not take place between the two speakers, but between within the 

audience while the two speakers serve as players with minimal influence in it. The intention of 

both governments is to control one’s and the other’s image abroad, to secure allies in the Cross 

Strait conflict. It is about winning over the international community, at best all of them, but also 

states with major financial, military and diplomatic influence such as the US.  

To achieve this level of persuasion, both governments construct their own reality, where they 

control who is good and who is evil. The audience is then drawn into that reality and becomes 

a defender of either Taiwan’s or China’s nation. Rhetorically, the PRC and ROC use statements 

guaranteed to be the truth to earn the audience’s trust. The use of absolutes is especially 

remarkable in China’s case, but the island state also uses them in order to make principles and 

viewpoints clear.  

Security and insecurity play a major role in the conflict and thus the debate. Its source is on the 

one hand the constant instability of the situation, specifically in Taiwan’s case their fragile 

independence, and on the other hand the need to seem like the one in control. Governments 

provide security for their citizens and part of the debate over who can represent the people of 

Taiwan includes the question of who can secure their lives. At this point, the governments part 

their ways: China values prosperity over everything else; Taiwan prioritises freedom and 

democracy. These interpretations of what is important to live a fulfilled live is the backbone of 

every argument about what the one government can provide and the other cannot. 

For the ROC government, controlling the debate and therefore the way the world sees China, 

is a survival and security question in itself. As the militarily weaker one, with less diplomatic 

support from the international community, Taiwan has no soft power and is forced to place its 

rhetoric solely on the claim to be a beacon for freedom and democracy in the region, making it 

an example of whether these values of the free world can stand against authoritarianism.  
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The PRC government is the stronger one in any aspect besides being relatable to other 

democracies. It places its argumentation upon their historical right, backed up by international 

law, to be the true representative of the Chinese people, which also entails the Taiwanese 

people. The goal in China’s rhetoric is to maintain the status quo amidst growing negative 

sentiment towards the way they govern, and their handling of autonomy wishes from various 

regions. Visions of a united future are spread over various messages that go out to their own 

people, Taiwan, and the international community.  

Examining the way the two governments communicate leaves an open question: Is there a will 

and a place to solve this conflict? At the current stage, the debate remains intense and 

aggressive. The parties of this conflict have shown, at least rhetorically, no understanding of 

the other’s position. Although in the end they wish for the same, that their citizens can live a 

life in stability, their way to achieve that differs widely. On the rhetorical stage for the 

international community, absolutes, values and portraits of their truth win over finding common 

ground and similarities. This does not mean that on neither side, there are politicians working 

on other solutions. On the surface, this conflict remains unsolvable as long as each group of 

speakers refuse to leave their own constructed reality. 

 

7. Conclusion  
Historically, Taiwan and China have always been in each other’s presence. If not ruled by the 

same leader, then connected through culture, language and trade. During the parts of China’s 

history in which Taiwan carried a different flag, the island remained in the bigger country’s 

conscious as an object of desire. However, the relationship between the island and the mainland 

has become increasingly more complex over the most recent decades. Chinese leaders went 

from wishing to liberate Taiwan to demanding unification. This goal has been part of China’s 

politics and rhetoric for as long as any living citizen on either side of the Strait can remember 

and has just recently manifested in President Xi’s Chinese Dream.  

This work has used a rhetorical analysis to examine social media postings from Twitter by the 

Taiwanese and Chinese governments. The aim of this research was to find out, how the speakers 

communicate over the 2019-2020 Hongkong protests and what was actually behind the debate.  

A peaceful (re-)unification has been talked about on both sides. This would include a voluntary 

handover of the ROC’s rule to the PRC. At the current stage, with President Tsai and her pro-

independence DPP at the top of the island’s leadership, this scenario remains unlikely. The 
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communication between the two countries has had its ups and downs over the last century and 

is currently at one of its absolute low points. Talks take place on lower ministry levels, most of 

them concerned about the day-to-day issues such as travel and trade. But the bigger questions 

of recognition and unification remain solely in the hands of the leaders themselves. However, 

there is barely any try of either side to persuade the other of their preferred future scenario. 

Especially since the DPP has come into power in recent years, communication has turned away 

from the conflict party to the international community.  

The backbone of China’s claims are mostly “One Country, Two Systems” and the 1992 

Consensus. However, both of them are declined by Tsai’s administration for lack of truthfulness 

when it comes to any promises China makes. For fear of being stripped off of any autonomy, 

the island remains at its viewpoint that the PRC could not grant them their prosperity in the way 

the Taiwanese have learned to value it: through freedom and democracy. This is why the ROC 

government has been taking big steps in building a distinctive Taiwanese identity. This post-

Andersonian national identity is supposed to serve as a line of defence against China’s power 

and persuasion.  

Hongkong’s role in this conflict is in fact small but portrayed to be big. It has been within 

China’s scope of interest forever and rarely posed to be a problem for the Chinese identity and 

the PRC leadership, especially under its “One Country, Two Systems” approach. For Taiwan, 

the city state gained interest during the 2019-2020 protests. The fight against China’s grip 

around the local authorities was interpreted as a sibling to their own long-standing conflict with 

the mainland. Tsai’s administration seized the opportunity of the world’s spotlight on 

Hongkong and inserted her government with her agenda right into the debate. China’s actions 

during the protests were used as a reminder to her domestic opponents and potential 

international allies about China’s true nature. The ROC government was able to paint the PRC 

as the aggressor who does not hold on to promises of peace and prosperity in cases of resistance. 

On a deeper level, Hongkong deepened many Taiwanese citizen’s fear of what would happen, 

if China in fact abandons its nonviolent principle. 

What both governments then learned to be useful in this conflict is the third and most complex 

player: the international community. Although they are not one, there are a few key players that 

both China and Taiwan aim to sway to their side. This is the main mechanism of their 

communication, to not persuade the other but the international community. In case of the 

conflict becoming violent, they are the ones deciding the outcome: either to help the island 

defend itself or to stand down and let China regain their territory. So what does the debate 
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surrounding the Hongkong protests but aiming at persuading the international community look 

like? 

The rhetorical side of this conflict is one full of images, of questions about who represents who 

and who represents what. Beyond people’s lives, there are values at stake that neither player 

wants to live without. Representation though comes from legitimisation. In Taiwan’s case, that 

is fairly easy to obtain and to prove. In China’s case, it is simply taken. More importantly than 

the legitimisation from within in this debate is the one from powerful other states. Recognising 

either state is a crucial step that both aim to influence through their communication. It can mean 

their diplomatic success or the loss of potentially the entire conflict.  

To persuade the international community both governments construct realities in which they 

are the morally good one and also the only one who can provide for the people on the island. 

This is where the similarities end. China interprets well-being of its citizens as economic 

security and prosperity, at the extend of other things such as human rights. Taiwan on the other 

hand values freedom and democracy above the physical well-being of their citizens. Because 

of this difference, it can be said that the governments want the same in their core but find 

different interpretations of what exactly it entails. In each of their constructed reality, the good 

ones and the bad ones are simplified and reduced to a few, nearly snackable characteristics. For 

example, in Taiwan’s case, all of the island’s residents wish to stay as independent as possible 

from the PRC. In reality, as far at it is measurable through various studies, this question on 

Taiwanese independence or unification with the mainland is far more complex. It is connected 

to the issue of Taiwan’s identity and usually brings out various possible future scenarios, which 

get more or less support depending on current events. Both governments override the 

complexity of reality to obtain their one goal. Moreover, China must navigate between 

portraying Taiwan as the morally bad one, but also maintaining the image that the island 

remains an object of desire. This messaging is a little more complex than Taiwan’s image as a 

freedom-fighter and beacon of the democratic world.  

Hongkong then is used as a rhetorical stage, which is not acknowledged by either side in its 

existence. Both parties in this conflict look at the protests and turn the events into learnings that 

fit their own reality to alter not the outcome of Hongkong’s case, but their own. The 

combination of both living in a reality with principles they do not want to abandon and the 

constant state of insecurity, makes the conflict instable, but the rhetoric itself stable. The 

exchange, which is not really one because they barely recognise one another, functions the 

same, no matter the trigger. The messages and statements have the same content, sometimes 
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they are phrased differently, but they contain the same goal. This locks the two governments 

into positions where finding peace through communication is difficult and peace through force 

seems more likely.  

The two governments communicate in a style that reminds of the Cold War. In this sense, the 

conflict is portrayed to be one between governments, not people, and Hongkong is besides a 

trigger point also a rhetorical proxy conflict. The communication between the ROC and PRC 

is indirect because of their status quo. It is full of need for control over the debate, developing 

soft power and acts of persuasion. It is about who speaks the truth and who deserves to be 

supported in case of a physical escalation.  

Learnings from this analysis can be applied to other proxy cases where Taiwan and China 

communicate about each other via different cases. Because of the at the current stage 

unmovable messages and goals in their respective rhetoric, the themes of this analysis can be 

found in other pieces of rhetoric as well. Furthermore, this conflict is, rhetorically speaking, far 

from being solved. The communication is irrational, emotional and both parties unyielding in 

their interpretation of a good life for the citizens and also their historical and political rights. 

But leaderships change and so do stances within a conflict. Chinese leaders have changed their 

course before, and Taiwan’s leadership is usually even more short-lived as a democracy. A 

conflict should not depend on a group of a few individuals and their opinions, but so far, this is 

the case in the conflict between China and Taiwan.   

The international community is not a homogenous group. A few very powerful states, such as 

the US, could sway the odds in this conflict. Future scenarios which concern themselves with 

the participation of more countries mostly entail some form of violence. The status quo is 

currently the safest way to go for everyone included. But doing nothing is also not bearable for 

eternity, especially with regards to China’s 2049 goals to unite them all under the PRC 

leadership. 

This work has its limitations in various aspects. The communication snippets analysed remain 

just that: snippets. Using Hongkong as a trigger for a certain aspect of the conflict has been 

helpful in grasping the basis of the government’s argumentation. It does however also mean 

that this analysis can only give an insight into the conflict, not the entirety of it. It did not 

consider how the governments communicate with each other on lower levels of the ministries 

and any other channels of communication they use with each other or the international audience.  
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Further research can use this analysis as a basis to examine the two constructed realities in more 

detail: Where they could possibly match, what would need to change to achieve a common 

future for both. Additionally recommended for closer examination are the other factors in this 

conflict: the military imbalance, the diplomatic swing, and the growing financial aspect, 

specifically in light of China’s increasing role in giving out loans. 
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