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Contentious consensus of ‘92

Joe HUNG

Much has been said about what is commonly known as a
consensus of 1992, which paved the way for a historic meeting in
Singapore in the following year that ushered in a brief spell of
detente in relations between Taiwan and the People’ s Republic of
China before the current impasse. The meeting in April 1993
between C. F. Koo, chairman of the Straits Exchange Foundation
(SEF) of Tape, and his mainland counterpart Wang Daohan,
chairman of the Association for Relations across the Taiwan Straits
(ARATYS), laid the foundation for the conduct of cultura and
economic flow between the two sides of the Taiwan Strait.

Yet little has been known about exactly what the consensus is
and how it has come into being. Some have even argued that the
consensus did not exist. Is there a consensus?

Has it been accepted by Taipel and Beijing as the sine qua non
for cross-Strait dialogue? These are the questions that have to be
answered before President Chen Shui-bian decides whether to
reopen the SEF-ARATS didogue that has remained suspended
snce 1995.



The SEF was established in early 1991. At the end of that year
its Chinese counterpart, the ARATS, was inaugurated. In March
1992 they started negotiations on the authentication of documents
and exchanges of “indirect” registered mail. No “direct” mail
service was available, and all mail had to be routed via Hong Kong.
Prior to the negotiations, however, the ARATS demanded that the
“one China’ principle be accepted as a prerequisite. The SEF did
not accept.

On Oct. 28, when the negotiations were resumed in Hong
Kong, the ARATS again demanded the “one Chind" principle as a
sine qua hon but agreed to let the SEF state its point of view of that
“one China” The ARATS aso demanded that the SEF consent to
identify matters concerning cross-Strait relations as China s interna
affairs. The SEF regjected the demands.

Two days later, on Oct. 30, the SEF responded to the ARATS,
emphasizing that both sides of the Taiwan Strait belong to “one
China where there exist two political entities on an equa footing”
and that they both should “strive for a peaceful and democratic
China” No understanding was reached, however.

Thereafter the SEF presented a modified proposal stating that
matters concerning the authentication of documents should be
considered “ affairs of the Chinese residents on both sides (of the
Tawan Strait), while the two sides of the Taiwan Strait, in the
process of their common effort to achieve nationa unification, both



92

adhere to the principle of one China but may alow each to differ
from the other on the acknowledgement of the meaning of One
China” The SEF aso recommended that both sides, within the
mutually acceptable context, state oraly their stance on the issue.
The ARATS replied that it would consider the proposal and the
recommendation. No meeting occurred on Oct. 31. The ARATS
delegates to the meeting left Hong Kong on Nov. 1.

On Nov. 3 the ARATS sent the SEF a cable message to
“respect and accept” the recommendation, concurring that they both
would “define the principle of one China in an ora statement,”
while “the concrete content of that ora statement is subject to
Separate negotiation.” The message also said: “ One China should be
defined in time of negotiation on administrative affairs concerning
relations across the Strait, but the political connotation of one China
should not be touched upon at first, while the methods of statement
(on one China) should be sufficiently discussed. (The ARATYS) Is
willing to listen to the opinion (about this matter) of the SEF.” The
message was aso published by the Xinhua (New China) News
Agency.

In response, the SEF said in a press release; “We (the SEF)
will express the concrete content of the ora statement (on one
China) in line with the * Guiddlines for Nationa Unification’ and the
resolution on © one Chinad adopted by the National Unification
Council on Aug. 1 of thisyear (1992).” The “one China’ resolution
of Aug. 1 reads in pat: “...Both sdes of the Strait adhere to the



principle of ‘one China.” They each give different connotations (to
one China), however. The Chinese Communist authorities regard
‘one China’ as the People’s Republic of China, considering Taiwan
after (China’s) unification in the future to be a ‘specid
administrative district under its (the People’s Republic of China’s)
domain. ...(Our definition is:) ‘One China referred to hereinafter is
the Republic of Chinathat has existed to date since its founding in
1912 and whose sovereignty extends over whole China, albeit only
Tawan, Penghu (the Pescadores), Kinmen (Quemoy) and Matsu are
now under its rule. Taiwan is a part of China The mainland (of
China) is aso a pat of China“ The three main points of the
resolutions are; a. Both Taiwan and the People’s Republic of China
adhere to the principle of one China. b. Inasmuch as Beijing is
concerned, that one Chinais the People’s Republic of China. Taipei
regards the one China as the Republic of China (on Taiwan). c.
Tawan is part of that one China. So is the Chinese mainland (the
People’s Republic of China).

As a matter of fact, Taipel and Beijing were agreed, prior to
the negotiations in Hong Kong, that there is only one China. What
they concurred in 1992 was their agreement to disagree with each
other on the definition of one China.

One thing has to be made clear. That is: The agreement in 1992
was negotiated between working-level representatives of the SEF
and the ARATS. No decison-makers on either side of the Taiwan
Strait have ever officialy sanctioned the understanding, which was
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not signed nor even initided

The word “consensus” is a misnomer. It usudly takes more
than three parties to the issue to reach consensus. The fact, however,
is that the SEF representatives and their ARATS counterparts met in
Hong Kong, discussed the matters concerning the “one China’
principle, and finally agreed to disagree on the connotation of “one
China”, dthough the latter signaled their concurrence, not at the
negotiating table but later through a cable message, and the
understanding was unsigned. The consensus et us use the word
for the sake of convenience exists.

As aresult, the ARATS wrote the SEF on Nov. 16, reiterating
that both ingtitutions should — under the condition that they state the
one China principle orally — proceed on documentary authentication.
The SEF replied on December 3, confirming their agreement to
disagree on the interpretation of one China, “which each of them
should make orally and separately.” The authentication of
documents started.

The four main points of the consensus are: a The two sides of
the Taiwan Strait are agreed that there is only one China; b. Each of
them claims itself to be that one Ching; c. Each acknowledges the
existence of the other; and d. Each is entitled to define one China
differently from the other and state the definition oraly.

Shortly after the consensus had been reached, Beijing began to
arr its intention to ignore it. The State Council in Beijing issued its



first Tawan white paper, entitted “The Problem of Taiwan and
China s Unification” in August 1993. It points out :” There is only
one Ching, and Taiwan is an inseparable part of China, whose
centra government is in Beijing. That is a universadly
acknowledged fact. It is adso a premise to the solution of the
problem of Tawan.” The People’ s Republic of China continued to
qualify the consensus, stating that “the consensus of 1992 is
applicable solely to (matters concerning) cross-Strait relations or to
the two ingtitutions (the SEF and the ARATS).”

By 1995 Beijing went so far as to deny that there was a
consensus in 1992. The following year saw an emergence of a new
“one China’ syllogism: “There is only one China Tawan is part
of China The People s Republic of China is the sole legd
government of China.” The implied conclusion of the syllogism is:
Anyone who agrees to one China agrees to come under the rule of
the Peopl€’ s Republic of China

President Chen has accepted that implied conclusion. That is
why he is opposed to the consensus of 1992, equating the
acceptance of the “one China’ principle to the loss of Taiwan' sright
to define “one China’ differently from what the People’ s Republic
of Chinaclaims.

He is not quite right. The People’ s Republic of China espouses
the consensus of 1992 again.

When President Chen was inaugurated on May 20 last year,
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Bejing said the People s Republic of China hopes he would
espouse the “one Chind’ principle and the consensus of 1992. Tang
Shubel, ARATS vice chairman, said on Nov. 14, 2000, that the
suspended cross-Strait dialogue could be resumed if Taipel should
accept the one China principle and the consensus of 1992. Qian
Qichen, vice premier, stated the same prerequisites in repegting the
cal on Jan. 22 this year. What Beijing now wants is a change of
mind in Tapa.

If President Chen accepts the consensus of 1992, ridding
himsalf of his self-convinced implied conclusion of the one China
syllogism, the disrupted dialogue nay start again, promising hope
for an early solution to many athorny problem facing Taiwan.
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