Tensions have flared in recent weeks between China and Taiwan, the island province that sits off China’s southeast coast, wedged between the South China and Yellow Seas.  The sometimes stormy waters of the Taiwan Strait, the 100 mile wide body of water that isolates Taiwan from China, have become characteristic of the rift that has split Taipei and Beijing, the respective capitals.

On July 9th, Taiwan’s President Lee Teng-hui created a political tidal wave aimed at Beijing.  In an interview with a German radio station, he said that he supported the development of “special state-to-state” relations between China and Taiwan.  In other words, Mr. Lee suggested that Taiwan and China be considered separate countries, a stance that clearly rejects Beijing’s “one China” policy.  That policy holds that Taiwan will eventually be reunited with China under Beijing’s rule.  Currently, Taiwan stands as a province of China, with its own president and political system.

This recent flashpoint is the result of 50 years of recurring turmoil between China and Taiwan, a half century of recent history that begins with the Communist takeover of the Chinese mainland.  In order to better understand the current situation, it’s necessary to take a look at that recent history.

For several hundred years, until the 17th century, Taiwan stood firmly under Chinese rule.  However, this changed in the 1600s, when European colonization swept many parts of the world, and brought fighting to Taiwan involving primarily the Dutch and Spanish.  In 1895, Taiwan was again taken from China, this time by a local power, Japan. It was subsequently ruled by Tokyo for about 50 years until World War II ended.

In the early part of this century, Nationalist forces came to power in China, ruled by Sun Yat-sen, and then Chiang Kai Shek.  However, shortly after World War II ended, Communist forces began to gain greater and greater influence throughout the country.  Eventually the Communists ousted the Nationalist government, which fled to Taiwan in 1949.  In December of that year, Chiang proclaimed Taipei the temporary capital of China.  He believed the capital would eventually move back to Beijing as soon as the Nationalists defeated the Communists.

But this never happened, and the Cold War increasingly isolated the Communist and Democratic worlds from each other.  China found support from other global powers like Russia, while the United States stood behind Taipei.  Indeed, in 1979 the United States decided to shift its recognition of Chinese authority from Taipei to Beijing.  Still, the U.S. supported Taiwan’s right to self-rule under the umbrella of a “one China” policy, a right it said it would back up with force.

China and Taiwan finally reestablished diplomatic ties in 1993, but a series of events have strained relations.  China flexed its military muscle in 1996 by flying about 1,500 fighter jet training missions over the Taiwan Strait, to which the U.S. responded by sending 16 warships to local waters.  More recently, China has engaged in missile tests in the region, both China and Taiwan have ramped up training flights over the Strait, and China seized a Taiwanese cargo ship, accusing its crew of smuggling.  Through all this, the U.S. has irritated Beijing by continuing to provide military support to Taipei in the form of early warning radar planes and spare parts for fighter jets.

And Lee’s July 9 interview has done nothing to foster a better relationship.

