
The Xi-Putin Summit: Taiwanese Sovereignty and Modern 

Treaties 

 

2022-02-07 05:49 United Daily News, A11, Public Opinion Forum 

 

Author: Man-houng Lin, Adjunct Research Fellow, Institute of Modern History, 

Academia Sinica 

Translator: Tyler Bennett 

President Xi Jinping of the People's Republic of China held talks with Russian President 

Vladimir Putin on February 4th. In a joint statement, they declared that Moscow fully 

supports Beijing's position on Taiwan, abides by the One-China principle and 

recognizes that Taiwan is an inalienable part of China's territory. The determination of 

Taiwan's sovereignty within Sino-Russian relations is closely connected to these 

countries’ recognition of modern treaties. The myths behind these recognitions and their 

proper resolutions will have a profound impact on the future of the world.  

There are also modern treaties between Russia and China that must be addressed. 

In 2020, a Russian scholar from Vladivostok visited my institute. He was disturbed that 

mainland Chinese netizens had been calling for the recovery of territory ceded to Russia 

during the Qing dynasty. However, the PRC officially signed an agreement with the 

Soviet Union in 1991 concerning the eastern section of the Sino-Soviet border. Then, 

in 2004, China and Russia signed a supplementary agreement to further resolve border 

issues. Both parties took the treaties signed between Russia and the Qing Empire as 

their basis for demarcating these borders.  

In 2005, I visited Shanghai to participate in the academic conference, From 

Unequal Treaties to the WTO. The keynote speaker and international business law 

scholars agreed that treaties, like any contract, result in gains and losses but that they 

cannot be unequal. However, many participating historians from mainland China 

opposed this view. In 2018 and 2019, I asked two mainland Chinese scholars at 

conferences held in the United States and Australia if the keynote speaker from the 

conference was well. Their assurances of the speaker’s wellbeing gave me some 

confidence in the PRC.  

The current territory of the United States comes from its treaties with Britain, 

France, Spain, Mexico and Russia. I have never heard tale of Britain, France, Spain or 

Mexico wishing to retrieve their former territories from the United States through war, 



nor of Russian expansion in the Arctic partially as an attempt to take back Alaska from 

the United States. This respect for treaties has its base in international law.  

The term "unequal treaties" is commonly used by historians in Taiwan. However, 

among scholars of modern Chinese history from Republican era Taiwan, Professor Li 

Dingyi was the most well-known for the opinion that treaties, like any contract, create 

gains and losses but cannot be unequal. Such a modern understanding of treaties is 

consistent with intertemporal international law. Intertemporal norms of law interpret 

legal provisions based on context of legislation rather than requirements of 

implementation. 

Sovereignty over Taiwan was ceded by the Qing to Japan through the Treaty of 

Shimonoseki. The reason that this sovereignty was not transferred to the Republic of 

China in Taiwan until 1952 after the conclusion of the San Francisco Peace Treaty and 

the Taipei Treaty is actually connected to the Soviet Union. In 1947, the United States 

had already prepared to sign a peace treaty with Japan. Due to Soviet opposition, it was 

not until 1951, after the signing of the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and 

Mutual Assistance and the outbreak of the Korean War, that the United States began 

actively pursuing the conclusion of the San Francisco Peace Treaty and signed the 

Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the United States and Japan.  

Although Russia first attended the San Francisco Conference, it later withdrew. 

The government of the PRC was not invited to participate because it was not the 

Chinese government that led the war against Japan. When the PRC established 

diplomatic relations with Japan in 1972, it insisted that Japan cut off diplomatic 

relations with the Republic of China and did not mention the indemnity that Japan had 

prepared to pay. The rivalry between the Nationalists and the Communists superseded 

the PRC's longing for reparations from Japan. However, the Republic of China’s 

sovereignty over Taiwan was not lost when diplomatic relations with Japan were 

severed. The modern international treaties affecting the transfer of Taiwan's sovereignty 

are the product of modern international relations, not just the result of Nationalist-

Communist relations.  

Even though Russia and China still do not recognize the San Francisco Peace 

Treaty and the Taipei Treaty, the two countries are together part of the UN with Japan 

and have both established diplomatic relations with Japan. For both of these 

arrangements, the restoration of Japan's sovereignty through the San Francisco Peace 

Treaty is foundational. The United Nations began with the Declaration by United 

Nations, which was signed first by Soong Tse-ven, Acting Premier of the Republic of 

China, and representatives of the United States, Britain and the Soviet Union in January 

1942. This declaration is also why Article 26 of the San Francisco Peace Treaty created 

the basis for the Taipei Treaty. The Herbst Theatre in San Francisco was both the place 



where the United Nations was established and where the San Francisco Peace Treaty 

was signed. These efforts over 70 years ago have saved humanity from another world 

war. Whether to destroy the fruits of peace accumulated through these actions is a 

question deserving deep consideration by world leaders today.  
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