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HONG KONG, Feb. 24 – After two and a half years in deep freeze, China sought today to thaw its relations with Taiwan by offering to resume talks on the future of the island.  Beijing still regards Taiwan as the rebel province and still threatens to retake it by military force.

The invitation, in a letter received today in Taiwan, says, “We are willing to discuss procedural matters regarding opening political talks across the Taiwan Strait, and we are prepared to resume discussions of economic and technological issues.”

In a muted response, Chang Kingyuh, chairman of the Mainland Affairs Council in Taiwan, described the letters as positive.

Taiwan’s leaders are feeling pressure from the United States to renew contacts with Beijing.  But while Taiwan officials say they are ready to talk, they adamantly insist that discussions be limited to topics like commercial relations and travel links; political issues are not on the table.

Since Mao Zedong’s armies marched into Beijing in October 1949, and then quickly captured the rest of the mainland, sending Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist Army fleeing to Taiwan, the two sides have been formally at war.  Only in 1993, after virtually all of Taiwan’s diplomatic relations with the world evaporated, including those with Washington, and as China was beginning to exert growing influence on Asia, did both sides agree to meet.

While Beijing has repeatedly declared that Taiwan is an integral part of China, Taiwan espouses the belief in a single China while insisting that Taiwan remain “an independent, sovereign state.”

Even so, the two sides gingerly approached one another in 1993 to discuss issues like fishing disputes, cultural exchanges and scientific operation.

Mention of any of the political issues, much less the inflammatory question of reunification, was avoided.  But the Chinese government underlined every invitation to Taipei with a reminder that it has never abandoned the option of using force to regain the island.

Taiwan struck back by orchestrating an elaborate public relations campaign in Washington to win a visa for President Lee Teng-hui to visit Cornell University, his alma mater, in June 1995.

Then, in March 1996, just as Taiwan was preparing for its first democratic presidential election, Beijing fired missiles into waters off the island’s north and south coast and conducted huge military exercises in Fujian Province, just across the straits.  These exercises were widely seen as an effort to intimidate Taiwan’s voters.

Now, with relations between Beijing and Washington far warmer, Taipei’s leverage on Washington is slipping.  And Taiwan’s business community, which has $30 billion to $60 billion in investments on the mainland, is also pressing the Government to speed its discussions with Beijing.

In recent interviews in Taiwan, Many officials and opinion-makers said they thought the Clinton Administration, using visits by former senior American officials and comments from American representation in Taipei, was trying to nudge Taipei back to the negotiating table.

“I agree that there is pressure from Washington,” said Huang Chao-sung, president of The China Times, the largest paper in Taiwan.  ”We think it’s because of Clinton’s visit to China,” a reference to a planned trip by President Clinton to Beijing later this year.

Last month a procession of farmer Clinton and Bush Administration officials came through Taipei, all bearing a message from Beijing: sit down and talk.  The most prominent was lead by the former Defense Secretary, William J. Perry, who was sponsored by the private National Committee on US-China Relations, who arrived after meeting the senior officials in Beijing.

“The message was, “They’re ready to talk,’” said a senior official who had notes on Mr. Perry’s visit.

American diplomats in Taipei at the nominally private American Institute in Taiwan contend that Washington is not attempting to pus Taiwan towards the negotiating table, but they say that resuming discussions would ease tensions.

Foreign Minister Jason Hu, who represented his country in Washington before joining the cabinet last year, said he did not think Washington was exerting formal pressure.

“I don’t think the United States would want to make us feel pushed or hastened or pressured into any talks,” Mr. Hu said in an interview.  But he added, “They would express an earnest desire to see the earliest possible resumption of dialogue.”

Mr. Hu argued that Taiwan had to read cautiously.  “We have to be very careful,” he said.  “ We don’t have that many cards up our sleeve.”

Although talks have been stalemated for 31 years, Taiwan id drawing closer to the mainland in other ways: More than 43 percent of Taiwan’s outside investment is on the mainland, and about 300 mainland academics, performing artists and business people visit each month.

