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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This book argues that individuals matter. Although it is true that the Cold War framework and the nature of a constitutional democracy comprised broad parameters for policy in the United States in the 1950s, this study makes clear that the men who served as president, secretary of state, and their advisers determined decisions and directions. Their mind-sets, values, emotions, and experience influenced their thoughts and actions, limiting or broadening what they understood about events, behavior, and potential outcomes. The institutional and systemic constraints, although extremely important, would have been the same had Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, or John F. Kennedy served in the 1950s, but these men would not have responded as did Dwight Eisenhower. Indeed, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles expended great effort not to be perceived as just another soft-on-Communism secretary like Dean Acheson.1

Accordingly, the volume has been organized to allow readers to see the players and their immediate environment as the author does—Introduction: The Myth, Part I: The Players and the Context, Part II: The Practice, Conclusion: The Memories—to explore the problems they confronted and the solutions they found. The extended analyses in part II highlight crucial dilemmas of the period explaining how policymakers understood and dealt with them. For instance, the emphasis placed on trade in chapter 7 reflects Dwight D. Eisenhower’s preoccupation with business, investment, and the economy.

Furthermore, this study emphasizes the close interaction between domestic and foreign policies that troubled and constrained the president. Eisenhower struggled with conflicting priorities, international demands, and strident domestic politics throughout his tenure in the White House. He found, from day one, that connections between domestic and foreign issues would be problematic in security, economic, and cultural as well as political spheres. Communism posed a pernicious internal and external challenge as did racism. Politics did not stop at the water’s edge, and the president discovered he could not shield the home front from the crosscutting pressures of overseas developments.

Obviously, this is also a book about U.S. relations with China, a subject to which I have devoted my career and one that is always fraught with controversy. The Cold War, the Soviet Union, and the Republic of China on Taiwan all play a critical role here, but the focus is U.S. policy and how the Chinese understood and responded to it. I argue that in the bleak, frozen Cold War decade of the 1950s, more went on than thought. To understand what followed, it is essential to see these years clearly.

Primary source materials upon which this book was based are today abundant and yet incomplete. All but a small, highly classified portion of Eisenhower-era records in the United States are open for research. Since the members of the administration closely chronicled what they did and said, the official record is voluminous and detailed. Furthermore, researchers are fortunate to have new, and unprecedented, access to materials in China, Taiwan, Japan, the former Soviet Union, and East Europe, allowing for richer analysis and smarter conclusions. But selectivity is the hallmark of most record releases from these governments, allowing contemporary political concerns to narrow and decide what documents will be available. Similarly, the U.S. intelligence community, although more open than in the past, still closely guards its secrets, releasing but a trickle. Fifty years after the events discussed in this volume, learning from the past remains unnecessarily hard to do.

This volume uses the pinyin form of transliteration to render Chinese characters into English. In the case of some well-known names, however, the common usage in English has been retained, for example, Chiang Kai-shek. The reader should note that when the term Taiwanese is used, the text is referring to those people who resided on the island of Taiwan prior to the influx caused by the Chinese civil war. Finally, the author has preserved usage of the period that was often politically informed, for example, calling the capital of mainland China Peiping, meaning northern peace, rather than referring to the city as a capital, as in Peking or Beijing.

***

Thanks are due to a variety of those who supported this long and complex project. The Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, the United States Institute of Peace, the American Council of Learned Societies, and the National Endowment for the Humanities provided time to think and venues for intellectual exchange that fueled my conceptualization of the China problem faced by the United States in the 1950s. As all those writing in the post–World War II period know, research would be frustrating and often fruitless without the work being done by the talented and dedicated specialists at the Cold War International History Project and the National Security Archive. I benefited from the declassification of records in China, Taiwan, the former Soviet Union, and the United States that I could only have dreamed about in the early days of the endeavor. I also am grateful to the Eisenhower revisionists and post-revisionists who found the 1950s as thought-provoking as I have. They created a literature, often cited in this book, from which I learned and with which I could wrestle in coming to my own conclusions.

As always, friends and colleagues gave generously of their talents. Warren I. Cohen read the manuscript more often than anyone—friend, colleague, or husband—should have been asked to do. His encouragement and wisdom have been irreplaceable. Mark Philip Bradley and an anonymous reviewer critiqued the manuscript for Columbia University Press and provided meticulous suggestions for sharpening my reasoning and framing my presentation. Richard Immerman and Matthew Jones generously alerted me to useful documents encountered in their own research. Jeffrey Y. Lin and Bruce R. Kressel, using their skills and experience, worked assiduously to give me the time to complete the task. Of course, there are dozens of others who helped build the intellectual capital that made this book possible, and though I cannot acknowledge them all here, their efforts are very much appreciated.
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INTRODUCTION

On January 19, 1961, as temperatures plummeted and snow fell steadily on the city of Washington, Dwight D. Eisenhower and John F. Kennedy met for the second and last briefing before Kennedy’s inauguration. Both sessions had been scheduled to allow the sitting president to school his young and inexperienced successor on the problems he would face and the powers he could exploit against threats and challenges. After a long private conversation and an intense exchange with members of the cabinet present, Eisenhower and Kennedy spent a few last minutes lingering next to the large conference table in the White House West Wing.1 During those moments, according to Clark Clifford—Kennedy’s lawyer, liaison with the Republican administration, and a veteran of the Truman administration—Eisenhower abandoned his otherwise gracious demeanor and warned that Kennedy’s actions on China, alone among the policies he might follow, could bring the former president out of retirement. Clifford later recalled “If Kennedy recognized communist China, as some liberal Democrats urged, Eisenhower said he would attack the decision and try to rally public opinion against it. Kennedy did not comment, but I had no doubt that Eisenhower’s warning had its desired effect.”2

Historians and policymakers have accepted and retold this story for decades. They used it to explain Kennedy’s unwillingness to change a China policy he allegedly did not believe made sense.3 Dean Rusk, Kennedy’s secretary of state, for instance, wrote in his memoir that to alter China policy “would have been one hell of a battle” because of Eisenhower’s opposition.4 Thus, however much Kennedy wanted to rectify the China situation, Eisenhower kept him from doing the right thing.5

The truth is that the incident, told and retold in the books about Eisenhower’s presidency, Kennedy’s Camelot, and U.S.-China relations, almost certainly never happened. The event cannot be definitively ruled out; the three men who spoke and listened that day are dead. But Eisenhower’s views on China belie this contention. That Eisenhower would have tried to coerce Kennedy regarding the Chinese contradicts—indeed is diametrically opposed to—Eisenhower’s ideas about China. In fact, as this study makes clear, Eisenhower believed the United States should, and eventually would, open diplomatic relations with Beijing, anticipated China’s entry into the United Nations, and thought that Washington’s efforts to smother a rising China had put it in an embarrassing position with allies and adversaries.6

Given the many issues on which Republicans and Democrats bitterly disagreed—most especially the adequacy of defense capabilities—China would not have merited Eisenhower’s remarkable vehemence. In fact, both men had other issues on their minds. As the snow accumulated outside, fighting in Laos seemed the most immediate problem. Eisenhower thought not about China but focused on the Soviet Union, Europe, and Cuba, just as the incoming president worried about Moscow and Berlin, not Beijing.

The reported intimidation seemed plausible to historians and subsequent policymakers because of the tough anti-China rhetoric often heard during Eisenhower’s eight years, the Taiwan Strait crises, the assumptions about Kennedy’s flexibility on relations with Beijing, and the disappointment of those anticipating change that did not materialize. A threat by Eisenhower also appeared of a piece with the president’s actions in the third world: covert operations in Iran and Guatemala, exaggeration of crises in the Congo and Egypt, as well as a determination to undermine the government of Cuba.

Furthermore, campaigning had revealed considerable friction between the president and senator. The frigid winds blowing outside the White House that January day reflected the frosty assessment each man had of the other. The previous summer Eisenhower had told a friend, “I will do almost anything to avoid turning my chair and the country over to Kennedy.”7 Eisenhower had disparaged Kennedy’s brashness, impertinence, and incompetence. He worried about the young man’s naiveté and resented Kennedy’s suggestion, however indirect, that Eisenhower had been asleep in the Oval Office. Kennedy did, in fact, believe that Eisenhower had squandered time and opportunity, occasionally referring to him as “that old asshole.”8 When the two finally met in December 1960, the oldest and, soon-to-be, youngest president approached each other warily.

China did, of course, come up during the general exchange among those gathered at the White House. Eisenhower expressed his dismay regarding the unfolding tragedy in Laos, telling Kennedy, “you might have to go in there and fight it out” and do so “unilaterally.”9 Kennedy apparently responded with a question about how to keep the Chinese Communists out, but Eisenhower replied “that he did not think that the Chinese Communists wished to provoke a major war.”10 Eisenhower had delayed action not because of the Chinese but, he asserted, because intervention with its long-term consequences should be the new president’s decision. C. Douglas Dillon, under secretary of state, also thought that Eisenhower “got a certain inner satisfaction from laying a potentially intractable problem in Kennedy’s lap.”11 China per se did not constitute a significant issue in the briefings.12

As for the substance of relations with China, careful historical scrutiny establishes that Eisenhower harbored fewer misgivings about China than did Kennedy. Although both men found their options severely circumscribed when it came to Chinese affairs, Eisenhower disparaged much of what passed for China policy under his own administration. The president allowed himself simultaneously to be constrained and emboldened by domestic politics. He took risks during two China-Taiwan Strait crises that made war in Asia more, not less, possible. Eisenhower found these experiences frustrating. He did not want to revisit them or expose himself or his country to further danger at the hands of Taiwan’s difficult leadership. He understood that in reality two Chinas existed and that Washington had to deal with both.

Kennedy, by contrast, personally as well as politically believed that he had to hold the line on China. Although often a risk taker, he proved especially cautious when confronting this Cold War dilemma. He feared that Republicans in general, not Eisenhower in particular, would pillory him for a new China policy as they had Harry Truman when he allegedly lost China. Altering the direction of U.S.-China relations did not seem worth the damage to the rest of his foreign and domestic agenda.

Beyond all this, Kennedy did not trust the Chinese. He became obsessed by Beijing’s determination to acquire nuclear weapons and remained suspicious about the authenticity of the Sino-Soviet rift. “A dispute over how to bury the West is no grounds for Western rejoicing,” he warned.13

Ultimately, neither president changed the direction of Sino-American relations, damaging the nation’s reputation as well as laying the country open to repeated threats in Asia. Eisenhower openly complained about the folly of trying to isolate the Chinese. Kennedy only whispered to colleagues that he wished he could follow a different policy. History simply does not support the idea that Eisenhower would have sought to intimidate his successor on China, nor does it suggest that Kennedy could have been so easily unsettled had he genuinely wanted to reinvent China policy.

The conclusion to be drawn is that the episode either did not happen, or misunderstanding and miscommunication made the exchange between Eisenhower and Kennedy something that it had not been. Perhaps Clark Clifford wanted to excuse Kennedy or blame Eisenhower for bad policy choices on China.14 As a result, false assumptions about China policy discussed on January 19, 1960, have colored interpretations of the Eisenhower years and Kennedy’s presidency. These are errors that this volume seeks to correct, using new sources from the Chinese and American sides as well as different perspectives on the people and events of the period.


PART I

THE PLAYERS

AND THE CONTEXT


1

EISENHOWER’S WORLD

Dwight D. Eisenhower’s views on international relations and his attitude toward Asia make clear how implausible it is that Ike would threaten John F. Kennedy about opening diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Eisenhower gave precedence to Europe, and he saw his most serious challenge as coming from the Soviet Union. His time on the battlefield in World War II had reinforced his conviction that America’s critical disputes and opportunities would arise in Europe. The people he gathered around him—those with whom he argued and to whom he listened, both military and political—strongly agreed with that European bias. This was true of his personal circle and his key foreign policy adviser and executer John Foster Dulles. Christian Herter, who replaced Dulles when he was stricken by cancer, shared similar leanings.

The rest of the world made up an arena for the struggle with Communism, but it was an arena of considerably less consequence. Eisenhower did, as president, face a daunting array of crises, including Iran in 1953, Guatemala in 1954, the Taiwan Strait in 1954–1955 and 1958, the Suez in 1956, Lebanon in 1958, Indonesia in 1958, and Berlin in 1959 as well as longer term conflict with Cuba and in Indochina. Some of these confrontations he imposed upon himself, but he managed them so as to minimize the potential of negative repercussions for his administration. Eisenhower intuitively understood risk management. He knew what could be done and what remained beyond reach. He became an enthusiastic advocate and practitioner of covert action, recognizing the benefits of secrecy and deniability. Much could be done without a major commitment of U.S. power.1

A man prudent about the relationship between means and ends, Eisenhower never seriously considered challenging Mao Zedong’s hold on power in China. Although his most voluble Republican supporters wanted him to overthrow the Communist regime, and administration rhetoric sometimes suggested he was on the verge of doing so, the reality was much different. Eisenhower refused to divert his presidency into a long and treacherous conflict that could produce a world war. Eisenhower was, after all, convinced that war with China would mean war with the Soviet Union. Moreover, he saw no viable alternatives to Communist rule in China, as he was persuaded of Mao’s absolute control on the mainland and disdainful of Chiang Kai-shek and his Nationalist Chinese forces in Taiwan.

[image: image]

FIGURE 1.1 “China? Never Heard of It”     Courtesy of Al-Goumhouria, Cairo, Egypt.

For decades analysts wondered how carefully Eisenhower’s views needed to be studied since he appeared to play a small role in his own administration. In fact, he was the ultimate arbiter of policy to whom Secretary of State Dulles and others provided recommendations. He reached the final decisions himself.2 That Eisenhower played his role forcefully and decisively has become clearer as declassified documents and fresh inquiries rescued the president’s reputation and clarified administration relationships.3 No longer seen as grandfatherly and inconsequential, Eisenhower has emerged as a reasonably sophisticated analyst of world affairs, better informed than many thought at the time.4 He recognized competing interests among Communist states and understood that United States policy could be effective only if flexible. Although he worked closely with his secretary of state, meeting with him daily, Ike had his own ideas and remained the source of his foreign policy. As Eisenhower later wrote, Dulles “never made a serious pronouncement, agreement or proposal without complete and exhaustive consultation with me in advance and, of course, my approval.”5

Growing up in a rural small town, by the time Eisenhower became president he had developed a relatively sophisticated appreciation of world affairs. Prolonged service in Europe during World War II and as commander of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) brought intense interaction with key European leaders and high-level American officials. Eisenhower was popular, exuding warmth, geniality, determination, and dedication. Successful military command and military diplomacy imbued him with self-confidence, and he radiated that assurance, effortlessly persuading others to rely on his decisions.

What Eisenhower learned from history was far less significant than what he culled from personal experience and watching people. He wrote in one of several memoirs about reading history as a youth, and his high school classmates predicted he would have a career teaching history at Yale. But Ike’s reading in history had not been of the sort that prepared a young man to understand the complicated interplay of international forces. In fact, he never sought bold interpretations of events and complicated theories of causation. He preferred to surround himself with those who knew how to use power and find practical solutions—military men and high-level officials in Europe during the war, military and businessmen during his presidency.

Eisenhower’s passage to international involvement led through West Point, where he enrolled in 1911. The Point similarly did not open his eyes to the world since it did not demand much of cadets. The curriculum had not yet been retooled—that would follow World War I—and although cadets studied history and mathematics, they spent more time on gunnery, horseback riding, and other military training. Instructors rarely inspired curiosity about international relations, and Eisenhower reserved his enthusiasm for athletic competition.6 His ingrained disinterest in intellectual pursuits survived his years as Columbia University’s president and his brother Milton’s university affiliations. He noted in his diary that Congress’s high hurdles for confirmation of administration nominees would drive away the truly talented so that “sooner or later we will be unable to get anybody to take jobs in Washington except business failures, college professors, and New Deallawyers.”7 As for his own intellectual curiosity, he told an erstwhile friend and sometime speech writer Emmet Hughes, “he had found through the years… only one particular pleasure in history: the mental exercise of memorizing majestic dates.”8

Upon assuming office, Eisenhower emphasized national security issues, including anti-Communism/containment, nuclear deterrence, collective security and opposition to revolution. Determined to protect the homeland from a new surprise attack, he believed that safety required stability in Europe, and he worked hard to advance European unity, promote free trade, and block Communist expansion.

Was he, then, a rabid cold warrior? Recent studies of Eisenhower’s presidency have placed great weight upon the harsh and provocative rhetoric of the president and his administration.9 The record, however, is more nuanced and lends itself to conflicting interpretations. As supreme commander in Europe, Eisenhower had cooperated with the Soviets to achieve a rapid victory, but also to avoid differences that might produce renewed fighting. After the war’s end, he shared a widely held assumption that Americans and Soviets could continue to work together. During a visit to Moscow, he found Stalin “benign and fatherly” and told the press he could see “nothing in the future that would prevent Russia and the United States from being the closest possible friends.”10 His expectation that mutual understanding could endure dissipated slowly, and more because he realized his views did not accord with those of voters than because he had changed his mind about the need for a Grand Alliance. Similarly, in contrast to most conservatives, he sympathized with the idea of a multinational world governing body with its own military capability but abandoned that as his political ambitions grew.11

China, whether Communist or free, neither captured Eisenhower’s imagination nor struck him as an urgent problem compared with Europe. Even when stationed in Asia between 1933 and 1939, China did not occupy his mind. His post in the Philippines under General Douglas MacArthur involved management of an unpredictable, brilliant, and condescending superior rather than engagement with Asia. During World War II, he joined General George C. Marshall’s planning staff at the War Department, utilizing this Asian experience to lay out the immediate requirements for defeating Japan. He repeatedly urged greater effort to assist the Chinese.12 Quickly, however, he focused his energies on Atlantic rather than Pacific operations. His stated priorities for 1942 did not include objectives in Asia.13 By mid-June, his dynamic career had catapulted him past senior officers to take command of the European theater, where he believed the most important battles would be joined. He visited China in 1946 on a tour through Asia, Latin America, and Europe, and he lamented publication of the 1949 China White Paper by the Truman administration, which sought to escape blame for the Communist takeover of China, but these were not significant commitments of his time or attention.14

As the Korean War raged, Eisenhower devoted his mind to Europe, not Asia, becoming commander of NATO. He had long urged that the Pentagon withdraw U.S. troops from the Korean peninsula and opposed introducing Chiang Kai-shek’s forces into the mix, convinced they could not fight effectively. During the campaign, he faced constant questions about ending the conflict and finally played to public emotion when he pledged to go to Korea, a declaration disparaged as “pure show-biz” by war hero General Omar Bradley. His actual feelings about Korea were captured by his frequent observation, “If there must be a war there let it be Asians against Asians.”15

China did provide a cautionary note. Eisenhower came to see its political hazards and its ability to bring out surprising irresponsibility from American civilian and military officials. He understood the potency of charges that Democratic incompetence and perfidy had compromised China’s future. As Republicans struggled to recapture the White House, the party saw no issue as too minor, no tactic too nasty. Thus China intruded into American domestic politics, carried into the 1952 presidential campaign by Senator Joseph McCarthy (R-WI), the China Lobby, and the Korean War. For the most part, the American people had no interest in Chinese affairs and knew little about Asia in general. But in the fierce contest for political control of the nation, Republicans employed accusation, innuendo, and deceit to prove to voters that the loss of China to Communism had been the work of leaders who acted in disregard of the common interest and the personal welfare of the American people. As part of a broader indictment of Democratic mismanagement, corruption, and vulnerability to Communist subversion, the China debate contributed to the election of Dwight D. Eisenhower.

Eisenhower tried to remain judicious. He rebuffed ideas about using atomic weapons against an Asian people for the second time. He refused to sanction suggestions that the U.S. government bombard Chinese cities to punish Mao’s intervention in Korea. Nevertheless, as Eisenhower struggled to win voters, especially conservatives in his party, his accusations regarding China policy became harsher and more frequent. He insisted that “the loss of China to the Communists [had been] the greatest diplomatic defeat in the nation’s history” and stridently denounced inept Democratic Party decision making.16

That Eisenhower succumbed quickly to the combined force of conservative Republicans and China Lobby activists who pressed him to take a harder line toward Red China became further apparent at the start of his administration. In his State of the Union address on February 2, 1953, just days into his presidency, he deliberately gave the impression that he was reversing Truman’s policy on China. He declared that the U.S. 7th Fleet would no longer shield the mainland from Nationalist Chinese attack. American naval vessels would, however, remain in the Formosa Strait,17 providing a privileged sanctuary to the Kuomintang (KMT).18 Eisenhower anticipated mollifying Chiang Kai-shek’s American proponents and raising morale in Taiwan while disquieting China’s Communists, especially in Korea.

Ike’s announcement regarding Chiang disturbed more than Beijing, raising complaints from Congress and American allies in Europe. All feared that the United States would be drawn into a new war when Nationalist troops got into trouble.19 To Eisenhower’s surprise, critics thought the president had become too deeply immersed in Asian affairs, having traveled to Korea as president-elect and ostensibly putting China issues at the top of his presidential agenda. Ike, however, had no such intention. He expressed his bewilderment to a close confidant just days after the State of the Union speech:


If any one of my European friends has ever found—in anything I have ever said or done—any reason to believe that my interest in Europe was not continuous, intense and sympathetic and inspired by the realization that America’s enlightened self-interest demands the closest cooperation in that region—then I should like to see such an individual point out to me the instance on which he bases his conclusion.20



The new policy of unleashing Chiang, as the press choose to call it, therefore, only appeared to signal that Eisenhower would be a firm supporter of Taiwan and a belligerent opponent of China. Eisenhower approached administration obligations from the point of view of a five-star general and a veteran risk manager as well as a politician and fiscal conservative: judging dangers and opportunities, understanding international situations and behavior through this mix of perspectives. On China the combination dictated moderation, not gambling. Eisenhower insisted that a war waged against Beijing would not only be dangerous and foolhardy but would consume massive resources better directed toward dealing with the primary antagonist in Moscow.

Appointment of Charles E. Wilson as secretary of defense provided clear evidence of Eisenhower’s absolute confidence in his own military intuition and determination to be his own national security adviser. He found Wilson narrow and simplistic on strategic issues but needed the man’s organizational expertise, accrued as president of General Motors, to run the vast Defense Department bureaucracy.21 For decisions on the uses of military power, the president-general planned to rely on himself.

When his new chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Arthur W. Radford joined with Wilson to urge an Asia-first policy, Eisenhower rejected their advice, secure in his own conviction that Europe’s security took preeminence.22 Ike could not have been shocked by Radford’s position. The admiral’s appointment had more than a little to do with the protective coloration that his advocacy of China Lobby sentiment could provide for the Atlantic-directed president. Eisenhower would, however, frequently discount or rebuff Radford’s views on Asia. Radford’s aggressive recommendations regarding China, in particular, did not receive presidential support.23

The president similarly ignored the views of his vice president. Tethered to Richard Nixon because of domestic politics, Eisenhower did not trust him. The president tape-recorded their conversations in case Nixon later misrepresented something said in the Oval Office.24 He did not consider Nixon an original thinker, finding his views on many issues predictable and unhelpful.25 He had no qualms about using Nixon to browbeat others so that his own positive message would not be sullied. It is not surprising that Nixon described Ike as “devious.”26 To Cyrus Eaton, banker and frequent critic of U.S. foreign policies, Ike would remark that he had repeatedly been forced to suppress Nixon’s enthusiasm for sending “American troops to every continent to destroy Communism by force.”27 Eisenhower on occasion ostentatiously ignored or harshly berated his vice president; one observer recalled of Nixon that “he came back from humiliating talks with Eisenhower almost in tears.”28 Indeed, Ike had become sufficiently disenchanted that by 1956 he almost pushed Nixon off the reelection ticket.

Eisenhower’s presidency reflected his ideological crusade against Communism, and in that sense men like Wilson, Radford, and Nixon belonged in his administration. He eagerly grasped the tools of political and psychological warfare, which he wielded in places as diverse as Iran and Guatemala as well as the United States.29 Eisenhower, Dulles, Wilson, Radford, and Nixon saw the world as a dangerous place and wanted the American people and the nation’s allies to remain alert to ideological and security challenges. What some historians have emphasized as a relentless focus on apocalyptic visions of the future and a governing style in which apocalypse management substituted for reasoned analysis, however, exaggerates the importance of this one aspect of the Eisenhower administration’s attitudes and policies.30

Much more must be understood about the policies and practices of the 1950s. The records of Eisenhower’s conversations, his memos, and his diary show another side of the president, as he repeatedly offered pragmatic responses to problems even when he knew that politics would prevent him from following through. These confidential for a did not gain him political advantage. He did not need to express flexible views or contemplate alternative directions. He often articulated harsh judgments that were of a piece with his public declarations, but more interesting are the times when he distanced himself from those views. Eisenhower did not prove to be a bold innovator, but he did allow himself to air the frustration of a man trapped by his times. Moreover, he complained that Dulles worried too much about enemies who might seek to undermine him and the White House as they had devastated Truman and Acheson.31

China policy should be seen not simply as one among many cases of anti-Communist confrontation or American statesmen failing to understand the larger world around them. Rather, China policy reflected Eisenhower’s strengths and weaknesses as a president, diplomat, and military leader. The muddled approach to China, as this book demonstrates, provides the clearest picture of Ike’s logic, intentions, and disappointments.

To begin with, Eisenhower never planned to unleash Chiang Kai-shek. He did not intend to allow the United States to be dragged into a war because of irresponsible initiatives by the Nationalists. He accepted small-scale raids on and reconnaissance against China, begun in the Truman period, but worried about more aggressive maneuvers like those encouraged by William C. Chase, chief of the U.S. Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) in Taipei, including interdiction of shipping and capture of mainlanders.32

As the administration became more familiar with the dynamics of the region and disturbed by Beijing’s behavior, Eisenhower stiffened his stance but never gave up his basic preference for a constructive policy. Concerned about morale in Taiwan, he opted to use American forces during two separate Strait crises to preserve a bastion for the Free Chinese. Conversely, at National Security Council (NSC) meetings, he suggested that China ought to be in the United Nations and that the United States should trade with the Chinese.

He could and did, in private functions, detail good reasons to open diplomatic relations.33 He lamented that Americans since Woodrow Wilson’s presidency had considered diplomatic recognition equivalent to approval of a government, which made his recognition of China impossible.34 To India’s prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru he remarked in 1956 that “he would like to get our people over their currently very adverse attitude toward Red China.”35 Moreover, he worried about Chiang Kai-shek’s ability to plunge the United States into an unwanted war. He felt about relations with Chiang much as he did about dealings with the similarly difficult Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel Nasser: “we frequently find ourselves victims of the tyrannies of the weak” and “give to the little nations opportunities to embarrass us greatly.”36

Simultaneously, this political general could not have been more sensitive to the dynamics of democratic politics. He became the first president to set up a congressional liaison staff in the White House, met often with members, and instructed his staff to be sensitive to the pulse of the legislative branch.37 Aware of the Republican position on China, he concluded that he must not defy those party prohibitions against a new approach. He accepted these strictures even though he deplored China Lobby efforts to manipulate the U.S. government. About William Knowland (R-CA), the so-called senator from Formosa, Eisenhower confided in his diary that he found the Senator extraordinarily “stupid” and told his close friend General Alfred M. Gruenther that the Republican majority leader lacked an independent foreign policy position other than “‘to develop high blood pressure’ whenever he says ‘Red China.’”38 In fact, Eisenhower’s contempt extended to the entire right wing of the Grand Old Party, whose members he disparaged as “the most ignorant people now living in the United States.” Through most of his presidency, both houses of Congress were under Democratic Party control, and Eisenhower found himself working quite smoothly with Democrats and moderate Republicans Sam Rayburn (D-TX), Lyndon Johnson (D-TX), Charles Halleck (R-IN), and Everett Dirksen (R-IL)rather than the Republican right. Eisenhower saw Halleck as a useful “team player” and felt that Dirksen shared his own “middle-of-the-road philosophy.” The House and Senate Democratic leaders were welcomed at the White House for more practical reasons. Eisenhower actually did not trust Rayburn and Johnson, disliking the latter as “superficial and opportunistic,” a “small man… [lacking] depth of mind… [and] breadth of vision,” but their power on the Senate floor commanded presidential respect.39

The president enjoyed policy debate and often looked to advisors other than John Foster and Allen Dulles in formulating his foreign policies. In fact, the Dulles brothers were, most often, likely to confirm Eisenhower’s preexisting views rather than challenge him. Eisenhower was, however, less bellicose, less moralistic, and more judicious than his secretary of state. Not always a patient man, Ike thought Foster Dulles boring, his briefings “frequently too long and in too much [historical] detail.” Emmet Hughes, presidential speech writer, observed Ike’s impatience with Dulles, noting “the slow glaze across the blue eyes, signaling the end of all mental contact” when Dulles spoke.40 As for Allen, the intelligence chief who provided regular briefings, Ike found his remarks “too philosophical, laborious and tedious.”41 Neither of the pedantic Dulles brothers, with whom Ike often grew irritated, built a personal rapport with the president.42 Ike used their obvious talents, often having Foster deliver the strident ideological defenses of policy that the times demanded, but rarely relied exclusively on their advice.

Instead Eisenhower turned to people who had experience in the business world or the military that made them no-nonsense problem solvers. He relaxed with individuals who shared his moderate view of international affairs rather than the rabid right-wing philosophy he had to wrestle with in the public arena. They were virtually all Atlanticists who saw China through the lens of European, not regional, priorities.

General Lucius Clay, for instance, spent much of his military career wrestling with German problems. He worked as Eisenhower’s deputy heading American occupation forces there and oversaw the Berlin airlift. A private citizen and successful businessman during Eisenhower’s presidency, and unwilling to become Ike’s “Colonel House… or… Harry Hopkins,” Clay nevertheless could exercise considerable influence. “Ike and Lucius were very, very close. They understood each other instinctively… were on the same wavelength,” according to the chairman of the Republican Party Leonard Hall.43 Eisenhower turned over choice of his cabinet to Clay, relying implicitly on his judgment. Clay engaged Ike on policy and did not hesitate to argue with the president. He persuaded Ike to take seriously the threat from the Bricker Amendment, which sought to circumscribe presidential authority by increasing that of Congress. Under its provisions, Congress would have been able to annul executive agreements and refuse to activate treaties.

Clay did not play any significant role on China policy but informally could say more to the president than many others since he had had more contact with the Chinese. His memories were not happy ones. He recalled wartime China vividly and with distaste. Responsible in 1943 for arranging payment for seven airbases slated for construction in China, Clay was angered when the Nationalist Chinese pressed Washington to pay $2 billion for airfields that Clay valued at $200 million.44 When Nationalist leaders refused to revalue their currency from 20:1 closer to the street price of 120:1, Clay advocated curtailing U.S. military operations on the mainland. He later dismissed Republican attacks on the Truman administration for losing China, convinced as he was that “the clear answer was Chiang Kai-shek.”45

Treasury Secretary George Humphrey, who joined the administration a stranger to Ike on Lucius Clay’s recommendation, quickly became a central figure in the cabinet. Charming and candid, Humphrey frequently played golf and bridge with the president. Eisenhower sought Humphrey’s advice about sound fiscal policies and made the treasury secretary a permanent member of the National Security Council even though he was more stridently anti-Communist and decidedly more isolationist than Eisenhower. Explaining Humphrey’s usefulness, the president’s brother Milton Eisenhower noted that the treasury secretary was “an isolationist who is learning that isolationist policies won’t work.”46 On China, Humphrey’s proved a voice of caution. For instance, in late 1954 he joined Defense Secretary Wilson and National Security Advisor Robert Cutler in opposing a commitment to defending the offshore islands, worrying that such peripheral commitments unnecessarily unbalanced the budget.47
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FIGURE 1.2 Map of China and Taiwan across the Taiwan Strait

Courtesy of the United States Federal Government.

General Walter Be dell Smith had been Ike’s chief of staff, “Eisenhower’s son-of-a-bitch,” during World War II. Subsequently Smith put his skills as “a specialist in psychological bullying” to work as Truman’s director of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in the wake of the intelligence community’s inability to predict the Soviet atomic bomb test and the start of the Korean War.48 In the weeks after his October 7, 1950, assumption of the helm at CIA, events in Korea blindsided him when, contrary to intelligence analysis, the Chinese entered the war. Smith was further dismayed by the CIA loss of hundreds of would-be spies sent into Communist China after 1951and false reports of a third force just waiting for CIA support to rise up against Mao Zedong.49

How much Smith intervened in Dulles’s decisions after Eisenhower made him under secretary of state is unclear, but he monitored the secretary and department for the president. He could, according to Ambassador U. Alexis Johnson, get access to the president at any time, and diplomat Robert Murphy believed that Smith could offer criticism and suggestions on policy more freely than Dulles.50 Smith came to State already wary of one Dulles—Allen had been an unruly figure working for Smith at the CIA—and found that he neither liked nor respected the other Dulles brother, Foster, for whom he now worked. Moreover, Dulles used him primarily to carry out decisions rather than help originate policies or coordinate decision making. Accordingly, Smith’s stay at State proved short. Until he left, however, Smith and Eisenhower shared views on pending decisions by telephone several times a day.

Eisenhower and Smith remained in regular contact when Smith headed the U.S. delegation at the 1954 Geneva conference on Korea and Indochina, where he wrestled with the Soviet and Communist Chinese delegations. Eisenhower trusted Smith’s judgment, values, moderation, and diplomatic skills and wanted to be kept apprised of conference developments. Thus he read about Smith’s unhappiness with Chinese lack of “restraint” and “intransigence.” He similarly knew that Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov had sympathized with Smith’s complaint, observing “you must… remember that China is always going to be China, she is never going to be European.”51 This mattered to the Russian, and it mattered to Ike.

Al Gruenther, also a Europeanist, had been one of Eisenhower’s key planners during World War II and served as the head of NATO in the 1950s. Eisenhower had come to see Gruenther as brilliant, loyal, discreet, and effective, recording that he was an “indispensable” man.52 They frequently exchanged letters, and after 1956, when Gruenther returned to Washington, D.C., they regularly played bridge. Ike again thought of him as indispensable, noting “a talk with him after a hard day’s work never failed to give me a lift.”53 Gruenther, however, knew little about China; his limited exposure had involved discussions with Douglas MacArthur’s about efforts to prevent the fall of Taiwan, and in contrast to Eisenhower, Gruenther became an admirer of the general.54

John J. McCloy has less often been labeled an Eisenhower intimate and has denied that he served a significant role in advising the president. A lawyer, onetime assistant defense secretary, banker, and businessman who chaired the Ford Foundation and the Council on Foreign Relations, McCloy fit the profile of wealthy and influential friends who populated Eisenhower’s informal cabinet. Several times he was close to becoming secretary of state: in 1952, when Eisenhower preferred him over Dulles; in 1958, when Philip Graham, publisher of the Washington Post, along with Lucius Clay and Milton Eisenhower tried to convince Eisenhower to dump Dulles and put McCloy in his place; and in 1959, upon Dulles’s resignation, when Al Gruenther promoted McCloy instead of Herter for the job.55

Although a Europeanist like Eisenhower’s other confidants, McCloy had definite opinions on Chinese affairs, which he frankly imparted to Eisenhower and Dulles. These views had been shaped by McCloy’s natural pragmatism, his negative wartime China-aid experiences, and his exposure to a bitter George C. Marshall after the general’s failed mediation attempt in China in 1945–1947. Marshall, McCloy recalled, thought that the idea of “ostracizing China” just because it was Communist was senseless and harmful. McCloy agreed and believed Eisenhower’s China policy to be mistaken. Thus, when during the 1958 Strait crisis Dulles consulted McCloy and sought to have him persuade Chiang Kai-shek to leave the offshore islands, McCloy faced a dilemma. He wanted to rationalize policy and felt that the administration should push for more than simple evacuation but concluded that Dulles already held fixed ideas, Chiang could not be moved, and that he, McCloy, did not want to become a target of the China Lobby.56

Finally, Andrew J. Goodpaster served as Eisenhower’s most essential aide, performing daily national security and intelligence briefings, handling paper flow, taking notes, acting as liaison to the military and intelligence community, and providing advice. Ike included Goodpaster in virtually every conversation, consultation, and deliberation whether with the cabinet, NSC, or ad hoc groups and at all levels of classification. Goodpaster recalled, “many times the specific things that I would take up to the president would be matters of discussion between us.”57 He never acted as a passive facilitator, noting “I talked with him often in very broad terms about what kind of an effort should the United States project in the world and what should be our relationship with Russia… rising problems such as out in the Far East.” For the president he filled “the role of a confidential adviser,” Goodpaster asserted, “and he, I think, looked to me to, sort of, understand the problems and put them together in some way that we could come to grips with them. And often… when he had a question, I would suggest how that might be handled by the government.”58

Goodpaster knew no more about Asia than did most others in Eisenhower’s inner circle. Like Ike, he was from the Midwest and West Point; he later obtained master’s degrees in civil engineering and politics as well as an international relations doctorate at Princeton University after serving in North Africa and Italy during the war. He had been a favorite of Eisenhower’s at Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers in Europe and at NATO, the general thinking the younger man brilliant and enjoying his loyalty and admiration. Goodpaster’s exposure to Asia began with service on the planning team for the occupation of Japan. In 1955 as the Taiwan Strait crisis unfolded, Eisenhower dispatched Goodpaster to the Pacific commander in chief, Admiral Felix Stump, to interrogate him on the defensibility of the offshore islands, Nationalist and Communist capabilities, and possible U.S. strategy. Goodpaster shared Eisenhower’s impression that the Chinese “were extremely cautious” so as not to provoke Washington.59

Eisenhower, of course, turned to others as well, but they would have had less reason or opportunity to talk with Ike about Asia. His brother Milton spent the 8 years of the administration traveling in Latin America as the president’s personal representative, conveying administration views on developments there as well as seeking to inform the White House about policy changes that would promote prosperity, democracy, and cooperation.60 William Robinson, the publisher of the New York Herald Tribune who became president of Coca-Cola during Ike’s first term, seemed ever present but was mostly a sounding board for domestic issues and politics. Diplomat Robert Murphy had no personal relationship with the president but repeatedly served him as a special envoy. Murphy met Chiang Kai-shek in 1943 and admired him, seeing his Taiwan regime as a crucial Cold War outpost against Red China for which Washington should show sympathy and support. By 1959, however, he urged a flexible policy on the offshore islands regarding the degree to which the United States would render Chiang support.61

Beyond these relationships, three other factors shaped Eisenhower’s judgments about China. First, Eisenhower entered office under great pressure to end combat on the Korean peninsula. The war continued to take lives, jeopardize regional stability, frighten Japan and Taiwan, complicate the French colonial campaign in Indochina, and drain resources available for the defense of Europe. To bring peace, Eisenhower visited Korea as president-elect and once inaugurated threatened Beijing with nuclear attack and a Nationalist Chinese assault on, or blockade of, China’s coast. Eisenhower privately thought the use of atomic bombs in China, as advocated by General Douglas MacArthur, among others, horrifying, but though he could not imagine dropping them, especially in Asia, he saw making nuclear threats as an effective tactic in pursuit of negotiations.62 The fact that the threats were not successful, that Beijing did not agree to talk as a result of nuclear coercion, is irrelevant.63

Second, domestic politics played a formative as well as limiting role. Eisenhower pursued policies toward China that he did not believe in wholeheartedly because he thought public opinion demanded a hard-line stance toward Beijing. He did not explore the depth or breadth of opinion on China, and rather than educate Americans, Eisenhower allowed the right wing to sweep away reasoned public discussion and debate. In part this reflected his effort to protect his legislative agenda and in part to shield his Republican Party. But it also revealed the minimal emphasis he placed on China, which meant he had no interest in sacrificing a lot to change the relationship.

Finally, his Atlantic orientation sometimes led Ike to misread the power of nationalism in Asia.64 He could write to Treasury Secretary Humphrey that “few individuals understand the intensity and force of the spirit of nationalism that is gripping all peoples of the world today.… It is my personal conviction that almost any one of the new-born states of the world would far rather embrace Communism… than to acknowledge the political domination of another government even though that brought to each citizen a far higher standard of living.”65 He also recognized diversity within the Communist world and appreciated the importance of independence to people, such as the Chinese, who had been exploited by imperialist powers. Therefore, he believed that Mao maintained some freedom from strict Kremlin control. Nevertheless, when elites crossed the line to follow Communist precepts, Eisenhower thought they had abandoned their people. In the case of China, he could imagine conditions under which he might work with the leadership, and he sympathized with their anti-imperialism. At the same time, he failed to see why Beijing found his support for Chiang Kai-shek’s remnant regime intolerable.

He would also fail to see why the Chinese Nationalists grew increasingly unhappy with him. Chiang and his advisers took unleashing seriously. Their expectations of support from Eisenhower substantially exceeded what the new administration proposed to provide. They were puzzled when the parameters of Republican assistance proved more restrictive than Truman’s. Chiang found that a consensus existed in Washington that a free Chinese government must survive as an alternative to Beijing’s Communism and as affirmation of U.S. credibility. But many in the U.S. government had a jaundiced view of the Kuomintang and were divided on basic issues, such as the nature of Sino-Soviet relations and the durability of a trade embargo. In some of these contradictions, Eisenhower took positions that would have made the Chinese Nationalists very unhappy had they known the truth.

CONCLUSION

Dwight D. Eisenhower embarked upon his years in office in possession of a clear foreign affairs agenda regarding the fight against Communism. Americans had to be more aware and better prepared to battle that threatening ideology. The first priority would be Europe; the second, Europe’s colonial empire, whose disintegration endangered allied governments like those in London and Paris. The third comprised states whose politics had veered off course and might plunge into a Communist abyss. Thus the president involved his administration in places across the globe where vital interests such as natural resources and strategic waterways compelled defense against instability.

The problems that excited and absorbed the president did not, however, include China. Eisenhower felt trapped by the immensity of the China problem, the intractability of its continuing civil war, the inflexibility of its ideological positions, and the seductiveness of its economy. He had inherited a policy with which he did not agree and which had ensured even greater dogmatism through his presidential campaign. A pragmatic thinker, Eisenhower disliked the extent to which U.S. policies isolated the nation from friends and allies who sought better relations with the Chinese.

But what was he to do? He believed in the malleability of opinion. And yet if he tried to alter existing prohibitions on recognition, trade and UN admission, he risked jeopardizing more important objectives. Instead he spent 8indecisive years wondering how the public would react if China policy changed. How much would the United States, the Republican Party, and Dwight Eisenhower benefit or lose if relations with China improved?


2

FIRE, BRIMSTONE, AND JOHN FOSTER DULLES

John Foster Dulles and Dwight Eisenhower made U.S. foreign policy together for seven years, during which time they established an effective working relationship. Dulles as secretary of state was, without doubt, the president’s key foreign policy ally, implementer, and emissary. Although Ike did not particularly like the secretary personally, he appreciated the man’s talents, experience, and status in the Republican Party. It would have been astonishing had Eisenhower appointed anyone else.1

As secretary, Dulles courted Ike, aware of the great importance of good relations with the president, learned in part from the difficulties that had developed between his uncle Secretary of State Robert Lansing and President Woodrow Wilson during World War I. Dulles deliberately contacted Eisenhower daily to review events and policies, but even more to remain vital to Ike’s decision making. Eisenhower would write that he and Dulles generally agreed on tactics and goals. By 1957, however, Eisenhower realized that most people who dealt with Dulles at home and abroad saw him as “legalistic, arrogant, sanctimonious, and arbitrary.” He was not, as one interlocutor remarked, “a likeable or well-balanced personality.”2 Some of this was personal style, and Eisenhower shared complaints about Dulles as aloof, austere, judgmental, and overzealous. On the other hand, Ike aggravated the tension surrounding Dulles by intentionally using him to deliver unpleasant messages and oversee execution of some of the least popular administration decisions.

Accordingly, the usual picture of Dulles has been unflattering, highlighting the bombastic gambler whose fire-and-brimstone oratory mirrored an inner compulsion to fight Communism because of his uncompromising religious principles. Dulles became the emblem of the toughest administration initiatives. The doctrine of massive retaliation was firmly identified with him, for instance, even though he and Eisenhower had begun discussing the idea not long after meeting in 1948.

Privately Dulles could be better appreciated as an effective statesman. Konrad Adenauer, president of West Germany, for one, saw Dulles as “a very sober, coolly deliberating person, a logical thinker, willing to listen to the arguments of others.”3 Those who would give Dulles so much credit were few. Even Dulles remarked, “I prefer being respected to being liked.”4

In reality, for Dulles, and for Eisenhower, the rhetorical excesses repeated year after year sought to create a public safety zone within which they could operate with greater freedom. Both Eisenhower and Dulles publicly threatened and berated China, declaring intentions to crush a sworn enemy, throw the Communists out, and liberate the citizenry. They wanted conservatives and critics to be persuaded of their toughness, they wanted Communist governments to reconsider undesirable policies, and they wanted friends and allies to believe they were alert to threats.

The problem proved to be the line between rhetoric and reality, between a purposefully created illusion and an unintentionally insurmountable barrier to rationale policymaking. Public discourse came to dominate confidential deliberations. The secretary and president frequently characterized China as repugnant and dastardly, leaving no room for the moderate views that the two policymakers shared and expressed privately.

Like Eisenhower, Dulles approached his tenure in the Department of State as a bargain with ruthless political forces whose deference he could not take for granted and whose expectations made him cautious and defensive. An idealistic Wilsonian and a willing bipartisan in his youth, he became increasingly conservative to further his political ambitions in an environment of escalating anti-Communism. By the 1950s, he had emerged as a strident advocate of rolling back Communists and defending the Free World. Conversely, as historian H. W. Brands, Jr. notes, when Dulles was given opportunities for splitting the bloc at Joseph Stalin’s death, for instance, he “back[ed] away from the campaign promises of liberation,” warning instead that such efforts would expedite regime consolidation and spark war.5 Sounding quite different from the rabid public Dulles, in 1958 he told Under Secretary of State Christian Herter and Assistant Secretary for East Asia Walter Robertson, “I suspect that the determining cause of change in both Communist China and Eastern Europe will be natural forces within rather than stimulants from without.”6

Descended from a family of diplomats, Dulles had amassed extensive international experience, particularly by representing the United States at countless multilateral conferences. Admirers considered him a broad gauged expert, so adept that he commanded Asian as well as European issues. His service as secretary to the Chinese delegation at the Second Hague Conference on Peace in 1907 and his travels to China and Japan in 1938 (when he met Chiang Kai-shek) unwisely led him to share this view of his expertise.7 Harry Truman appointed him to negotiate the Japanese peace treaty signed in 1951 and sought unsuccessfully to name him ambassador to Japan. Dulles preferred to stay in the heart of the action, not to be exiled to “the end of the transmission line.”8 Dulles’s 1950 book War and Peace was a partisan effort to distance him from Democratic policies, reflecting his disillusionment with containment and attacking Truman’s decisions on Asia as dangerously unsuited to fighting Moscow.9

However, like his president and his predecessor as secretary of state, Dean Acheson, Dulles is more accurately classified as an Atlanticist. Europe took precedence, its adversaries and dependencies worthy of greater concern because of their role in European affairs. He worried mostly about Soviet threats to Europe and protecting the economic prosperity and political stability of France, Germany, and Great Britain. Asia seemed significant largely as its resources and markets served European interests or as an arena for thwarting Soviet ambitions. The people held little interest for him, and he demonstrated the widespread prejudice against “the Oriental mind,” which he regarded as “always more devious.”10 Even his appearance with the Chinese at the Hague taught him more about Europe than China.11 To Dulles the U.S. fight in Korea meant thwarting Stalin, an effort to “paralyze the slimy, octopus-like tentacles that reach out from Moscow to suck our blood.” The Koreans seemed almost irrelevant.12 He understood little about the internal dynamics of the region and proved slow to appreciate either the force of decolonization or third world nationalism.13

McCarthyite condemnation of the Department of State bolstered Dulles’s European orientation and defensiveness. From his perch as advisor to the Truman administration, where he advocated and sought to demonstrate bipartisanship, he saw Acheson denounced for curtailing aid to Chiang Kai-shek. Attacks on Acheson demonstrated the brute force of anti-Communist politics in America. Determined not to suffer Acheson’s fate, Dulles cultivated the China Lobby, joining with it to insure financing for the Nationalist Chinese and to stabilize Chiang’s international support. In charge of producing a peace treaty to end the Pacific war, he engineered a separate, parallel agreement between Tokyo and Taipei so that he could exclude Communist Chinese authorities from peacemaking and prevent relations with Japan.14 As secretary, he launched harsh rhetorical attacks on Beijing to appease the Republican right, hoping to distract them from his past record as a friend of Alger Hiss, a supporter of moderate, internationalist Republicans like Thomas Dewey, and his service in the Truman administration.15 Dulles knew that his international experience and enthusiasm for dealing with with foreigners made him suspect to conservatives. His refusal to shake Zhou Enlai’s extended hand at the Geneva Conference of 1954 reflected his willingness to sacrifice an informal exchange on neutral territory rather than risk headlines alleging that he was soft on Communism.16

Dulles, however, also was a pragmatic statesman who recognized that dealing with China was a complex problem with no obvious solutions. He understood that the Communist world should not be considered monolithic. During the 1930s, he had held onto the idea that Mao Zedong and his followers were “agrarian reformers.” At the end of the 1940s, although troubled by Moscow’s influence over Beijing, he wrote about the need to admit Chinese Communists into the United Nations.17 In 1950 he even penned a letter to Representative Walter Judd (R-MN), a powerful member of the congressional China bloc, to argue that the People’s Republic should not be isolated and barred from the UN for ideological reasons so long as it demonstrated that it could effectively rule its people.18 Until the Korean War, he hoped that Mao like Tito would follow an independent path.19 At his 1953 confirmation hearings, he suggested that it might be in American interests to open relations with Beijing if the Chinese Communists ever renounced their allegiance to the Soviets, knowing such remarks would produce howls of protest from Taiwan and the China bloc.20

Moreover, Dulles viewed Chiang Kai-shek and the Kuomintang skeptically despite his self-protective endorsement of the Generalissimo. Early on he became convinced that Chiang did not provide effective leadership for the anti-Communist Chinese, and in 1950 he collaborated with Dean Rusk to try to drive the Generalissimo from power. Their plan, which substituted UN trusteeship for a KMT government, did not win Acheson’s approval and Chiang survived to tighten his grip on Taiwan.21 Dulles’s hostility toward the Communist Chinese did not erase his visceral objection to the manipulative and opportunistic nature of the Nationalist government. When Eisenhower unleashed Chiang in 1953, Dulles followed with an admonition to the National Security Council that the Nationalist leader must not be allowed to see the new policy as license to attack China. Therefore he could not be allowed to purchase jet bombers until he had pledged not to use them recklessly in a manner inimical to U.S. interests.22 In a world of great instability and danger, Dulles believed that Chiang would not hesitate to incite World War III if such a conflict would promise to return him to the mainland.
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FIGURE 2.1 “Preparations for meeting China,” by David Low

Courtesy of Solo Syndication Limited, United Kingdom.

Over time—though few have noticed—Dulles’s dislike for the KMT grew, and his animosity toward the Chinese Communists abated. Although his determination to preserve a Free Chinese government on the island of Taiwan remained, he resisted Chiang’s efforts to shape American policy. He continued to see the KMT regime as unstable and doubted its durability, suggesting to the British Foreign Secretary Harold Macmillan in 1955 that, like the white Russian forces of the 1920s, the KMT regime did not understand developments at home and could disappear overnight.23 He found his efforts to collaborate with Taipei frustrating and ineffective. He struggled for many months to avoid an entangling alliance with Chiang that would restrict his freedom of action, relenting only in order to secure cooperation with a diplomatic initiative at the UN to try to end the Taiwan Strait crisis. More successfully, he blunted Nationalist efforts to provoke Beijing.

Dulles, the alleged champion of Nationalist China, ignored Taipei’s protests against American interaction with the mainland. Those contacts took place primarily through ambassadorial talks held at Geneva and Warsaw, which Dulles agreed to reluctantly but came to appreciate. He saw the sessions as a way to enmesh China in aimless, stultifying chatter and urged his negotiator U. Alexis Johnson to do whatever he could to keep the conversation going.24 As long as the Chinese were talking, they would, he believed, refrain from shooting. Further, the talks shielded the administration from criticism that it refused to moderate tension in the Strait. But Dulles monitored the cable traffic from the U.S. representative carefully, often writing Johnson’s instructions himself, since the talks were the only point of contact and an opportunity perhaps to educate the Chinese.25

The consequence of his complex view of the China problem was a commitment to a policy of Two Chinas. Dulles insisted that a Free China must exist, but he also recognized that a Communist China did exist. Ignoring it long-term would not be productive. The Eisenhower administration might be compelled to behave irrationally on the subject, but he, and the president, hoped the period of insisting that Chiang Kai-shek represented the whole of China’s people would be short. He had, in fact, concluded that a Two Chinas solution was probably the only solution as early as 1950.26

Dulles accepted that Beijing’s suspicion of the United States and the Nationalists might be justified. He favored efforts to split China and the Soviet Union. And he had little hesitation, as he told the NSC, about “dealing with… [the PRC] on a de facto basis when circumstances make this useful.”27

The secretary’s convictions regarding China and Taiwan reflected more than a private intellectual journey. Dulles shaped his ideas based in part on interaction with a small group of men in the State Department whose views he trusted. Like other secretaries of state, Dulles created an inner and outer department. Unlike most of his predecessors and successors, he not only gathered friends and allies into a tight circle of advisers, he used the outer array of officials to pretend fidelity to a particular political position, in this case China Lobby principles. Behind this protective shell, his inner circle disparaged Chiang Kai-shek and sought moderate approaches to handling the People’s Republic of China (PRC).

The public face of Dulles’s State Department embodied a fervently anti-Communist China policy that staunchly supported Chiang Kai-shek. Dulles’s outer-ring appointments almost uncritically endorsed KMT priorities and interests. At times, the advocacy by Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs Walter Robertson, Director of the Office of Chinese Affairs Walter McConaughy, and Dulles’s two ambassadors to Taiwan, Karl Rankin and Everett Drumright, seemed so vociferous that colleagues questioned not just their judgment but also their loyalties. Since their appointments had been designed to deflect the “primitives” who had ruthlessly pursued Dean Acheson on China, however, they met Dulles’s requirements and expectations. Dulles could use their convictions and ignore their advice.

Walter S. Robertson’s designation came at the direct suggestion of Walter Judd. Robertson had served in China as charge d’affaires ad interim between the ambassadorships of Patrick Hurley and John Leighton Stuart in the 1940s, as economic counselor in the embassy, and as U.S. commissioner at the Peiping Executive Headquarters during the civil war.28 But what recommended him to Judd was his rigid anti-Communism and contempt for the Chinese followers of Marx and Lenin.29 Robertson believed so completely in the perversity of the Communist system that, although he possessed a degree of financial expertise from his banking career and had earlier been an economic advisor to the State Department, he rejected evidence of economic successes on the mainland and advised the secretary that U.S. pressures could force a collapse.30 If Roberston’s judgment sometimes failed, and his effort to enforce a pro-Chiang policy grated, the courtly Virginian was personally well liked. Robert H. Scott of the British Embassy considered it “impossible to doubt that [Robertson] is a man of honour and integrity” despite his “obstinacy and blindness.”31 Moreover, his political affiliation as a Democrat and his frustration with some of Dulles’s policies did not lessen his loyalty to the secretary. He was tougher on subordinates, who recalled he “was quite a desk-banger” and “had absolutely no use for the more balanced view that some of us took with regard to Chinese issues.”32

Working in tandem with Robertson, Walter McConaughy imposed an equally inflexible view of Communist China upon his subordinates. McConaughy had actually been a critic of the Nationalists during his years as consul general in Shanghai in the late 1940s. He had favored trying to encourage Titoism among the Chinese Communists and warned Washington against provoking irredentist feelings regarding Taiwan. Repeatedly he told his superiors that Shanghai American businessmen and missionaries favored recognition of and trade with the Chinese Communists, hoping to lure China away from the Soviet Union.33 But McConaughy’s cautious sympathy for the new regime diminished with the harsh attacks on Foreign Service colleagues who had not condemned the Communist Chinese strongly enough. His sympathy disappeared entirely with the outbreak of the Korean War. Mao, he later said, “contemptuously rejected opportunities for friendship and normal relations” with the United States. All that could be done was “pressure and diplomatic isolation.”34

Neither Robertson nor McConaughy had to convince Washington’s representatives in Taipei of the rectitude of Chiang Kai-shek’s cause. Both ambassadors, Karl Rankin and Everett Drumright, agreed that the United States had no choice but to support Free China. Rankin admired Chiang’s honesty, intelligence, and determination to fight Communism as well as his willingness to cooperate with American officials and to bring American-trained bureaucrats and officers into his government and his military. So convinced did Rankin become of Chiang’s centrality to the protection of U.S. interests that he knowingly wrote cables to Washington that exaggerated threats to Taiwan and drafted Nationalist government letters and cables to Washington.35

Hoping to strengthen the hand of those in Washington fighting for aid to Chiang, Rankin convinced others that he could not be trusted to represent the United States should its goals diverge from those of Nationalist China.36 Rankin actively opposed Dulles’s pursuit of a Two Chinas policy, which he dismissed as a London plot designed to rescue British investments at the cost of American principles.37 Any thought that Mao could be weaned from the Soviets by being nice to him Rankin considered ludicrous.38 Admitting Red China to the United Nations would be dangerous as it increased China’s prestige, signaled acceptance of permanent Communist control, encouraged accommodation of Asian states to Beijing, and weakened the coherence and authority of the UN.39 Rankin went so far as to declare American ideals wrong for Taiwan: “We are trying to develop strength on this island, and the introduction of reforms or Western democratic ideas should be pushed only as they promise to increase the sum-total of that strength.”40

Everett Drumright championed the Nationalist cause almost as vociferously as Rankin. He brought to the ambassadorship years of China experience dating back to 1931, but like Robertson, it was Drumright’s conservative political credentials that facilitated his confirmation by the congressional China bloc.41 Less than six months after he arrived in Taiwan during the1958 Straits crisis, he urged Washington to approve Nationalist attacks on mainland artillery batteries and called for the defense of Jinmen.42

Finally, to Dulles’s chagrin, Henry Cabot Lodge made his post as the United States representative at the United Nations an independent power base, trading on his ties with Eisenhower, which dated from World War II, and blossomed as Lodge enthusiastically participated in efforts to draft Eisenhower to run for president.43 An old-fashioned aristocrat who has been caustically described as “a collection of fine qualities in search of a personality,” Lodge represented moderate Republicanism. Dulles objected to Lodge’s strong opinions on a variety of issues, including China. Lodge was not just too outspoken in support of the Nationalists; he also demanded to be given discretion to veto Red China’s admission to the UN.44

The views of these men suggested a secretary of state seeking like-minded officials to staff his department. But Dulles did not rely on any of these people when he made China policies. Dulles saw them as biased and their advice hazardous.45

At the same time, Dulles, despite his notorious aloofness and self-confidence, did have advisers he trusted. The secretary depended upon a small collection of intimates with whom he could review and argue about options and who would not leak information to pro-Chiang media or members of Congress. The precise composition of this “kitchen cabinet” fluctuated, but key figures included Robert Bowie, Douglas MacArthur II, Herman Phleger, and Livingston Merchant.46 During some periods, he met with them daily, early in the morning. All were European-oriented generalists lacking China expertise to bring to deliberations, but all distrusted Chiang Kai-shek, resented the China Lobby, and favored a more constructive approach toward Beijing.

Robert Bowie as director of the Policy Planning Staff, although originally appointed by Be dell Smith, rapidly impressed Dulles with his sharp intellect and blunt advice. According to biographer Townsend Hoopes, “Dulles relished a real argument when he respected his opponent,” making Bowie “an important catalyst on a range of major issues.”47 Bowie opposed uncritical support for Chiang Kai-shek and sustaining “the total illusion about Chiang’s real role.” He reflected years later about his differences with Walter Robertson, noting that “Robertson was too decent a person to be a real zealot.… He knew that from time to time I’d taken a different view about China. Not that I had illusions about China, I didn’t think we were going to have a friendship,” but Bowie urged reexamination of American policy toward the People’s Republic.48 During his 1956 confirmation hearings, he advocated granting Beijing a United Nations seat, adding that China would have to moderate its behavior to qualify.49 Efforts to isolate China could not, he believed, be sustained, and when that wall crumbled, Washington’s prestige and influence in Asia would be damaged. Instead, the United States should embrace the pariah state, allowing journalists to travel to China and including Beijing in arms control talks. He supported Dulles’s Two Chinas policy, which, as Bowie summarized it, would accept the permanency of both Chinas, embark upon a long, slow process of bringing the PRC into international organizations and “call for eventual recognition of both countries by most states (but not necessarily by [the] US).”50

Douglas MacArthur II also entered the State Department with connections to Eisenhower rather than Dulles. As with Smith, Eisenhower may have sought to use MacArthur as a means of keeping the pugnacious secretary contained and monitoring his contacts with the isolationist Taft wing of the Republican Party. A shrewd and urbane diplomat, MacArthur served in Europe before World War II and was interned by the Nazis. Subsequently, he joined Eisenhower’s staff in London and Normandy, despite past familial friction with Ike. He headed the Western Europe Bureau at the State Department and played an important role in the establishment of NATO. Between 1951 and 1953, he served as international affairs adviser to the Supreme Command in Europe, resuming a productive and warm relationship with Eisenhower. At Ike’s behest, in 1953 he became State Department counselor, giving up a stint as ambassador to Vietnam, and Dulles made him the department’s liaison with the NSC and subsequently coordinator of plans and policies. MacArthur routinely accompanied Dulles to meetings with Eisenhower at the White House and traveled around the world with him as well. Quite early he overcame whatever suspicions Dulles might have entertained about his loyalties, and they collaborated easily.51 As he told MacArthur, Dulles needed someone who would tell him when he was wrong.52

Like the others, MacArthur saw the third world through the lens of Europe’s needs and interests. Nevertheless, he recognized the power of de colonization movements and believed that Asian nationalism would have to be accommodated. For expressing those sentiments among State Department Europeanists, “some of them sort of put their fingers to the side of their eyes and made slant eyes at me, as if I’d suddenly changed my nationality and I’d committed a heresy by talking this way.”53 MacArthur proved instrumental in establishing the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), although he thought it irredeemably flawed given the membership of colonial powers. He also became ambassador to Japan in 1957 and negotiated a new Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the United States and Japan. He saw himself as a “EUR boy” but more than most took a hand in Asia policy.

Regarding the future of China and Taiwan, MacArthur worried that “If Taiwan ever fell into unfriendly hands, then there would be the capacity… to interdict communication between the north and the south, our positions…in the Philippines and in Japan, and we would, in effect, have to have two Seventh Fleets… and it would be an intolerable position.”54 Nevertheless, he did not urge strong support for the Kuomintang government in Taiwan, believing as did Dulles that it would not be returning to the mainland. Thus he reinforced the secretary’s determination to avoid closer ties with the Kuomintang.

Aversion to the KMT also colored Assistant Secretary of State for European Affairs Livingston Merchant’s recommendations regarding America’s China policy. Merchant, a brilliant, lively, and funny addition to Dulles’s circle, spoke consistently for the primacy of European interests and disparaged the less important, less effective, and less reliable Nationalist Chinese.55 He had originally encountered KMT corruption and incompetence during his tour of duty in Nanjing during the civil war years and wrestled with the resulting problems when he rose to be assistant secretary for Far Eastern affairs. In 1949, Acheson sent him on a special mission to Taiwan, hoping that Merchant could find a viable independence movement that would allow the Truman administration to jettison Chiang Kai-shek. Merchant reluctantly concluded that no effective movement existed and Chiang remained too strong to overthrow. But he also advised against giving the Generalissimo further American assistance.56 It was while Merchant struggled with the decline of Kuomintang fortunes that he first worked with Dulles, collaborating on the Japanese peace treaty.57

Herman Phleger, a distinguished lawyer and judge who signed on as the State Department’s legal adviser, had known Dulles since 1945 and probably became his closest confidant. Sharing the secretary’s lawyerly approach to international issues, Phleger possessed the same pragmatic attitudes, combative style, and facile mind. But where Dulles seemed prone to exaggeration and simplification, Phleger emphasized precision and caution. Even when the Chinese Communists provided grounds for retaliation, as in the detention of American military personnel, Phleger urged restraint.58 Dulles demonstrated his absolute trust in Phleger’s views by placing him in charge of the difficult and politically dangerous talks convened in 1955 between Washington and Beijing (known as the Ambassadorial or Warsaw Talks), trusting him to coordinate information and help draft instructions to the American delegation.59

Perhaps the most critical support Foster Dulles got in formulating his ideas and department policies, however, came from Allen W. Dulles, director of the CIA. The Dulles brothers joined the overt and covert resources of foreign policymaking in a uniquely intimate embrace. Although Allen and Foster could hardly have been more different in personality—the CIA chief amiable, gracious, and humorous, liked by all, and the secretary aloof, austere, and everyone’s least favorite person—together they proved a formidable force on a range of issues vital to the nation. As Allen Dulles biographer Peter Grose noted, “Allen was ever imaginative in devising intelligence operations that by their very nature determined the shape of national policy.”60 Or, as Allen himself joked, he served as the secretary of state “for unfriendly countries.”61

Allen, however, had shied away from Asian affairs, sharing his brother’s conviction that countries in Asia were not as important as those in Europe. Further, he maintained that he did not understand the region, a conclusion possibly confirmed by months of travel in India, China, and Korea during the year following his graduation from Princeton (1915). In 1926 he resigned from the Foreign Service rather than accept an appointment as counselor to the American embassy in Beijing. His uncle Robert Lansing, speaking as secretary of state, urged him not to go, saying “that problem will not be solved in your lifetime.”62 Allen did plan a brief foray to China in 1946 to negotiate an aviation treaty, but Sullivan and Cromwell’s senior legal partner refused to let him go. By 1950, he had left both diplomacy and law behind to become the head of covert operations, the deputy director of plans, at the CIA.

Apart from official interest or disinterest in China, CIA activities proved ineffective in Asia during the Truman years. Efforts to spark an uprising against Mao went nowhere, and operations in Korea and Burma similarly failed. Two CIA agents, Richard Fecteau and Jack Downey, were even lured into a trap and imprisoned for decades in China. Allen Dulles had not been part of that dismal history, but it did not make involvement in China issues more appealing when he returned to clandestine duties and collaboration with his brother.

During the Eisenhower administration, the agency worked erratically in Asia. Just four months after taking office, Eisenhower sent intelligence veteran “Wild Bill” Donovan as ambassador to Thailand, where he spent the next eighteen months plotting covert actions against the Communist Chinese. He was followed by John Peurifoy, fresh from overthrowing the Guatemalan government of Jacobo Arbenz in Operation Success, who continued Donovan’s efforts. Meanwhile in Indochina, Allen Dulles opted to rely on France for information. After the defeat at Dien Bien Phu, Allen sent Edward Landsdale, a bold operative who had been assisting Ramon Magsaysay of the Philippines, to Vietnam to promote the fortunes of Ngo Dinh Diem.63

Allen Dulles’s disinterest in China, however, did not deter him from making the CIA a haven for China specialists whom he chose to protect even when Foster was sacrificing them to Senator Joseph McCarthy’s anti-Communist crusade. Allen himself, however, remained an activist, not an analyst. Allen’s more usual indifference to China strongly suggests that he never pushed Foster to implement any particular China policies. Rather, Allen acted as confidant and sounding board for the difficult decisions his brother had to make despite increasingly divergent views.64

Finally, there were the members of Congress. Dulles did not rely on them for advice, but he believed that an intimate embrace would protect him personally as well as the policies of the administration. Not the least, talking to Congress before launching initiatives co-opted the leadership and spread responsibility if things went badly. Some, such as William Knowland, he regularly spoke to by phone and met frequently over breakfasts, working hard to defuse his harsh critiques especially regarding China. Others he found he could cooperate with even on China, such as Senator Walter George (D-GA), with whom he met at least biweekly.65 Throughout, Dulles took the time out of a heavy schedule to court key individuals and neutralize them. As historian Richard Immerman has observed, “Dulles paid inordinate, indeed obsessive attention to coalition building and protecting his bases of power,” having learned from the past that “pandering” would pay. Thus “Dulles appeared more prone to appease than to lead.”66

CONCLUSION

John Foster Dulles was neither the fanatic that detractors have suggested nor the sole architect of American foreign policy in the 1950s as admirers have insisted. Dulles functioned as Dwight Eisenhower’s partner, advisor, front man, and subordinate. He shaped Eisenhower’s policies but never made decisions without consulting the president. He consulted a small coterie of intimates on his decisions but otherwise ignored proffered advice. As the president trusted his own judgment in military affairs, so Dulles believed he understood diplomacy better than most anyone else.

Dulles, however, shared Eisenhower’s disinterest in Asia and dismay at having to pay so much attention to Chinese affairs. He probably knew somewhat more about the region than the president—negotiating the Japanese peace treaty having been a better learning opportunity than serving with MacArthur in the Philippines. Even more than Eisenhower, Dulles feared the Republican right and the China Lobby, feeling the constraint of partisan politics and public opinion to a degree that most secretaries of state have not.

Thus, in seeking to understand why so little happened to resolve the China problem, one need only to look at the menacing atmosphere of the time and the higher priority accorded other goals. Joined with ignorance about and indifference to Chinese realities, the ominous environment made it far easier and less painful to go along with the existing flow of anti-China rhetoric and action than to behave responsibly and change things. It is not surprising that Dulles and Eisenhower accomplished little.

Moreover, abandonment of Taiwan never became an option. As much as Dulles and Eisenhower might deplore its leaders, they considered the existence of a Free China vital for inspiring the Asian region and ensuring confidence in American pledges of support. This was not yet a time to rearrange the structure of the Cold War.

Eisenhower and Dulles worried about and were possessed by the burden of ideology and security. They intended to fight Communism everywhere and waged a vigorous struggle around the world. Still, China was not Guatemala. However committed to saving the Free World, Eisenhower and Dulles were simultaneously pragmatic statesmen and politicians.
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