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Chapter I 
 

Introduction 
 

 

Symbols were synonymous with power, prestige, and political ideologies during 

the Cold War, and no symbol was more powerful in certain respects than nuclear 

weaponry.  The Berlin Wall represented the ideological rift between the East and West, 

and thus it can be viewed as the seminal symbol of the Cold War geographical schism.  

Nuclear weaponry, on the other hand, was a much more ominous symbol because a single 

nuclear missile had the potential to annihilate an entire city.  During the Cold War the 

globe was both mystified and terrified of the power of nuclear weaponry, and accordingly 

the countries that managed to harness the power of the atom were considered the 

preeminent nations of the time.  It is small wonder why global foreign policy was 

dominated by discussions, agreements, and threats that all related to nuclear weaponry.  

To the countries that already controlled nuclear energy, China’s decision to pursue a 

nuclear weapons program illustrated the problems of nuclear proliferation, but China felt 

that nuclear weaponry represented the opportunity to become an elite nation.  China 

wanted to be able to effectively defend its mainland, deter the perceived aggressive 

nuclear powers, and to eventually develop a nuclear strategic threat that would directly 

threaten countries across the globe. 

 The research presented in this thesis approaches the subject of nuclear 

proliferation and its affect on the American government from the perspective of the 

Johnson administration.  It should be mentioned that the 1960s were a tumultuous time 

period for the United States domestically, but the 1960s also brought radical change 
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across the globe as well.  China’s nuclear weapons program illustrated the potential 

dangers of nuclear proliferation because China was the first country outside of the two 

major Cold War power blocs to attain nuclear weapons technology.  During this same 

time period China was going through its own difficulties due the Cultural Revolution and 

the politicization of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), and this made China seem 

more radical than it was in actuality.  The Johnson administration was presented with a 

fledgling nuclear power and had to choose the correct course for American foreign policy 

in order to maintain its own global image. 

The United States was initially concerned about the psychological and political 

ramifications of China’s nuclear testing, but it soon became apparent that the Chinese 

were going to represent a direct threat much more quickly than the American government 

had anticipated.  This realization forced America to develop a flexible foreign policy that 

would allow the United States to adapt to any global situation that could have arisen, and 

the decision to deploy an antiballistic missile system (ABM) was a direct outgrowth of 

America’s flexible policy because it provided defense from the Chinese arsenal while 

simultaneously being supported by the United States’ overwhelming nuclear stockpile.  

Nuclear weapons indeed were one of the most important symbols of the Cold War 

because they represented power and prestige, but also because they afforded considerable 

military authority to the country that possessed a strong nuclear arsenal. 

 The nuclear age brought potentially great levels of destruction, and also created a 

new subject of military-political theorizing revolving around the production and usage of 

the atomic bomb.  When America dropped the two atomic bombs on Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki the United States government found itself in a preeminent world position: no 
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one else could match the military firepower of the U.S. in 1945.  Unfortunately for the 

American government, problems with the savagery of nuclear weapons immediately 

appeared after the end of World War II. The popular backlash from the two nuclear 

attacks ultimately resulted in Secretary of War Henry Stimson’s article, “The Decision to 

Use the Atomic Bomb,” which was published at the behest of nuclear physicist James 

Conant because it explained the rationale behind the decision to drop the nuclear 

weapons.1  Another significant historiographical trend asserted that the nuclear bomb was 

used on Japan as a means to intimidate Russia, and to make the aggressive Communist 

nation malleable in the post-war setting.2  Both of these historical arguments reveal both 

the symbolic power of nuclear weaponry as well as the affect that nuclear weapons had 

on the population of the United States.  These themes can also be definitively seen in 

China’s pursuit of nuclear weaponry because the shifting nuclear balance represented 

both a symbolic and military threat to the Johnson administration.  Scholar Lawrence 

Freedman neatly summarizes the affect of nuclear diplomacy in his book The Price of 

Peace: “Strategy is about the pursuit of political ends with military means in the 

international environment.”3  This statement underscores one of the major themes within 

this thesis because the Chinese sought power and prestige through nuclear weaponry, and 

the American government was forced to react in order to maintain their global hegemony. 
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1 James G. Hershberg, James B. Conant: Harvard to Hiroshima and the Making of the Nuclear Age, (New 
York: Knopf, 1993), 6. 
2 Gar Alperovitz, Atomic Diplomacy: The Use of the Atomic Bomb and the American Confrontation with 
Soviet Power, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1965), 240 – 242.   
3 Lawrence Freedman, The Price of Peace: Living with the Nuclear Dilemma, (New York: H. Holt, 1986), 
32. 
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 Dwight Eisenhower constructed the original nuclear policy for the United States 

in 1957.  In a State Department memorandum Eisenhower detailed how nuclear weapons 

were to be merged into conventional armaments: 

“It is the policy of the United States to integrate nuclear weapons with 
other weapons in the arsenal of the United States.  Nuclear weapons will 
be used in general war and, when specifically authorized by the President, 
in military operations short of general war.  Such authorization as may be 
given in advance will be determined by the President.”4 

 
According to this doctrine nuclear weapons were to be considered a basic part of the 

American military arsenal, to be used if the situation warranted.  It also created the chain 

of command regarding the decision to use nuclear weapons, with the final power 

belonging to the President.  Interestingly, this statement also revealed that nuclear 

weapons could potentially be used in a situation short of general war, such as a 

preemptive strike against China.  The document also noted that nuclear weapons were to 

be used in defense against the Sino-Soviet bloc, whether on foreign territory or in 

international waters.5 

 Most importantly, the memorandum stated that nuclear weapons were not to be 

used unless the threat could be considered immediate, and even in that instance the 

deployment of nuclear armaments would be tempered by situational logic.  Eisenhower 

qualified this point by writing: 
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4 Memorandum on Policy Regarding Use of Atomic Weapons, 16 May, 1957, Folder: [Meetings, Records, 
Memoranda on the Use of Nuclear Weapons], Box: Papers of the President – National Security File: 
Intelligence File Box # 9, Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Archive, University of Texas, p. 1. 
5 Ibid, p. 2. 
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“Nuclear weapons will not be expanded for defense against minor attack 
nor against attack upon minor United States forces wherein damage 
inflicted would not constitute an immediate and vital military threat to the 
security of the United States or to major U.S. forces.  Any use of nuclear 
weapons pursuant to this authorization will be limited to such size and 
numbers of weapons and to such targets as are necessary.”6 

 
Historian Morton Halperin observed that the nuclear potential of China could have 

enticed the United States to preemptively strike the Chinese mainland, but according to 

America’s nuclear policy the Chinese would have had to represent an immediate threat in 

order to warrant a nuclear strike.7  This doctrine existed through Johnson’s 

administration, and it illustrates one reason why the American government took a more 

cautious approach to the problem of nuclear proliferation.  China did not represent a 

direct threat immediately in 1964, and the American government did not significantly 

alter its foreign policy until it was obvious that the Chinese were making significant gains 

regarding nuclear technology. 

 Historian Marc Trachtenberg illustrated this problem by referring to nuclear 

weapons as a “wasting asset” because technology was moving at such a rapid pace and 

the usefulness of certain weapons would eventually be outdated within a short amount of 

time.8  Trachtenburg’s theory turned out to be correct because the Soviet Union was the 

first nation to end America’s nuclear monopoly when it tested its first nuclear weapon in 

1949.  Similarly, the Chinese began developing a nuclear weapon testing program in the 

late 1950s and initiated testing in 1964, which forced the American government to alter 
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6 Memorandum on Policy Regarding Use of Atomic Weapons, 16 May, 1957, Folder: [Meetings, Records, 
Memoranda on the Use of Nuclear Weapons], Box: Papers of the President – National Security File: 
Intelligence File Box # 9, Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Archive, University of Texas, p. 3. 
7 Morton H. Halperin, China and the Bomb, (New York: Praeger, 1965), 119. 
8 Marc, Trachtenberg, "A 'Wasting Asset': American Strategy and the Shifting Nuclear Balance, 1949-
1954," History and Strategy, (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1991). 
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its foreign policy as China’s nuclear expertise increased.  Scholar Stephen Ambrose 

observed that since the advent of nuclear weaponry the American government had used 

nuclear weaponry as an “instrument of foreign diplomacy.”9  However, one of the issues 

was that Lyndon B. Johnson was the President during China’s testing program, and his 

administration had a definitive effect on America’s handling of China’s entrance into the 

global nuclear club.   
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Johnson was an extremely ambitious politician, yet “his ambition was fed by 

insecurity as well,” which made him a very paradoxical figure in the eyes of 

Americans.10  This insecurity led Johnson to maintain a cautious foreign policy in order 

to prevent drastically altering America’s global position because he feared losing the fa

of the American public.  This statement by historians Rowland Evans and Robert Novak 

neatly summarizes Johnson’s struggle as the President: “The conflict between objectiv

and performance, between the public posture of the President and the private 

manipulations of the politician, is the essence of the Johnson paradox.”11  Johnson wa

excellent politician but he was very conscious of public opinion, and he wanted to 

maintain a positive image in the eyes of Americans during the 1960s.  This would affect 

his policies toward China’s nuclear program because Johnson ultimately decided against 

the potential policy, a holdover from the Kennedy administration, which would hav

 
9 Stephen E. Ambrose, Rise to Globalism: American Foreign Policy Since 1938, (Baltimore: Penguin 
Books, 1971), 97. 
10 Waldo Heinrichs, “Lyndon B. Johnson: Change and Continuity,” in Lyndon Johnson Confronts the 
World: American Foreign Policy, 1963 – 1968, ed. Warren Cohen and Nancy Tucker, (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 10. 
11 Rowland Evans & Robert D. Novak, Lyndon B. Johnson: The Exercise of Power; A Political Biography, 
(New York: The New American Library, 1966), 3. 
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required a preemptive strike against China’s nuclear facilities.12  The cautious nature of 

the Johnson administration affected policy by maintaining and adapting America’s 

flexible foreign policy, and that the issue of nuclear proliferation was one of the most 

important issues during the time period due to the shifting global strategic nu

balance.   

 Historian Philip Geyelin remarked, “Caution, curiously enough, is the single word

that comes to mind most quickly in any effort to define the Johnson approach to foreign 

policy.”13  Like any sane politician during the height of the Cold War, Lyndon Johnson

did everything in his power to prevent a nuclear exchange.  In his autobiography LB

directly stated, “Above all else, I did not want to lead this nation and the world into 

nuclear war or even risk such a war.”14  Contemporary Cold War theorist Bernard Brodie 

postulated that this policy of caution greatly affected how Johnson dealt with the Chinese

nuclear program.15  The research presented in this work illustrates that China ultimately 

decided to develop a nuclear program in order to acquire power and global status, and t

American government was forced to adapt and shift policies in order to avoid cre

hazardous situations.  Avoiding potential conflicts that could have arisen due to 

misperceptions was a significant facet of Johnson’s policy regarding the Chinese, and

 
12 William Burr & Jeffrey T. Richselson, “Whether to ‘Strangle the Baby in the Cradle’: The United States 
and the Chinese Nuclear Program, 1960-64,” International Security, Vol. 25, No. 3 (Winter, 2000 – 2001); 
Gordon H. Chang, “JFK, China, and the Bomb,” The Journal of American History, Vol. 74, No. 4 (March 
1988). 
13 Philip L. Geyelin, Lyndon B. Johnson and the World, (New York: F.A. Praeger, 1966), 144 – 145. 
14 Lyndon B. Johnson, The Vantage Point: Perspectives of the Presidency, 1963-69, (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart, and Winston, 1971), 153. 
15 Bernard Brodie, Strategy in the Missile Age, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1959), 238; 
Robert E. Osgood, Limited War: The Challenge to American Strategy, (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1957), 32. 
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reflected the desire to prevent nuclear warfare through the use of preventive propaganda 

and the eventual deployment of an ABM system.16 

 Nevertheless, some politicians in the State Department, such as Secretary of State 

Dean Rusk, felt threatened by China’s nuclear testing program.  Historian Warren Cohen 

also pointed out that Rusk believed that China’s culture “championed a different world 

order and a militant behavior that … would mean chaos, war, and, in a nuclear world, the 

destruction of civilization.”17  Of course there is a fair amount of American 

exceptionalism in the American government’s Cold War ideologies, but that is significant 

in and of itself because it illustrates that the Johnson administration was wary of the 

problematic situation created by nuclear proliferation in China.  These opinions within 

the American government had a definitive affect on American policy regarding a nuclear-

equipped China because the United States had difficulty creating a rigid policy, instead 

opting for a flexible policy that was supported by an antiballistic missile system which 

allowed for greater political maneuvering.  This thesis shows that America’s foreign 

policy evolved over time to account for new threats, such as the nuclear weapons 

program in China, and this led to a multitude of different efforts to counter China’s 

nuclear advancements.  Historian Michael Hunt asserted that the difficulty in 

understanding other cultures also fed into the difficulty in crafting a definitive policy 

because the United States was motivated by the desire to avoid a nuclear exchange, the 
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16 Frank E. Rogers, “Sino-American Relations and the Vietnam War, 1964-66,” The China Quarterly, No. 
66, (June 1976), 307. 
17 Warren I. Cohen, America’s Response to China: An Interpretive History of Sino-American Relations, 
(New York: Wiley, 1971), 236. 
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inclination to maintain global power and prestige, and the inevitable fear of a potential 

Chinese nuclear threat toward America.18   

America’s flexible policy toward China also resulted from a lack of exact 

intelligence, and this presented a number of difficulties for the American government 

because it was eventually forced to make judgments based on circumstantial evidence or 

potential scenarios.  This statement by historian Klaus Knorr illustrates the difficulty that 

a lack of intelligence caused the American government: 

Intelligence … permeates the making of all foreign policy that is not 
regarded as routine and unproblematic; and although it is also relevant and 
important to estimating international opportunities for cooperation, 
intelligence has been cultivated most attentively in matters of threat-
perception because gross misestimates in this area place at risk the very 
survival of states.19 

  
Though a flexible policy would seem like a desirable choice, other scholars such as 

Roland Evans and Robert Novak have pointed out that Johnson’s flexibility in foreign 

policy was actually a liability because it prevented him from making and fully 

implementing tough decisions that would significant alter American policy and 

potentially change or damage the perception of America.20  This thesis does not assert 

that a flexible policy was ultimately the best choice because it did present certain 

problems for America when trying to make hard decisions, but this work does conclude 

that the American government considered a flexible policy to be the best decision given 

the present circumstances.  A number of factors led to the creation of a flexible American 

policy, such as Johnson’s foreign policy mindset and the lack of intelligence, and it 
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18 Michael Hunt, Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 176. 
19 Klaus Knorr, “The Post-War Strategy of Limited War: Before, During and After Vietnam,” in Strategic 
Thought in the Nuclear Age, ed. Lawrence Martin & Coral Bell, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1979), 69. 
20 Evans & Novak, Lyndon B. Johnson, 573. 
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became apparent that the U.S. government believed a flexible policy was the only way to 

deal with the Chinese potential military threat and nuclear program. 

 Other events, aside from dealings within the American government, also resulted 

in the flexible policy that ultimately culminated in the decision to deploy an ABM 

system.  The Korean War was a formative event for both America and China because it 

affected both nations’ perceptions and policies.  The Korean War was the first major test 

for the new Communist Chinese government, and as such the lessons learned during the 

conflict would alter China’s policies throughout the 1960s.  China’s display of military 

power was a critical moment for the China because it validated the People’s Republic as 

a great world power and it announced China’s arrival as the power in Asia; the conflict 

also made the United States the main enemy of China.  Contemporary scholar Allen 

Whiting underscored the significance of the Korean conflict by noting, “The conflict 

catapulted the new regime of Mao Tse-tung from the situation of a victor in civil war to 

that of a contender with the United Nations for control of Korea.”21  Though Whiting’s 

research was written during the height of the Cold War it is still significant because it 

notes that “one major political consequence of Peking’s entry into the Korean War was 

the undisputed establishment of a new China as a force to be reckoned with in Asia.”22 

 While the Korean War symbolized China’s rise to a major power in the Asiatic 

sphere, the crises that occurred over control of the Taiwan Strait, and specifically the 

islands of Quemoy and Matsu, became one of the formative moments for China’s 

decision regarding nuclear weaponry.  The situation reiterated America’s tendency to 
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21Allen S. Whiting, China Crosses the Yalu: The Decision to Enter the Korean War, (New York: 
Macmillan, 1960), vii. 
22 Ibid, 166. 
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threaten the use of nuclear force, the Taiwan Straits Crisis also reinforced the American 

policy of defense of the Cold Way “grey areas” and specifically the defense of the 

Republic of China.  When the Chinese began shelling the islands of Taiwan America 

overtly threatened the Chinese with nuclear weapons, and the end result was that the 

Formosa Straits incident illustrated the dangerous power of nuclear weaponry. Despite 

China’s failure to secure the Formosa Strait, the event was momentous because when the 

Chinese attained the bomb in 1964 the U.S. could not longer overtly threaten the Chinese 

because the People’s Republic of China could retaliate by launching an attack against the 

Republic of China. 

 Another significance of the Taiwan Straits incident was that the situation forced 

China to acknowledge American preponderance regarding nuclear weapons, and this new 

understanding of Chinese vulnerability led to a greater emphasis on the nuclear 

development program.23  Historians William Burr and Jeffrey Richelson have pointed out 

that “it was during the 1954-55 confrontation between Beijing and Washington … in the 

Taiwan Strait that Mao made his initial decisions to develop at least modest nuclear 

capability.”24  When the United States chose to throw its nuclear weight around by 

installing nuclear missiles on the island of Taiwan it reaffirmed Mao’s decision, and thus 

American policy forced the Chinese Communists to look into nuclear weapons as a 

deterrent and a potential offensive force.25  Contemporary scholar Alice Hsieh pointed 

out that “Peking not only rationalized its failure in the Formosa Strait in the eyes of the 

Chinese people [by declaring the West a “paper tiger”], but also, and more important, 
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23 Alice Langley Hsieh, Communist China’s Strategy in the Nuclear Era, (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-
Hall, 1962), 2; Burr & Richelson, “Whether to ‘Strangle the Baby in the Cradle,’” 57. 
24 Burr & Richelson, “Whether to ‘Strangle the Baby in the Cradle,’” 57 – 58. 
25 Ibid. 
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dramatically reaffirmed this long haul approach.”26  The Formosa Straits incident led the 

Chinese to pursue a nuclear weapons system because they perceived weakness in 

America’s foreign policy, and they felt that it could alter the global nuclear balance.  The 

international situation in Taiwan reinforces one of the main arguments that nuclear 

weaponry symbolized power during the Cold War, and forced the United States into a 

policy of flexibility.  The Chinese ended up being correct because the American 

government was forced to alter its policies in order to account for the Chinese nuclear 

testing program, and the Unite States also needed to make plans to prepare for the 

eventuality that China would pose a strategic military threat to the United States. 

 The last major formative event for America that occurred before China’s first 

nuclear test was the Cuban Missile Crisis, and, although the crisis affected Soviet-

American relations more than Sino-American relations, the event still left a definitive 

mark because it was the closest the world had ever come to outright nuclear warfare.  The 

dangers of nuclear warfare were brought directly to the forefront, and since the crisis 

happened just a few years before the first Chinese nuclear test the global community was 

still incredibly sensitive to the subject of nuclear weaponry and proliferation.  Regarding 

Sino-American relations, Warren Cohen noted that the Chinese saw this as yet another 

example of the United States failing to use their nuclear superiority to exert their 

authority, and the Chinese even chided the Soviet Union for acquiescing to the 

capitalists.27  The major theme that permeated all of these international affairs is the fact 

that nuclear weapons were a prominent facet of each.  The Chinese paid keen attention to 
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26 Hsieh, Communist China’s Strategy in the Nuclear Era, 9. 
27 Cohen, America’s Response to China, 233. 
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the fact that nuclear weapons were synonymous with first-class world power during the 

Cold War, and this thesis shows that all of the events reaffirmed China’s desire to 

modernize their military in the form of nuclear weaponry to gain status and power. 

 China’s earliest signs of military modernization in the twentieth century came 

during the Boxer Rebellion in 1900, but it was the aftermath of that uprising that truly 

laid the groundwork for change within China.  The Boxer Rebellion illustrated the need 

for an upgraded military organization that possessed modern arms and tactics, and 

historian Edward Dreyer asserted that the push for such a military reorganization began 

in post-Boxer China because “the civil wars that lasted until 1949 were … an unforeseen 

legacy of military modernization.”28  During the Chinese Civil Wars, the side that had the 

technological upper hand gained leverage over the opposition, and this gave Mao Tsetung 

a model to follow when he assumed leadership after the Communist Revolution of 1949.  

Historian Edward Dreyer has postulated that the Boxer Rebellion was the catalyst at the 

beginning of the twentieth century for starting the push toward a modern military.29  

Modernization was a way to gain global recognition and political power, which was 

significant because national prestige and modern technology were the cornerstones of 

Cold War power, and this was one reason why the Chinese would pursue atomic 

weaponry in the 1950s and 60s. 

 While the Chinese certainly saw the usefulness of modern weaponry, China’s 

most immediate goal was to defend the mainland before it could begin extending its 

power around the globe.  Scholar John Gittings concluded that modernization of the 
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28 Edward L. Dreyer, China at War: 1901 – 1949, (New York: Longman, 1995), 9. 
29 Dreyer, China at War, 9. 
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military was imperative “if China was to be certain of victory in the case of [foreign] 

aggression.”30  This thesis shows that both China and America were wary of each other, 

which is why China decided to pursue nuclear armaments and the United States 

eventually decided to build an ABM system as a safeguard against Chinese aggression.  

Not only was modernization desired by the Chinese to try and break the super power 

monopoly on nuclear weapons, but contemporary scholar Jonathan Pollack noted that “a 

clear correlation exist[ed] between the Chinese perception of vulnerability and the 

emphasis on the need for modernization and further sophistication of China’s defence 

capabilities.”31  Accordingly, the Chinese wanted to break down the monopoly on 

nuclear power because nuclear arms were viewed as the ultimate weaponry during the 

Cold War, and the Chinese government felt that if they harnessed the power of the atom

then they would rightfully be a great power.  Though this thesis shows that the United 

States tried to wage a propaganda campaign to deride China’s technological achievement

over time China’s steadily advancing nuclear program could not be

 Another ideology that affected the way the Chinese viewed both American and 

Soviet foreign policy regarded the usage, or non-usage, of nuclear weaponry during 

crises.  Mao clearly believed the two super powers to be “paper tigers” in the realm of 

nuclear weapons.32  Historian Morton Halperin also pointed out that “The Chinese … 

express[ed] their conviction that Soviet nuclear weapons [were] not likely to be available 

 
30 John Gittings, The Role of the Chinese Army, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), 126. 
31 Jonathan D. Pollack, “Chinese Attitudes Towards Nuclear Weapons, 1964-9,” The China Quarterly, No. 
50 (April – June, 1972), 253. 
32 Mao Tse-tung,  Imperialism and Reactionaries are Paper Tigers, (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 
1958). 
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for Chinese offensive action, including the taking of Taiwan.”33  Despite Mao 

minimizing the threat of American nuclear weapons, Jonathan Pollack felt that China 

treated nuclear weapons in international affairs with a certain amount of “sobriety” 

China’s inherent inferiority in the realm of nuclear power.34  Mao still felt that manpower 

would undermine nuclear weapons in a time of war despite these limitations, and treated 

the subject as a psychological battle between the manpowered and ideologically driven 

communists and the nuclear powered capitalists.35  Accordingly, China placed heavy 

emphasis on the ideals of “self-reliance, on vigilance, and on self-preservation.”36  This 

thesis shows that America was wary of the political ideologies of China, which reinforced 

the decision to construct a flexible policy that was eventually supported by the 

antiballistic missile system. 

The foreign policy stances of China had a great deal of impact on global relations, 

and historian Warren Cohen remarked that “the United States had become China's 

principle enemy” during the first decade of Mao’s government, which illustrated how 

quickly Sino-American relations soured during this time period.37  The significance is 

that America’s response to China’s nuclear weapons program in the 1960s was also a 

result of Chinese ideology, and this thesis will show that the American government felt 

that it had to take action once the Chinese nuclear program developed to a certain point.  

Though the United States did not move immediately to initiate strategic military changes, 

the U.S. did take steps to minimize the psychological and political impact of the Chinese 
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nuclear testing process.  As the Chinese nuclear program advanced the American 

government realized the need to shift military policies because the U.S. would not allow 

itself to give up its predominant position in global nuclear technology. 

Despite America’s attempts to maintain their technological superiority 

indefinitely, the Chinese nuclear program made rapid advancements that quickly forced 

the United States government to reconsider its nuclear policy and its defensive posture.  

On October 16, 1964 the Chinese tested their first nuclear weapon in Western China at a 

site called Lop Nur.  The site was a crude testing facility, but the nuclear weapon that was 

tested was uranium (U-235) based instead of plutonium-based which showed that the 

Chinese were already ahead of schedule in their nuclear armaments production.  The 

American government expected the Chinese to test a plutonium-based weapon because 

that was how every other nuclear power had proceeded with their nuclear programs, but 

China was more advanced by the time of its first test.  This set a significant precedent 

because the United States repeatedly referred to previous nuclear histories to gauge 

China’s expected progress, yet the American government consistently underrated China’s 

ability to rapidly advance the nuclear program.  This thesis illustrates that the United 

States crafted a flexible policy with an antiballistic backbone because it continuously 

underrated the Chinese, and because America’s intelligence was always behind the curve 

the Johnson administration was forced to alter its foreign policy when the danger was 

deemed potentially imminent. 

China’s nuclear program moved quickly after the first test, and every test after the 

initial test in 1964 showed significant progress by the Chinese.  By May 1965, the 

Chinese had tested their second nuclear weapon, which was actually tested via air drop 
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and detonated in the air.  This advancement meant that the Chinese had successfully 

created a crude, but potentially effective, delivery system that could threaten American 

allies in Asia.  Almost a year later, May 9, 1966, the Chinese tested their third nuclear 

device, and again the Chinese demonstrated the fact that they were quickly mastering 

nuclear technology.   The third weapon contained thermonuclear material which was 

considered to be a more advanced weapon system than a more simple uranium or 

plutonium weapon.  A few months later, in October, the Chinese tested a missile-guided 

nuclear weapon, signifying the fourth nuclear test in just two years.  A missile illustrated 

just how quickly China was developing delivery systems in order to lend credibility to 

their nuclear weapons program, and it did not go unnoticed because the estimated range 

of 400 miles put the missiles well within range of strategic targets such as Taiwan and 

Japan.  A mere two months later, December 30, 1966, the Chinese tested an even more 

powerful weapon by detonating a missile-guided thermonuclear warhead.  The quick 

succession of tests indicated that the Chinese were bent on developing a credible nuclear 

arsenal, and it also showed the United States how quickly China’s nuclear technology 

was advancing. 

By the late 1960s the American government was exceedingly wary of China’s 

progress in the field of nuclear weaponry because, as this thesis will show, American 

intelligence issued reports that estimated the Chinese would be able to develop an 

intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) by the early 1970s.  The United States was 

already strained because by that time nations in the region could be targeted by China’s 

nuclear weaponry, but America was still out of range of China’s weaponry.  However, a 

nuclear-tipped ICBM would represent a direct military threat to the United States, as well 
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as a strategic, political, and psychological threat.  These reasons forced the United States 

to adopt a flexible foreign policy to be able to both deter and meet potential aggression, 

and America was also led to develop and deploy an ABM system to aid in the deterrence 

of nuclear warfare and provide a safeguard in the case of a nuclear assault upon the 

United States. 

The core argument presented in this research shows how the United States 

responded to the shifting nuclear balance that resulted from nuclear proliferation in 

China, and it also gives insight concerning why the Chinese chose to pursue nuclear 

weaponry.  A major theme of the thesis is that nuclear weapons were an evolving 

commodity, and over time America’s reactions toward China’s testing process changed 

based on the current situation.  Whenever the first nuclear test happened in 1964 the 

United States viewed the situation as a simple psychological and political headache.  The 

State Department issued forecasting statements, and even the President addressed the 

nation in order to deter Americans from thinking that there had been a change in the 

nuclear strategic balance.  Accordingly, multiple historians have taken a view that 

mirrored the American government which contended that since China did not have a 

credible delivery system it represented very little offensive threat in 1964.38  While it is 

true that China did not have a credible delivery system at the time of the first test, the 

symbolism of nuclear weaponry in the 1960s cannot be understated.  As Walter Clemens, 

Jr. has pointed out, China gained the much desired international prestige by becoming a 

nuclear power, and this is evident because China’s international diplomacy increased as a 
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result of their first test in 1964.39  Simply harnessing nuclear power allowed the Chinese 

more leverage in global affairs, and that is a testament to the psychological and symbolic 

power of nuclear weaponry during the time period. 

Another problem that existed for America was that China effectively alienated 

herself from both of the major super powers when she made the choice to pursue nuclear 

weapons.  One event did not cause this separation, but contemporary scholar Geoffrey 

Hudson observed that over time “the Chinese people had been gradually conditioned to 

regard both America and Russia as hostile.”40  Considering that throughout the nuclear 

age more nuclear threats were issued toward China than any other nation, it is 

understandable why China would seek such a powerful psychological deterrent that 

would eventually evolve into offensive military capability.41  Morton Halperin’s view on 

the situation in Asia found that the Chinese were motivated by security issues: “While the 

incentives to acquire nuclear weapons are likely to be fewer in Asia than in Europe, the 

security motives may be stronger.”42  The research in this thesis agrees with Halperin’s 

statement because the Chinese were indeed driven to a large extent by security motives, 

but other reasons existed that compelled the initiation of nuclear program such as 

international prestige and hegemony within Asia.  The fact that the Chinese had designs 

on controlling the Far East represented a number of problems for the American 

government. 
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China’s nuclear weapons program had a definitive effect on America’s East Asia 

policy because the testing program had the potential to upset the regional balance of 

power.  This was a major consideration for the United States because America had many 

vested interests in the Asiatic sphere.  Multiple historians have written about America’s 

strategic concerns in Asia: 

A heightened sense of China’s power would create a bandwagon effect, 
with greater political pressures on states in the region to accommodate 
Beijing and loosen ties with Washington.  Thus a nuclear China would 
only weaken Washington’s influence in the region and its capabilities to 
intervene on the behalf of allies there.43 

 
The research within this thesis concurs with Burr and Richelson’s finding because 

America was still clinging to the containment doctrine, and a new Communist nuclear 

power in Asia would have definitely been considered a problematic political and military 

issue.  America spent a great deal of effort trying to undermine the effects of China’s 

nuclear progress; however, when it became clear that the Chinese were on the brink of 

representing a direct military threat to the United States, the American government 

finally decided to alter its military policy and deploy an ABM shield instead of issuing 

cautionary statements and hiding behind arms agreements. 

 Another issue that America dealt with was the fact that China’s nuclear program 

represented a distinct problem for the implementation and integrity of international arms 

agreements.  China’s attitude regarding nuclear weapons, especially after the initial test at 

Lop Nur, combined with the significant progress of the Chinese nuclear weapons testing 

led contemporary scholar Hungdah Chiu to remark that “it is unlikely that any 
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international agreement including China … can be reached in the foreseeable future.”44  

Not only did China’s cavalier attitude regarding nuclear weapons damage the 

international legislation process, but it also served to damage American interests abroad 

as well.  The Brookings Institute concurred that “China’s abstention from such 

negotiations will be increasingly damaging to U.S. interests as the years go by and the 

Chinese nuclear force grows.”45  China’s nuclear program did represent a threat to 

international arms agreements, and the Johnson administration was quite aware of the 

potential negative ramifications in the global community.  It also illustrates why America 

was so keen to install an ABM system in the later 1960s because the effectiveness of 

arms agreements was suspect if a country could simply opt out and continue to test 

nuclear weaponry.  The limitations of such arms agreements were exploited by the 

Chinese and represented a definitive threat to global stability, but the shaky international 

equilibrium led a majority of the world to propose that China be allowed into the U.N. 

 Historian Nancy Tucker examined the issue of U.N. recognition and concluded 

that “China’s very resistance to arms control agreements heightened the desire of many 

nations to bring Beijing into the United Nations and other international organizations that 

might have the effect of restraining Chinese behavior.”46  China’s push for nuclear 

weaponry had effectively gained the attention of the world at large, and the prestige that 

would come with entering the United Nations was a direct result of China’s nuclear 
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program.  This thesis shows that the American government was fully cognizant of the 

problem presented by nations campaigning for China’s entrance into the U.N., and it 

forced America to adhere to its flexible policy ideology in order to prevent a significant 

loss of prestige while also catering to global demands. 

Also illustrated within this thesis is that the American government’s foreign policy 

concerning China shifted over time as China’s nuclear capabilities grew.  Initially the 

American government considered China’s nuclear program to be a psychological and 

political problem because the Chinese military lacked the technology to launch a direct 

attack against the United States.  However, the symbolism of nuclear weaponry during 

the Cold War was significant because China affected global politics simply by testing 

nuclear weaponry outside of the realm of arms agreements and the two super power 

blocs.  Over time the affects of China’s nuclear testing became clear as other countries 

began to reconsider their nuclear policies, and also because America began acknowledge 

the changing military balance which led to a shift in both foreign and military policy.  

This thesis contends that the Chinese nuclear testing program underlined the significance 

of nuclear weaponry during the Cold War due to the radical changes that occurred around 

the globe, and it also forced the American government to adapt to the shifting 

international equilibrium as China’s nuclear technology continued to grow.  At the outset 

the Chinese represented a mere political and psychological nuisance that the United 

States believed it could counter with verbiage and arms agreements, but it quickly 

became apparent that the nature of nuclear weaponry represented much more significance 

and the American government evolved its flexible policy by adding an ABM system to 

counter the direct threat posed by the advancing Chinese nuclear program. 
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Chapter II 

America and the Chinese Nuclear Program: Predictions, Reactions and Symbolism 

 

 Nuclear weaponry was especially powerful during the Cold War because a great 

deal of global authority was given to the nations that had legitimate arsenals, and nuclear 

missiles came to symbolize the upper crest of international society.  The United States 

already possessed a significant stockpile of nuclear missiles and was secure in their status 

as a global power, but China was not considered a first-class world power because they 

were behind the technology curve.  The Chinese chose to pursue nuclear weaponry in 

order to gain international recognition, and they were also trying to break the monopoly 

on nuclear weaponry held by the two major super power blocs.  International situations 

such as the Taiwan Straits Crisis and the Korean War were formative events for China 

because they illustrated the utility of modern weaponry in international politics, and the 

Chinese effectively altered international policies, specifically the East Asian policy of the 

United States. 

 When the Chinese tested their first nuclear weapon in 1964 it had a great affect on 

American policies for a number of reasons.  China’s early testing program represented a 

psychological and political threat to the United States as opposed to a legitimate military 

threat.  This still was a serious strategic consideration for the United States because 

global prestige was immensely important during the Cold War, and America was forced 

to act quickly in order to prevent a loss of prestige.  The United States realized that 

nuclear proliferation would have steadily diminished its own international power, and so 
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the American government took steps to reassure both American citizens and U.S. allies 

that the symbolic power of the atom remained with the United States. 

 One of the steps the American government took to prevent a loss of prestige was 

to forecast China’s nuclear tests.  The United States felt that by preempting the 

knowledge of the nuclear tests it would reassure the world that the American government 

was fully cognizant of the potential fluctuations in the global nuclear balance.  It was of 

great importance that the United States counteract the potential affects that China’s 

nuclear program could have had on the international political and military balance 

because another nuclear power in the world, especially in the Communist bloc, would 

have created a very difficult situation for America.  The U.S. basically wanted to point 

out the shortcomings of the Chinese nuclear program by reaffirming America’s nuclear 

superiority.  Another method of reassurance was by releasing statements which revealed 

that the Chinese did not have a viable delivery system at the time of their first nuclear 

test, and also by emphasizing any other shortcomings of the testing program.  By noting 

the nuclear superiority of America and the fact that the U.S. intelligence community was 

fully aware of China’s nuclear progress the American government effectively prevented, 

at least momentarily, the loss of prestige. 

The Cold War was an ideological conflict backed with massive nuclear arsenals, 

and the discord between the East and the West kept the world teetering on the brink of 

atomic devastation.  The United States and the Soviet Union had formidable nuclear 

arsenals with intercontinental ballistic missiles that could circumnavigate the globe and 

inflict massive damage, and the rest of the world was mired in a rut of non-nuclear 

power.  That changed in October 1964 when the Chinese first tested a nuclear device that 
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fell outside the realm of the North American Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Soviet 

satellite states.  The American government realized that nuclear weaponry was a 

powerful symbol during the Cold War, and the Johnson administration took steps to 

maintain global nuclear hegemony and to prevent a loss of prestige that could have 

resulted from China’s nuclear program.  America began to publish press reports that 

forecasted the potential for the Chinese nuclear testing process.  The U.S. government 

wanted to reassure the American people that there was not going to be a strategic shift in 

foreign policy concerning China’s nuclear devices, and accordingly the United States 

spent a great deal of time and effort affirming nuclear weaponry’s importance in global 

affairs while simultaneously trying to lessen the impact of China’s nuclear program. 

Due to the importance placed upon nuclear weapons, the United States monitored 

the globe for evidence of nuclear proliferation.  In doing so it was able to construct 

National Intelligence Estimates (NIE), published by the Central Intelligence Agency, 

concerning the Chinese atomic program both before and after the initial test, and this 

process of information gathering had the dual effect of keeping the government informed 

while also reassuring the American public and American allies abroad.  These National 

Intelligence Estimates relayed data to the American government about the future 

potential of a foreign nation, and the files were also a major factor in determining future 

foreign policy.  The United States did not want to lend international prestige to the 

Chinese for their technological breakthrough, and so the United States attempted to 

downplay the significance of the test by minimizing overestimated statements about the 

test, reaffirming America’s own deterrent power through its massive nuclear arsenal, and 

pointing out the lack of a viable delivery system possessed by the Chinese.  These 
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political efforts to lessen the impact of the Chinese test indicated that the American 

government was increasingly concerned with nuclear proliferation.  The possibility of an 

increasing number of nuclear states armed with atomic weaponry led to an unsafe world 

in the eyes of the U.S. government.  In order to combat such a scenario the Johnson 

administration sought to control nuclear weapons internationally by pushing a nuclear 

nonproliferation agenda.  The last thing the American government wanted to do was lose 

control of its preponderance of nuclear weapons, and the Johnson administration acted 

accordingly in the 1960s to combat the potentiality of a dangerous, nuclear, anti-

American world. 

The American government wanted to make sure that nuclear proliferation did not 

occur without their knowledge, and U.S. officials also felt the need to make preparations 

in the event that nuclear weapons were tested by previously non-nuclear powers in order 

to prevent adverse reactions.  Before the first nuclear test at Lop Nur on October 16, 

1964, the United States had been gathering intelligence on the nuclear program in China 

and dispersing it in NIE files that projected the evolution of the Chinese nuclear program.  

The CIA released a Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) in 1961 on China’s 

potential over the next decade.  The SNIE showed that the CIA believed the People’s 

Republic of China (PRC) would have a modest nuclear capability by 1971, and that the 

Chinese would also play a greater role in international affairs.47  A separate NIE covering 

the prospects for China noted that the CIA felt that Peking would still be hostile toward 

the end of the 1970s due to the anti-Americanism that ran rampant throughout the 
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government in the PRC.48  These two intelligence reports are significant because they 

solidify the Chinese as an enemy of the United States long before the first Chinese 

nuclear test in 1964, plus they also show that America was aware of and concerned about 

the nuclear weapons program in China.  These two intelligence estimates concerned long-

range potential and expectations, but many of the NIEs contained information on more 

immediate national security matters. 

 In 1963 it became apparent that the Chinese were very close to testing their first 

nuclear device, and the CIA disseminated additional intelligence estimates concerning the 

immediate problem of China’s nuclear test potential.  An SNIE published in 1963 noted 

that intelligence pointed to a plutonium reactor-based nuclear program which could have 

gone critical as early as 1962, and would have been ready for testing by early 1964.49  In 

the span of a couple of years the United States intelligence realized that a nuclear test was 

well within the grasp of the Chinese, and thus predicted a test by late 1964 or early 1965.  

Within the same intelligence file it is noted that “A Chinese Communist nuclear 

detonation would increase the momentum of Peking's drive for great-power status and 

acceptance in international councils.”50  The affect of nuclear weaponry upon foreign 

policies and diplomacy has been researched by many notable historians and Gar 

Alperovitz’ work on the nuclear intimidation during the early nuclear age was one of the 

first scholarly works that illustrated the symbolic and literal power of nuclear 
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weaponry.51  This is one of the most important deductions made by the American 

intelligence community because nuclear weaponry symbolized political prestige and 

military power, and the CIA thought that the Chinese believed atomic weaponry would 

allow it to enter the “nuclear club” which included only the most powerful nations.  

Though the CIA was correct in assuming that the Chinese were pursuing the atomic 

bomb partially for international prestige, American intelligence did not have enough 

information to predict a more precise range of dates for the first Chinese test in the early 

1960s. 

 Only a year later an SNIE released in August of 1964 reported that China would 

likely detonate their first nuclear device within the next few months.52  The Chinese had 

finished the test site at Lop Nur, as shown by American intelligence photos, but the 

American intelligence community predicted a test sometime after 1964.53  Even though 

this prediction turned out to be incorrect, it shows that the American government had 

ramped up its intelligence effort regarding the nuclear program.  Nuclear proliferation 

was an issue of great concern for the American government, and so the United States 

must have felt the need to maintain and improve their ability to gather intelligence in 

China.  Similarly, knowing China’s desire for global prestige, the SNIE noted that the 
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Chinese would do "everything in their power to prevent a last minute hitch on the testing 

facility."54 
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 By the time the Chinese Communists were ready to test their first nuclear device, 

the American government had been prepared through the publication of NIEs and the 

work of the intelligence communities.  However, gathering intelligence to inform the 

administration was also used in a different manner: The U.S. government would begin 

releasing public announcements forecasting the development of the Chinese nuclear 

program, and contemporary newspapers had been covering the potential for China’s 

nuclear program since 1963.55  Secretary of State Dean Rusk preempted the Chinese 

nuclear test in his address on September 29, 1964, and Rusk’s statement revealed one of 

the ways which the U.S. government would combat the affects of China’s nuclear testing 

program.56  The American government created a strategy to forecast Chinese nuclear 

tests that would be disseminated to U.S. citizens and foreign allies, and the purpose wa

to prevent the global loss of prestige that was possible as a result of the proliferation o

nuclear weaponry.  McGeorge Bundy wrote President Lyndon B. Johnson a 

memorandum stating that the “U.S.’ prediction of the explosion, specifically Rusk’s press 

conference, has created confidence that we know what the Chinese are doing and are able 

 
54 Special National Intelligence Estimate: The Chances of Imminent Communist Chinese Nuclear 
Explosion, 26 August, 1964, Folder: 13-61 to 13-65 Communist China [1 of 2], Box: Papers of the 
President - National Security Files National Intelligence Estimates, Box #4, Lyndon Baines Johnson 
Presidential Archive, University of Texas, p. 6. 
55 “Red Chinese A-Bomb Seen Within Months,” Los Angeles Times, (August 20, 1963), p. 10. 
56 Statement by Secretary of State Dean Rusk, 29 September, 1964, Folder: Nuclear Testing China Vol. 1, 
Box: Papers of the President – National Security Files – Subject, Box #31, Lyndon Baines Johnson 
Presidential Archive, University of Texas. 

 
 



Texas Tech University, John S. Huntington, August 2009  

to cope with the situation.”57  The U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (ACDA) 

also supported the release of statements “in order to minimize the psychological impact 

of such a [nuclear test].”58 

 The American government was aided by the press because the U.S. newspapers 

reported the predictions and forecasts made by the Johnson administration to minimize 

the impact of China’s nuclear test.  On September 30, 1964, one day after Rusk’s address 

that forecasted the first Chinese test, the Wall Street Journal relayed that “The Johnson 

administration set out to prepare the world in general and the U.S. political … for the 

possibility that China may at any moment conduct its first atomic weapons test.”59  The 

article went further to note that “on the political, diplomatic, and psychological fronts the 

repercussions could be more significant, though even here officials tended to play down 

the impact.”60  The American public was given a significant amount of time to consider 

the potentiality and impact of the eventual Chinese nuclear test, and this helped reassure 

America because it indicated that the United States government had reliable intelligence 

and a decisive plan of action.  In fact, the day after the first Chinese test the New York 

Times published a detailed list of the steps China had taken to gain a nuclear weapons 

program.61  However, the public information also betrayed the fact that the American 
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intelligence agencies were not infallible because the fact that the Chinese used Uranium 

in their first nuclear test was a surprise to the U.S. government.62 

According to Carl Rowan, the director of the United States Information Agency, 

observed that “world reaction indicates that U.S. government-wide advance planning for 

this event has been especially effective,”63 because the U.S. was able to convince foreign 

nations that it was not only aware but unconcerned with the Chinese nuclear program.  

The American government was very interested in international opinion, especially 

regarding nuclear weapons, since atomic power was a major component of the Cold War.  

This marketing campaign was essentially American propaganda designed to win the 

public relations battle with China.  Multiple historians have pointed out that an increase 

in power for China would potentially weaken Washington’s power in the Asiatic sphere, 

and as a result the United States hoped to minimize the impact of another country gaining 

nuclear power, especially a country that was anti-American and Communist.64  The fact 

that the media published the forecasts in widely disseminated newspapers showed that the 

American public was well aware of the imminent Chinese test, and it reinforced the 

American governments’ desire to minimize the psychological and political damage of the 

proliferation of nuclear weaponry. 

The initiation of China’s nuclear weapons testing program illustrated the dangers 

of nuclear proliferation, and so the U.S. led a two-pronged approach to deal with China’s 

quest for prestige and its nuclear program.  The U.S. initiated a strong push to prevent 
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further nuclear proliferation while simultaneously minimizing the significance of the tests 

followed by strong condemnation.  The decision to minimize the Chinese tests effectively 

advanced the propaganda campaign the U.S. started in order to lessen the impact of 

China’s nuclear tests, and also to reassure the American public and the United States’ 

global allies.  The majority of the American public agreed with this strategy of nuclear 

containment during the early years of Johnson’s Administration because losing counties 

that comprised the unaffiliated areas of Southeast Asia were seen as a huge loss for 

American global political prestige.65  In order to feasibly reduce the possible exaggerated 

opinions resulting from the Chinese nuclear tests the United States government was 

careful not to overestimate the progress of the Chinese nuclear program, pointed out the 

effectiveness of the American nuclear deterrent, and also noted the fact that China had 

very few options for delivering a nuclear warhead during the early stages of the testing 

process, none of which directly affected the United States. 

Overestimation was a major concern for the Johnson administration because the 

potential for radically shifting opinions resulting from the Chinese nuclear testing 

program could have had serious consequences such as increased nuclear proliferation or a 

greater possibility for warfare.  In a statement to the public immediately after the first 

Chinese nuclear test, Lyndon Johnson proclaimed, “The Chinese Communist nuclear 

detonation is a reflection of policies which do not serve the cause of peace.  But there is 

no reason to fear that it will lead to the immediate dangers of war.”66  He then further 

remarked that the nuclear test was of limited significance.  These statements were 
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reiterated in the American press which helped reassure the public that “officials expect 

the Chinese to explode a second atomic device soon, but say it will take 5 to 10 years for 

the Red regime to become a nuclear power.”67  The fact that the generally public 

regularly consumed positive press reports that agreed with the Johnson administration 

helped to reassure the American public. 

Robert Komer, a member of the National Security Council, also noted that the 

theme for the presidential statements on the Chinese atomic bombs consisted of saying 

that the U.S. deplored the nuclear tests and that “it [would not] make any difference 

anyway.”68  After the second Chinese nuclear test the President went a step further by 

noting the difference in the amount of time and cost between a few nuclear tests and a 

significant nuclear arsenal.69  Another proposed statement bluntly states: 

But the fact is that the development of a Chinese nuclear capability is not 
going to change the basic military situation in Asia.  Nor will it affect in 
any way the ability and willingness of the United States to help Asian 
nations defend themselves against Communist aggression.70 

 
These drafted statements along with the immediately released statements show that the 

American government was trying to control opinion concerning the Chinese nuclear tests.  

This even required a slight shift in the American government’s own nuclear weapons 

policy.  The Presidential Taskforce Committee on Nuclear Proliferation suggested:  
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If we are to minimize the incentives for others to acquire nuclear weapons, 
it is important that we avoid giving an exaggerated impression of their 
importance and utility and that we stress the current and future important 
role of conventional armaments.71 

 
The United States went so far as to downplay the need for and effectiveness of nuclear 

weapons in order to prevent further proliferation, and it is significant that a report with 

this information came just months after the China’s first nuclear detonation because it 

implied that the U.S. was trying to minimize the symbolic value of nuclear weaponry. 

 The American government also tried to lessen the impact of the Chinese nuclear 

test by noting that the Chinese were going against world opinion due to the fact that 

multiple countries, notably the United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union, signed the 

Test Ban Treaty.  The United States pointed out that while the rest of the world was 

trying to control nuclear arsenals, “Communist China, [was] scornful of all serious efforts 

to discuss arms limitations, [and] exploded its third nuclear device.”72  Obviously the 

United States would benefit from this statement because it demonizes the Chinese 

Communists while simultaneously exalting the other countries that adhered to the Partial 

Test Ban Treaty.  In fact, China denounced the Test Ban Treaty so vociferously that the 

Russian newsmen staged a walk when the PRC condemned the Soviet Union for agreeing 

to a partial test ban.73  That incident underscored China’s openly belligerent attitude 
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toward arms agreements, and also that other countries were growing exasperated trying to 

include the Chinese in international arms legislation. 

Another issue the American government had to deal with was the leakage of 

information to the press regarding Chinese nuclear testing.  If the government could not 

put their own spin on a press release regarding foreign nuclear tests then it could have led 

to a deterioration of public opinion.  Walt Rostow, the National Security Advisor for the 

Johnson administration, sent a note to the President noting that press leaks were leading 

to speculative news stories, and that this was causing a problem regarding the Chinese 

testing process.  He proposed that the handling of information regarding nuclear testing 

by any foreign nation “be handled in a special and highly restrictive way.”74  Johnson 

agreed and the very next day a National Security Action Memorandum went out stating, 

“No public release of information relating to the occurrence of foreign nuclear weapons 

test will be made except as specifically authorized by the President.”75  These documents 

illustrate the level of secrecy and priority the American government lent to the release of 

information on nuclear weaponry.  The very fact that the President had to sign off on the 

release of information shows that the government was very concerned about public 

opinion, and it wanted to be able to control what was being digested by foreign nations 

and by the American public.  Controlling the information released would allow the 

United States government to try and prevent damaging overestimation concerning the 
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Chinese nuclear tests.  Overestimating China’s nuclear program, especially in the public 

realm regarding delivery options and payload, would have created problems for the 

American government because it would have betrayed that the American government 

was not fully capable of countering China’s political maneuvers, and it would have also 

been a stain on the record of the U.S. intelligence services.   

While the Johnson administration sought to control certain knowledge about 

foreign nations’ nuclear tests, it promoted the message of American nuclear superiority 

and their deterrent effect as an alternate way to counter the China’s grab for global 

prestige.  Nevertheless, regardless of the wishes of the United States government, the 

significance of China’s initial nuclear test already reverberated around America.  

Multiple media outlets published articles and columns that pointed out the difficulties 

posed by China’s nuclear weapons program, and many of the editorials asserted that the 

Chinese had attained great power status, or at least significantly increased their global 

power and prestige.  Two days after the first test at Lop Nur the New York Times 

published an article that proclaimed, “The explosion in Western China … meant that the 

exclusiveness of the nuclear club had been breached, and that the long predicted era of 

nuclear proliferation was at hand.”76  The article further remarked that “no country today 

that aspires to great-power or high-rank status can fully achieve it in our status-seeking 

world system unless it possesses a nuclear deterrent.”77  Another writer for the New York 

Times, Chalmers Johnson, was even more direct: “What is harder for American leaders to 

admit is that China is succeeding in its drive to become, not just another ‘transitional 

 
 

36

                                                 
76 Hanson W. Baldwin, “China’s Bomb: Grave Problems Posed for West,” New York Times, (October 18, 
1964), p. E3. 
77 Ibid,  E3. 

 
 



Texas Tech University, John S. Huntington, August 2009  

society,’ but a Great Power.’”78  It is significant that the widely published newspapers 

quickly bestowed a great deal of power to China after simply testing a nuclear device, 

and it illustrated the global weight and powerful symbolism that nuclear power 

represented. 

For this reason it would make sense that the Chinese were seen as “obsessed” 

with becoming a nuclear power as LA Times columnist Drew Pearson wrote in late 1964, 

but it also bears mentioning that the observations from American writers during the time 

period were undoubtedly tempered by the Cold War mentality.79  Since nuclear weaponry 

was seen as the gateway to international power, the Chinese did not hesitate and built a 

nuclear program as quickly as their economy would allow.  David Lawrence, another 

columnist for the Los Angeles Times, wrote that “China is capable of provoking a world 

conflict,” which is significant because the American government was also concerned 

about that potentiality.80  The discussions that took place within the media mirrored the 

American governments’ political stances to a point because the Johnson administration 

was concerned about China’s nuclear testing program, but it was not because America 

could be directly assaulted.  Instead the government was infinitely more concerned about 

the political and psychological fallout from the initial Chinese nuclear tests, and this 

underscored the power of the nuclear weapon because the U.S. government wanted to 

maintain global hegemony and the American media was pointing out the damaging 

ramifications of the testing program. 
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An article from the Chicago Tribune that was published a mere week after the 

first test observed one of the more significant problems for the American government, 

and that was the Chinese were encroaching on the dual power system that existed at that 

time during the Cold War.81  The article also noted that the Chinese were developing 

nuclear technology at an alarming rate, which would become a serious problem for the 

American government by the late 1960s.  Another major issue that the press dissected 

was the issue of Chinese recognition and the United Nations debacle.  A New York Times 

column had a clear opinion on the matter of recognition for China: 

As far as nuclear proliferation is concerned, it should be clear to 
Washington that the moment is now.  It would be a tragedy if political 
timidity about according “recognition” to Peking were to stand in the way.  
The hope must be that, once the election is over, President Johnson will 
carry out his pledge to work an agreement against nuclear spread “with all 
the world” – and Peking is an inescapable fact of life in that world.82 

 
Unfortunately Johnson did not extend recognition to China, and it was an issue that 

would have to wait until President Nixon visited China in the early 1970s.  However, the 

United States still had a great deal of issues to consider that resulted from the nuclear 

testing in China, and the citizens of the United States were educated about the subject of 

China’s nuclear testing.  In order to prevent a potentially massive loss of prestige and 

faith the United States needed to act quickly to reassure the American people and foreign 

allies. 

The American public was not the only concern for the Johnson administration 

though because a series of Gallup polls probed the Senate in the early 1960s and revealed 

a striking shift in opinion about Communist China.  All one hundred Senators were 
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polled from March 1961 through November 1964 on whether they considered 

Communist China or Soviet Russia to be the greater threat at the time.83  The first poll in 

March 1961 showed that the majority of the Senators, forty-nine, felt that Soviet Russia 

was the greater threat compared with the thirty-two that voted for China and the nineteen 

no opinion votes.  However, by November 1964, just weeks after the first Chinese 

nuclear test, twenty-seven Senators had shifted their vote to give China a commanding 

fifty-nine votes compared with only twenty votes for Soviet Russia.  In the years in 

between 1961 and 1964 the polls illustrate that most Senators were changing their views 

on Red China, and thus the atomic testing process perpetrated by China indeed had an 

effect on the American government.  As news of the potential atomic test loomed the 

Senators slowly shifted their votes every year, until Red China was considered the most 

important threat after the Lop Nur test in October 1964.  Khrushchev’s Thaw in the 

Soviet Union during the same time period must have factored in as well, but the weight 

of the atomic test in China should not be undermined by the liberalizing policies being 

enacted in the Soviet Union. 

Right after China’s first nuclear test the American government chose to assert its 

dominance in international affairs in order to stem the loss of domestic confidence and 

international prestige, and it chose to flex its nuclear muscle and also attempted to deter 

foreign nations from pursuing rash actions.  Immediately following the test at Lop Nur in 

October 1964 the White House released a statement stating: “Still more basic is the fact 

that if and when the ChiCom (Chinese Communists) develop nuclear weapons systems, 
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free world nuclear strength will continue to be enormously greater.”84  Furthermore, the 

“real military value of even a quite substantial ChiCom nuclear capability [would] be 

very limited and that the ChiComs [would] be quite unlikely to pose effective threats.”85  

Not only did the United States government believe (rightly) that their nuclear force was 

superior, it also considered Chinese technology so inferior that American armaments 

would still far surpass a substantial Chinese arms supply.  The proposal for the United 

States’ plan of action regarding the first Chinese test drove this point home by noting 

“that military power among the major states has not changed, but that U.S. interests may 

erode over time unless appropriate actions are taken.”86  Though the American 

government believed that the U.S. still had the upper hand in the global arms race, it 

realized that crafting a new policy toward China was essential.  Downplaying the 

importance of the Chinese nuclear tests and emphasizing American nuclear armaments as 

a deterrent allowed the United States to promote its own vision of the world so that the 

Chinese could not gain a foothold.   

The United States continued to assert their nuclear superiority in order to maintain 

global prestige and hegemony, and it also sought to minimize China’s nuclear program to 

widen the perceived technological gap between the U.S. and China.  Yet the American 

government was still concerned about its image despite the insufficiencies of the Chinese 
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nuclear weaponry, and a great deal of the time what the Johnson administration believed, 

what it said publicly, and what was the actual case in reality were all different.    The 

United States strongly desired to maintain its status as a major player in world affairs, and 

the administration saw that China’s testing program had the potential to usurp part of that 

power.  The Johnson administration felt that it needed to repair America’s flagging 

image, and one way the government sought to restore its dignity was by reiterating its 

continuing dominance in the field of nuclear armaments.  This was essentially America 

thumping the chest of its nuclear arsenal to invoke images of a preponderantly powerful 

United States. 

 The Assistant Secretary of Defense, Paul Warnke, summarized the power of the 

American deterrent a few years later: 

Today we possess a deterrent force that permits certain response in 
sudden, sure and shattering strength.  By all the logic of deterrence, 
therefore, fear of reprisal should be sufficient to make us safe from nuclear 
attack from any source.87 

 
In fact, not only did the U.S. possess an overwhelmingly powerful deterrent, but Robert 

McNamara asserted that America could build its defensive capabilities faster than the 

Chinese could build a threatening offensive capability.88  Even at the end of Johnson’s 

presidency in 1968 the Policy Planning Council, the council that attempts to make the 

transitions between Presidents a smooth affair, felt that the American nuclear deterrent 
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would cause more than enough damage to be considered effective.89  All of this provided 

the American government with the feeling of nuclear superiority, and in reality the U.S. 

was definitely superior to the Chinese Communists when it came to nuclear armaments.  

The political ploy of reminding the American public and the global community that 

America possessed a strong nuclear deterrent attempted to truncate the Chinese bid for 

prestige, but it also reinforced the value nuclear weaponry as a symbol of power. 

After preventing overestimation of Chinese nuclear prospects and noting the 

superiority of the American nuclear deterrent the U.S. government also minimized the 

impact of the China’s nuclear tests by noting the lack of delivery systems.  Without a 

reliable delivery system a nuclear weapon is simply a demonstration of a nation’s 

technology without the added effect of military might.  To illustrate this point James H. 

Kahan, a member of the Science and Technology Bureau of the ACDA, points out, “The 

US has indicated, for instance, that the Communist Chinese nuclear threat will not 

become 'significant' until China acquires a ballistic missile delivery capability.”90  This 

introduced a new facet in the symbolism of nuclear weaponry because missile delivery 

systems also came to be viewed as symbols of power, and the United States focused a 

great deal of attention on the fact that China lagged behind in terms of delivery systems 

technology. 
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The Chinese were behind the curve regarding modern delivery systems, and their 

air force was vulnerable to modern anti-aircraft systems and fighters.  In the process of 

the nuclear arms race a new division had been created within the nuclear-possessing 

states: those with modern delivery systems, such as ballistic missiles, and those without.  

Since the Chinese did not have a modern delivery system they were still seen as a second 

tier power by the United States, even if that view point was unfair and possibly incorrect.  

Kahan also comments that it took a great deal of effort for a country to develop a delivery 

system as well as a nuclear weapons system, thereby it is assumed that it will be 

increasingly difficult for a fledgling nuclear power to build more advanced weapons 

while also building increasingly advanced delivery systems.91  The American 

government differentiated the Chinese from other major nuclear powers due to their lac

of a valid delivery option that could cross the Pacific Ocean, and they logically 

understood that a viable delivery system with modern weapons was going to require a 

great deal of time and effort on the part of the Chinese.  The noted lack of a delivery 

system combined with the American efforts to stem overestimation of the Chinese 

nuclear progress and the reassurance of the massive U.S. nuclear deterrent allowed 

America to attempt to combat China’s play for prestige and power.  These actions were 

part of a campaign to prevent Chinese ascension into the ranks of a “great power,

they were all published statements, documents, or speeches written to point out the 

weaknesses of the Chinese nuclear program to the American public and the global 

community.  The realm of public opinion had a great affect on American policy, and 
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newspapers carried statements and editorials that dissected how the U.S. government w

trying to

However, the Johnson administration was very concerned with how the information on 

critical issues, such as China’s nuclear program, was presented to the general public.  

Even a small leak of critical information can create a problem because the media would 

undoubtedly publish a report on the matter without the restrictions of the American 

government, and then the American public could potentially exaggerate the information 

and grow increasingly concerned about their own government’s ability to manage the 

Cold War.  After a series of press leaks in 1966, a couple of years after the first test, Walt 

Rostow sent a letter to President Johnson regarding the issue of press speculation: 

Press leaks leading to speculative newspaper stories cause serious 
problems following the recent Chinese Communist nuclear test.  If you 
approve, I will send out the underlying memorandum which reminds 
everyone that all classified information about Chinese and French nuclear 
tests, as well as Soviet tests, is to be handled in a special and highly 
restrictive way.92 

 
Apparently the U.S. government was quite concerned about the distribution of classified 

information concerning atomic testing by foreign powers, including the Communist 

Chinese.  Restricting such knowledge allowed for the government to prevent the potential 

psychological backlash that could have erupted if knowledge of widespread nuclear 

testing were openly published.  Its not that the American people did not have the 

capability to understand the intricacies of international affairs, but the government 
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wanted to be able to distribute the information in order to present it in the light most 

flattering to the government. 

The American media outlets published a great deal of what the American 

government stated, and so it is understandable that the everyday readership of 

newspapers perused the reassuring messages delivered by the government.  An editorial 

in the New York Times by Seymour Toppings noted that the government was careful to 

illustrate the differences between a deliverable nuclear weapon and a simple nuclear 

device: 

The government statement … referred to the explosion of an atomic bomb 
while today’s message limited itself to mentioning a nuclear test.  The 
United States monitors of the Chinese Communist experiment have 
described it as a crude nuclear device rather than a weapon.93 
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These kinds of messages obviously benefitted the American government because it 

minimized the significance and utility of a Chinese nuclear weapon.  Another way of 

reassuring the public was to refer to America’s sizeable nuclear arsenal, and an article in 

the LA Times postulated that “the United States has tens of thousands of nuclear weapons.  

China may require five to ten years to build a stockpile of 30 weapons.”94  It is 

significant that the newspapers occasionally concurred with the stances taken by the 

American government because it helped reassure the public in an alternative way as 

opposed to stiff press conferences from politicians.  At times, the media outlets 

essentially repeated the political spin applied by the American government, but at oth

times the media was critical of the U.S. and asserted that the campaign to minimize the 
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Chinese program was failing due to the powerful symbolism of the nuclear bomb.  The

United States would simultaneously take action during this campaign by promoting the 

prevention of nuclear proliferat

The Chinese nuclear testing program exemplified the problem of nuclear 

proliferation in the 1960s because China became the first nation outside of the two major 

power blocs to gain nuclear power.  The Soviet Union was willing to enter into treaties, 

attend summits, and open diplomatic channels to converse with the United States, but the 

Chinese were largely an unknown quantity as a result of the lack of diplomatic 

recognition.  As Morton Halperin noted, “the Chinese must be made to realize, however, 

that their development of a nuclear capability will increase, rather than decrease the 

likelihood of the United States using nuclear weapons against them.”95  A new nuclear-

powered, anti-American Communist China could have tipped the delicate balance of 

power that had been crafted in the 1960s, and the American government realized it 

needed to counteract the danger of increasing nuclear proliferation through political 

propaganda, an increasingly unsafe global environment that resulted from growing 

stockpiles of nuclear weaponry, and increasing difficulties concerning international 

control mechanisms. 

The United States viewed the increasing spread of nuclear weapons as a danger to 

both national and global security.  While the U.S. government undoubtedly overstated 

some of its opinions in order to achieve the desired results, the issue of nuclear 

proliferation was a serious concern for the American government.  Though the spread of 

nuclear technology did not represent an immediate, direct threat to the U.S., the potential 
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was there for multiple countries to follow China’s lead into the realm of nuclear power, 

particularly Third World countries targeted by the Chinese expansion policies.  

Furthermore, over time the technology of the fledgling nuclear powers would increase 

and eventually cause a major strategic and military concern for America, so it is 

understandable that the U.S. was concerned about nuclear proliferation.  The United 

States worldview was summarized neatly by Arthur H. Dean: “In the case of the United 

States, a major aspect of that security is the maintenance of an international environment 

in which we and our friends can live in peace and freedom.”96  Taking this information 

into account, the Taskforce Committee on Nuclear Proliferation reported to the President 

in early 1965 that “the spread of nuclear weapons poses an increasingly grave threat to 

the security of the United States.”97 The report went even further to state, “As additional 

nations obtained nuclear weapons, our diplomatic and military influence would wane, 

and strong pressures would arise to retreat to isolation to avoid the risk of involvement in 

nuclear war.”98  President Johnson was so concerned about nuclear proliferation that he 

warned the American public and the international community of the danger of nuclear 

proliferation right after the initial Chinese test at Lop Nur.99  Summarily, scholar Morton 

Halperin remarked, “In the long run, a China armed with nuclear weapons will 

significantly complicate the problems of American foreign policy in the Far East and 
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throughout the world.”100  The difficulty of nuclear proliferation was the increasing 

danger it represented to American hegemony, nuclear and otherwise.  China had upset the 

balance of power in Asia, at least politically and psychologically, which had the potential 

to force other countries to consider developing nuclear weapons of their own. 

Robert McNamara posited the theory that nuclear proliferation begets more 

proliferation in his article proposing a program to halt nuclear proliferation:  

In the immediate future, the more nuclear powers there are, the more there 
are likely to be.  The more there are, the more unsettling will be the too-
rapid shifts in often-delicate power balances and political relationships.  
And the more there are, the greater will be the risk of accident of 
miscalculation101 

 
This statement reveals that the American government believed the Domino Theory 

affected nuclear weapons and not just regional Communist governments, which is later 

proven to be a valid theory when Pakistan and India initiate nuclear arms programs.  The 

world seemed a much more dangerous place to the Johnson administration with more 

nations acquiring nuclear power.  McNamara also said, “Today there are five countries in 

the world which have exploded a nuclear device … it is not in the interest of any nation 

to have that number increase.”102  America saw the increasing nuclear proliferation as a 

threat to national security, and it was believed that a burgeoning number of nuclear 

powers would create an unsafe and unstable global environment. 

 Nuclear proliferation had the potential to create a dangerous world condition for 

many reasons.  During the later years of the Johnson administration, the Joint Committee 
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on Atomic Energy released an article that pointed to the obvious national security issue of 

increased Chinese nuclear testing.103  Logically it appeared obvious that the Chinese were 

bound to continue making technological gains in their nuclear program, especially 

considering how quickly they were able to initiate their nuclear program.  Ultimately, the 

nuclear technology advancements would allow the Chinese to target American cities with 

nuclear weaponry.  Concern about China, armed with nuclear weapons, was fundamental 

to the East Asian policy Johnson and his advisers designed after the Chinese exploded 

their first bomb in October 1964,” because Secretary of State Dean Rusk believed “The 

Chinese championed a different world order and a militant behavior that Rusk feared 

would mean chaos, war, and, in a nuclear world, the destruction of civilization.”104  

Obviously this represented a great potential threat to the American government, and 

increased proliferation would only increase the fears of potential nuclear attack on 

American cities if more countries acquired the technology to launch an attack against 

U.S. soil. 

 Aside from the explicit danger of a nuclear attack on American soil by a single 

nation, the proliferation of nuclear armaments added greater danger in more symbolic and 

ideological ways that could eventually threaten the United States.  As an article in TIME 

magazine claimed, “The likelihood of atomic weapons actually being used could increase 
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even faster than the number of states possessing them.”105  The increasing numbers of 

nuclear weapons in the world increased the possibilities for nuclear warfare due to sheer 

probability.  And it is equally telling that R. E. Brown, director of the Space and 

Information Systems Division of North American Aviation, observed, “Although we 

have spent more money on weapons since 1945 than all nations combined have spent 

throughout history, the United States is less secure now than in 1945.”106  Not only were 

nuclear weapons spreading to foreign nations, but the United States defense spending was 

doing little to quell the problem.  Uncertainty about national security and the forced 

evolution of the global pecking order led to fear of the unknown consequences of nuclear 

proliferation.  Despite having a massive nuclear deterrent and the best technology, 

America still did not feel safe due to the proliferation of nuclear weapons. 

 Another reason for this line of thinking was that the use of nuclear weapons by a 

foreign nation would have drawn the attention, militarily or otherwise, of the super 

powers.  Though the Soviet Union was largely seen as the greatest enemy to the United 

States, a third country experimenting with nuclear weapons would have represented a 

significant problem.  In Assistant Secretary of Defense Paul Warnke’s address he stated, 

“We see an even greater danger in the possibility that the use of nuclear weapons by a 

third country could precipitate a war which would end in a nuclear exchange between the 
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two so-called superpowers.”107  Despite having open diplomatic channels with the 

Soviets, the possibility of accidental or unintentional warfare was a major concern for the 

Johnson administration because the rigid Cold War alignments had the potential to spark 

a major conflict if both sides got involved on behalf of their Cold War allies.  The 

American government acknowledged, “What is hard is to work out a solution which 

meets the needs and fears of all our friends and deters the enemy without increasing the 

risk of nuclear catastrophe,” in a memo answering questions regarding the 

administrations foreign policy objectives.108  The proliferation of nuclear weaponry was 

seen as a problem by the American government because it had the potential to drag the 

U.S. into a nuclear exchange with the Soviets due to the Cold War alliances that had split 

the world in half.  More nuclear weapons meant an increasingly dangerous world 

according to the American government, and every new nuclear power had the ability to 

potentially shift the traditional order of Cold War powers.  A domino affect resulting 

from nuclear proliferation would have involved more countries in a military struggle, and 

the chances of an American-Soviet showdown increased.  Logically, the contemporary 

American government believed that China’s quest for nuclear weaponry brought the two 

super powers one step closer to nuclear Armageddon. 

 However, direct threats to national security were not the only problem 

concerning nuclear proliferation.  The development of nuclear weapons in foreign 
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countries, due to domestic pressures or foreign aid, was also an issue closely 

monitored by the American government.  According to the Taskforce Committee 

on Nuclear Proliferation: 

The detonation of a nuclear device by the Chinese Communists will place 
increasing domestic pressure on additional countries to make a national 
decision to develop nuclear weapons.  In some cases this pressure will be 
based on reasons of security, in other cases it will be based on reasons of 
prestige.109 

 
The article further explains that the Committee believed that regional rivalries would 

induce some nations, characterized by the Committee as underdeveloped and unqualified, 

into pursuing nuclear armaments.110  Since the American government believed that 

increased proliferation was a direct threat, then the Chinese testing was not only 

dangerous because it simply meant another Communist power acquiring nuclear 

weaponry, but it also had the potential to create a whirlwind of proliferation within its 

regional sphere.  This potential was later realized when the Indian and Pakistani 

governments ultimately decided to pursue nuclear weaponry for reasons similar to 

China’s. 

The ACDA even recommended that the administration encourage “actions to 

impede the spread of technical capabilities required to develop and produce nuclear 

weapons.”111  One way this could be accomplished was by attempting to garner support 

for non-proliferation pacts.  Other than a comprehensive test ban, a formal agreement on 
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non-proliferation was the most important item for preventing the spread of nuclear 

weapons.112  One reason for this was that the American government feared that the 

Chinese might hand out their nuclear secrets to their allies, or even possibly to garner 

support within their region.  The United States and the Soviet Union had kept their 

nuclear secrets safe for the most part, with the exception of the Americans giving the 

British nuclear weaponry, but the Johnson administration was not sure how the Chinese 

Communists would treat their newly acquired nuclear armaments.  In a letter to 

McGeorge Bundy, Robert Komer noted that “another risk was that the ChiComs might be 

freer than we or the Russians in handing around nuclear technology; they had already 

hinted at this to [Egyptian President] Nasser.”113   

Handing out nuclear information would become a significant problem when 

multiple countries began developing ballistic missile technology.  Though China did not 

have the ballistic missile power to reach America during Johnson’s administration, the 

Chinese would have the ability to reach regional targets with nuclear missiles by the end 

of the 1960s with the use of MRBMs (Medium Range Ballistic Missiles).  In Jerome 

Kahan’s study, from the Science and Technology Bureau, on ballistic missile 

proliferation it is noted:  
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Even a few nuclear-armed missiles in the hands of an Nth country (a non-
great power) increase the political and military significance of its nuclear 
capabilities regionally, and, to a lesser extent, vis-à-vis the major 
powers.114 

 
Though the Chinese could not reach the Americas with their nuclear weapons they were 

still a threat due to the possibility of nuclear blackmail on American allies.  This would 

allow the Chinese to gain a modicum of political leverage against the United States which 

is why the American government wanted to prevent further proliferation from occurring.  

Kahan goes further to remark:  

Powerful nations, such as ... China (which is developing and testing 
ballistic missiles), tend to acquire fairly sophisticated missiles in order to 
gain maximum military credibility, political leverage, and world prestige.  
This tendency would probably be reflected in most Nth country (countries 
outside of the two major powers) situations.115 

 
Essentially the main issue was the control of nuclear weapons.  The United States felt that 

if it was unable to control or influence the development of nuclear armaments, it might 

lose its preponderant position in the global community.  If the United States allowed 

nuclear proliferation to occur unopposed the American government felt it would have to 

make concessions over time since its strategic nuclear value would deteriorate as more 

nations acquired more advanced nuclear weaponry. 

 The Johnson administration embarked on a mission to stall any further nuclear 

proliferation through non-proliferation agreements and alliance based deterrents to 

counter the creation of a world potentially hostile to America.  As a result of China’s 

attitude regarding nuclear weapons, especially after the initial test at Lop Nur, scholar 

Hungdah Chiu observed, “it is unlikely that any international agreement including China 
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… can be reached in the foreseeable future.”116  Although Chiu’s assessment cannot be 

considered balanced because it was written soon after the first Chinese test, it does offer a 

glimpse of how China’s actions were perceived by some contemporary scholars.  With a 

new nuclear power present in the world, arms agreements came under scrutiny.  In the 

ACDA Seventh Annual Report to Congress the agency relayed the message that China's 

newly acquired nuclear power “prompted grave questions about the efficacy of possible 

international arms control agreements if Mainland China continues to isolate itself from 

the rest of the world.”117  If the Chinese were not included in future arms agreements then 

the agreement would have been rendered moot because the pact would have lacked 

credibility. 

The report also notes that the Chinese could form their own non-aggression pacts 

or nuclear agreements with other nations outside of America’s sphere of influence.118  If 

the Chinese isolated themselves from the West they became a danger because they would 

effectively become a rogue state, and if they formed agreements outside of America’s 

leadership then that negated the United States’ influence on world affairs.  The Chinese 

ideology of social revolution combined with their anti-Americanism already threatened 

the U.S., and when the Chinese began attempting to influence Third World nations the 
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American government understood the need to act.119  The U.S. needed a way to prevent 

other nations from acquiring nuclear weaponry in order to prevent an increasing loss of 

international prestige, and so America began to coerce non-nuclear nations that nuclear 

weapons were not necessary for a nation that was friendly with the United States which 

reasserted America’s symbolic dominance regarding nuclear weaponry. 

While some historians viewed arms agreements as a problem concerning getting 

China on board, others thought it was necessary to leave China out of arms discussions 

due to the disparity between nuclear capabilities.120  The study released by the Brookings 

Institute flatly stated, “China’s abstention from such negotiations will be increasingly 

damaging to U.S. interests as the years go by and the Chinese nuclear force grows.”121  

One example of this brazen, but strategic, attitude rests in China’s demands for 

immediate and total global disarmament.122  Though a seemingly innocuous stance to 

take in a world controlled by two nuclear super powers, the motive was that China was 

far behind in the nuclear arms race and by issuing disarmament demands it would justify 

the development of Chinese nuclear weapons and simultaneously put the onus on the 

United States regarding arms control.123   

The United States was very concerned with maintaining its influence over 

developing nations especially regarding nuclear armaments, and since the Chinese had 

targeted developing nations America needed to construct a policy to prevent the loss of 
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American prestige.  In the grand scheme of foreign relations, “The U.S. wants to see 

developing countries maintain their freedom from external control by forces hostile to the 

U.S.”124  In order to maintain its dominance of developing nations the United States 

needed to assert its nuclear preeminence while also deterring non-nuclear nations from 

pursuing the nuclear option.  One of the proposed actions was to “actively discourage the 

development of independent nuclear capabilities by non-Communist Asian states,” and 

this was essentially an effort to maintain the Cold War status quo of the East/West 

split.125  The only difference was that the Eastern bloc had a fledgling nuclear power in 

Communist China, yet they were not the major player in their own block due to the 

preponderance of the Soviets.  By actively trying to deter other Asian nations from 

gaining nuclear weaponry the United States was trying to prevent them from joining or 

being influenced by the Eastern bloc, while simultaneously maintaining hegemony within 

the Western bloc. 

One way the American government attempted to prevent the acquisition of 

nuclear weapons by non-nuclear states was by telling them that nuclear weapons would 

not help them reach their goals.  In his program to halt nuclear proliferation, Robert 

McNamara remarked that “a successful nonproliferation program must assure non-

nuclear states that they can achieve their legitimate objectives without acquiring nuclear 

 
 

57

                                                 
124 Department of State Policy Planning Council: U.S. Security Interests in the Developing World,  
December 1968, Folder: [Transition Policy Planning Council Papers—U.S. Security Interests in the 
Developing World], Box: Papers of the President – National Security Files: Subject, #50, Lyndon Baines 
Johnson Presidential Archive, University of Texas, p. 2. 
125 Draft - Program of Action: A Chinese Communist Nuclear Detonation and Capability, 25 September, 
1964, Folder: Papers of the President – National Security Files: Nuclear Testing China Vol. 1 [1 of 2], Box: 
Papers of the President – National Security Files: Subject, Box #31, Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential 
Archive, University of Texas, p. 6. 

 
 



Texas Tech University, John S. Huntington, August 2009  

weapons.”126  This is important because it changes a central tenant of the Cold War: The 

idea that nuclear weapons confer great power upon the owner.  While this tenant most 

likely held true in the eyes of most nations during the Cold War, it is telling that America 

would tell other nations that nuclear weapons would not help them achieve their 

objectives because the U.S. had been stockpiling nuclear armaments for years.  Yet 

America was able to back their claim by offering protection for nations that chose not to 

pursue nuclear weapons. 

After the initial Chinese atomic test Lyndon B. Johnson promised to protect any 

non-nuclear nation that chose not to pursue atomic weaponry from nuclear blackmail.  

This was at least partially effective because it was one of the main reasons why New 

Delhi chose to forgo nuclear arms.127  Though this was not a formal agreement laid down 

by the United States, it was definitely a form of arms control.  By promising protection to 

states that could possibly pursue nuclear weapons the U.S. was trying to control the 

proliferation of atomic weaponry, but ultimately these agreements were ineffective.  The 

significance is that this course of action is quite different from pursuing disarmament 

across the board.  R. E. Brown noted the difference by remarking, “Where disarmament 

seeks to prevent war entirely, the arms control has the more modest objective of making 

it unattractive, and removing some of the possible causes if war.”128  Instead of trying to 

disarm the entire world the American government was attempting to control which 

nations had access to nuclear weaponry.  The Undersecretary of State, Nicholas 
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Katzenbach, concurred, “A nonproliferation treaty, quite obviously, cannot do much 

about a nuclear war that has already broken out. It is preventive law,” while also noting 

that arms control creates long term stability.129  Lastly, in order to facilitate the 

government’s push for nuclear nonproliferation, the U.S. government created the 

Presidential Task Force for the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons.  It is interesting to 

note that the task force was created just days after the first Chinese test on November 1, 

1964.  The possibility of more nuclear powers forced the American government into 

action to prevent the creation of an unsafe world and the loss of American prestige. 

What is apparent throughout all of these actions taken by the American 

government is the importance of nuclear weapon, or at least the control of nuclear 

weapons.  The American government spent a great deal of time and effort gathering 

intelligence to ensure that the U.S. was ahead of the curve concerning the nuclear arms 

race, especially against potentially threatening nations such as China.  Preventing the 

exaggeration of the Chinese breakthrough was another major component of the American 

strategy because the U.S. wanted to maintain its global superiority, especially in the 

minds of foreign nations.  Revealing the lack of a Chinese nuclear weapon delivery 

system that could attack America and flexing the American nuclear armament deterrent 

was also a piece of the strategy that was formulated to portray America as in control and 

predominant in world affairs.  Lastly the concern for nuclear proliferation also highlights 

the great importance of nuclear weapons because America wanted to consolidate the gift 

of nuclear power within known quantities, such as the Soviets and the British.  New 
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countries acquiring nuclear weaponry were potentially dangerous, especially if it was a 

Communist nation, and so the United States took action against nuclear proliferation in 

an effort to maintain its technological and military superiority.  It seems that the United 

States was more willing to fight a Cold War with the Soviets with nuclear weapons as a 

threatening façade than it was to risk the assumed loss of international prestige and power 

resulting from nuclear proliferation. 
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Chapter III 
 

China’s First Nuclear Test: Foreign Opinion, Arms Agreements, and American 
Policy 

 
 
 
 America was one of the most powerful countries in the world due to its nuclear 

arsenal, and as such it is understandable that the United States took a keen interest in the 

nuclear program developing in China.  However, the rest of the world also weighed in on 

the subject of the Chinese nuclear testing program, and the reactions from around the 

globe represented the variety of opinions regarding nuclear proliferations and weapons 

testing.  There was a major concern amongst the international community about the 

potential for increased nuclear proliferation due to the risks of an increasingly dangerous 

world which relied on nuclear weapons for diplomacy and strategic actions.  When the 

Chinese successfully detonated their first nuclear device it showed the rest of the world 

that even a technologically inferior country could harness nuclear energy, and thus other 

nations became concerned that other countries would potentially pursue nuclear 

weaponry to gain a strategic advantage in global politics.  This also supports that the 

international community was increasingly aware of the importance and symbolic value of 

nuclear weaponry.  These situations led to multiple countries considering their own 

stance on nuclear weapons with the mindset that other countries in close proximity could 

develop a nuclear program as well, thereby forcing surrounding nations to form nuclear 

programs to prevent becoming a technologically inferior nation.  Over time situations 

such as the one illustrated in this scenario began to emerge as nuclear weapons continued 
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to proliferate, such as the situation between India and Pakistan that revolved around 

nuclear weapons. 

 Another global issue was that many countries were growing concerned about the 

impact of China’s nuclear testing upon international arms agreements.  The fact that 

China was testing weaponry outside of arms agreements represented a serious threat 

because it implied that other countries could take a similar course of action and 

completely disregard legislation such as the Test Ban Treaty.  This fear of increased 

proliferation combined with China’s subversion of arms agreements led to an increased 

push among the global community to bring the Chinese into the United Nations.  Another 

result was the foreign nations began to urge American to rethink its Chinese policy, 

specifically the non-recognition policy, and to bring China successfully into arms 

agreements.  Many countries were also wondering how China’s nuclear testing program 

would affect America’s foreign policy, most notably the Republic of China (Taiwan).  

The president of Taiwan, Chiang Kai-shek, was increasingly concerned about China due 

to their rapidly advancing nuclear program and because Taiwan relied so heavily on 

America’s military protection after the Taiwan Straits Crisis, and Chiang corresponded 

frequently with President Lyndon Johnson to acquire knowledge on potential changes in 

American foreign policy.  China’s nuclear program was obviously going to have an affect 

on America’s foreign policy, but the exact result was yet to be seen by the time of the 

first Chinese test in 1964.  The worldwide community, and Taiwan in particular, looked 

to the United States to set the precedent regarding how to deal with China’s nuclear 

progress. 
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Joining the nuclear club was one of the major goals of the Chinese Communists.  

During the Cold War nuclear armaments were seen as the ultimate weapon because they 

provided both offensive and defensive prowess, as well as lending prestige to the country 

that possessed nuclear secrets.  Nuclear weaponry was so powerful that the United States 

“began to use the bomb as an instrument of foreign diplomacy immediately,” according 

to historian Stephen Ambrose.130  The psychological effect a nuclear weapon 

commanded made it a valuable tool in foreign policy.  Though the American government 

was initially concerned about the Soviet Union during the immediate onset of the Co

War, the Chinese Communists soon made the presence felt in Asia due to the Korea

War.  Scholar Allen Whiting observed, “One major political consequence of Peking’s 

entry into the Korean War was the undisputed establishment of a new China as a fo

be reckoned with in Asia.”131  After the Chinese defeated the American military and 

forced a stalemate in Korea, the U.S. government and the rest of the world began to pa

more attention to China.  The nuclear weapon simply increased the political problems fo

the American government concerning Chin

According to historian Edward Dreyer modernization is a way for a country to 

prove its own power, and he points to and earlier historical episode, the Boxer Rebellion, 

as China’s first attempt to acquire a modern military that would improve the country’s 

prestige.132  This same logic held true during the Cold War because the only countries 

that had harnessed the power of the atom were seen as the great powers in the world.  
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However, the Chinese saw roadblocks on the path to great power status.  Historian 

Warren Cohen went so far as to postulate that “the United States had become China's 

principle enemy” as far back as 1949.133  This is significant because the Chinese 

government viewed America as the main enemy and Mao believed that China was 

fighting against both super powers because they held the monopoly on nuclear weaponry.  

Accordingly, the government of China ultimately decided to pursue nuclear weaponry as 

a way to gain international power and prestige.  Other historians have offered similar 

opinions, such as Morton Halperin, by asserting that the Chinese government felt they 

needed to possess nuclear weapons in order to have influence within the socialist camp, 

and that political stance was a driving factor leading to the decision to explore the 

possibilities of nuclear weapons.134  Both the United States and the Soviet Union were 

seen as bulwarks attempting to preserve the status quo of the Cold War division between 

the East and West; a division that kept power contained within the two Cold War blocs.   

Nevertheless, the Lop Nur test in 1964 allowed the Chinese to explode onto the 

global scene.  As a report to President Johnson from the Task Force Committee on 

Nuclear Proliferation noted: 

The recent Chinese Communist nuclear explosion has reinforced the 
belief, increasingly prevalent throughout the world, that nuclear weapons 

are a distinguishing mark of a world leader, are essential to national 
security, and are feasible even with modest industrial resources.135 
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 A country’s prestige can be measured in many ways, and China’s increase in prestige 

following the atomic explosion can be seen by examining the foreign reactions during 

China’s nuclear testing.  How did the rest of the world view the Chinese nuclear 

explosion?  Did the test lend the Communist Chinese more global prestige?  How did 

America react to the changing political climate in the wake of the Lop Nur test?  Did the 

nuclear strategic strategic balance change the foreign policy of the United States?  China 

spent a great deal of time, effort, and money on building a credible nuclear testing 

program thinking that the mere possession of atomic weapons would increase 

international power and prestige.  The end result was that the Chinese Communists 

gained more international power and prestige, and the United States was forced to 

reexamine their policies on China as a result of the successful Chinese test.  The effects 

of China’s testing program can be effectively examined by exploring the reactions of 

nations across the globe to the entrance of China into the world’s “nuclear club.” 

 Soon after the initial test in October 1964, the Presidential Committee on Nuclear 

Proliferation released a report detailing the various reactions from around the world 

concerning the Chinese test.  The report was divided into sections according to world 

geography, and each section details media and editorial opinions from that particular 

region.  It is important to note that the American government made generalizations and 

assumptions based on the data gathered from foreign media outlets, and this meant that 

the Johnson administration had a particular view concerning world events.  Obviously a 

small report disseminated among the LBJ administration could not have truly captured 

the entirety of world opinion, so it must be understood that the United States 

government’s opinions and findings had an inherent bias. 
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The first, and most lengthy, section detailed the reactions that stemmed from the 

Far East.  Most of the initial Far East commentary came from Japan, with limited 

commentary reported from Hong Kong and Bangkok.136  The Japanese press was 

especially concerned with the Chinese testing, which is most likely because Japan knew 

that it was in range of China’s nuclear weaponry.  According to the report, “The Chinese 

Communist argument that it was forced to perfect an atomic bomb to thwart U.S. nuclear 

blackmail was sharply refuted in Tokyo where the press assumed that the regime had 

conducted the test solely to enhance its influence and prestige.”137  While it is reasonable 

for the Japanese press to condemn China’s nuclear testing, this passage also shows that 

the American government read foreign press releases to support their own logic.  A 

number of other editorials from the region repudiated that logic and asserted that the 

Chinese were merely making a play for power as opposed to trying to break the nuclear 

monopoly held by both the Soviet Union and the United States.138  Despite this refutation 

of the proclaimed motives behind the Chinese nuclear test, the press in the Far East was 

still able to see the significance of possessing an experimental nuclear program. 

 While the Japanese press obviously did not buy into China’s explanation for its 

testing program, the report also notes:  

The Japanese press echoed the view expressed by Washington and others 
that the Chinese achievement is of little immediate military significance.  
The editorialists contended rather that it may provide the Chinese regime 
with a psychological and political victory of some magnitude.139 
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Despite finding little military significance in the first test, the Far Eastern press did note 

that the test would provide a psychological and political boost for the Chinese 

Communists.  Interestingly, the Hong Kong anti-Communist newspaper, The Tiger 

Standard, did not believe that China could become a great nuclear power due to a lack of 

industrial and scientific capability.140  On the other hand, one Japanese newspaper 

remarked that the countries of Southeast Asia needed to be deeply concerned about the 

entrance of China into the nuclear club.141   

However, some China-friendly nations viewed the atomic test in a different light.  

“Congratulatory statements from Communist spokesmen in Hanoi, Pyongyang, Djakarta, 

and Tokyo echo the Chinese argument that a Chinese bomb was necessary to eliminate 

nuclear blackmail by the United States.”142  Nations and political coalitions friendly to 

the United States were more likely to condemn the test and see little significance in it, 

while Communist nations and allies of China praised the test. Despite the variance in 

opinion stemming from the Far East, most sources noted that the nuclear testing program 

would bolster Peking’s prestige, even if the strategic military value of a nuclear-armed 

China was still unclear. 143 This is significant because the testing program also led to 

more nations calling for China to be allowed into the global community of nations. 

 The Chinese Communist government had still not been officially recognized by 

the American government even after the test in 1964, but China’s increasing prestige led 

other nations to push for China to be recognized and admitted into international councils.  
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Soon after the first test, newspapers from Japan noted that “the nuclear powers were … 

reminded that they must show greater accommodation for the Peking regime to pave the 

way for an international disarmament meeting.”144  This reaction shows a drastic change 

from how the Chinese were previously viewed prior to the atomic test.  Multiple facets of 

the Japanese press weighed in on the subject of Chinese international recognition and its 

status regarding international agreements: 

Contending that Peking’s prime motive in pushing ahead in the nuclear 
field is to win the right to speak as an equal with the charter members of 
the nuclear ‘club.’  Japanese editorialists repeat the enjoinder long heard 
from Tokyo press that the big powers must reach equitable 
accommodation with Communist China.  Most commentators took the 
position that Communist China must be brought into the society of 
nations, especially via talks on disarmament and nuclear weapons 
abolition.145 
 

The propagation of opinions that preferred an internationally recognized China involved 

in arms agreements underscores the importance of the nuclear testing process to the 

Communist Chinese.  The simple detonation of one nuclear device sparked calls from Far 

Eastern press for Chinese admission into international councils, and also emphasized the 

shifting status of China on a global scale. 
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 The second section of the report from the Committee on Nuclear Proliferation 

details the opinions from Western Europe.  Like their Far Eastern counterparts, the 

Western European press “speculated on China’s enhanced stature, particularly in the eyes 

of African and Asian countries.”146  Another similarity was that “a number of dailies, 

particularly in Britain, held that the Chinese explosion made greater contact between 

China and the outside world more imperative than ever,” which coincides with Far 
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Eastern commentary urging the nuclear powers to bring the Chinese into international 

councils and arms agreements.147  One difference was that the Far Eastern commentary 

found little military significance in the Lop Nur test, but “the concern of most West 

European media centered on the likely imbalance in the nuclear equilibrium caused by 

the Communist Chinese explosion of a nuclear device.”148   

Western Europe could have been more inclined to view the Chinese testing 

program with greater trepidation because the dividing line of the Cold War resided in 

Germany.  The governments of European nations under the NATO umbrella were closely 

allied to America, and the Chinese nuclear testing program took precious attention away 

from the European Cold War schism in favor of the Cold War divides that had grown 

increasingly violent in Asia.  The report from the Committee also revealed: 

Many papers, particularly in Britain and the Scandinavian countries, 
expressed the opinion that the best way to cope with this new development 
is to increase Communist China’s participation in world councils, 
particularly in the UN.149 

 
It is significant that Western Europe would push for the Communist Chinese to be 

allowed into the United Nations because Europe was heavily dependent on the United 

States for nuclear deterrence, and allowing China into arms agreements and international 

assemblies directly contradicted American foreign policy.  This represented a major shift 

away from the unified nature of American Cold War policies.  Western European nations 

realized the increasing danger of nuclear proliferation, and began to take steps outside of 

the United States’ diplomatic sphere to counter those dangers. 
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Another interesting report from Western Europe came from the Communist 

presses.  The report notes that “Europe’s Communist press bluntly condemned the 

Chinese initiative as increasing world tensions and undermining recent U.S.-USSR 

progress toward reducing nuclear tensions.”150  Despite the obvious disagreement with 

Communist presses in the Far East, the Communists in Western Europe seemingly 

aligned with other Western Europe press reports because they urged for China to be 

allowed into arms agreements as a matter of international safety.  This disparity is 

intriguing because it illustrates that the Communists in the European region were 

considerably concerned with nuclear proliferation, and it also implies that the Soviet 

Union was alarmed as well, despite the lack of press releases from the U.S.S.R.  The 

press in Western Europe was consumed with thoughts of nuclear warfare due to the 

tension within the region, and it is obvious that the testing program forced the opinions of 

Western Europe to attribute a greater amount of global status to China.  This further 

indicates that China had gained a considerable amount of international prestige due to its 

nuclear testing program because of the solidarity among the Western European press 

combined with the similar opinions of the non-Communist press in the Far East. 

The third region dissected by the report was the Near East and South Asia, and the 

press in this area shared many similarities with the Far Eastern and Western European 

presses.  One pro-West newspaper in Beirut, entitled al-Hayat, noted that the United 

States would have to take far-reaching measures to counteract the effect of the Chinese 

nuclear test.151  Another periodical went further and urged the U.S. to accept the 
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Communist Chinese into the U.N. for the sake of world stability.152  By now it is obvious 

that many regions of the world are urged for Communist China’s acceptance into the 

U.N., but it is also interesting that the presses were calling upon the United States 

specifically to bring the Chinese into the international community.  Though most 

countries obviously held their own, unique viewpoints, America was a major symbol and 

representative of the global non-Communist bloc so it stands to reason that many 

countries looked to the U.S. to bring about international peace.  However, to urge China 

to join arms agreements and allow her to join the U.N. would have represented a change 

in both American policy and the perceived status of the Communist Chinese. 

The Greek paper Katherimini provided great insight by contending that the 

explosion was important “because it will impress Asian-African nations … because 

Communist China is now in a position to wage propaganda against nuclear disarmament, 

and … because it enables her to pose as equal to the other major powers.”153  The paper 

also agreed with global opinion by viewing that China’s newly acquired nuclear power 

could have a substantial effect when it came time to vote on China’s admittance into the 

UN.154  Even though the presses in the Near East were divided on their coverage of the 

Chinese explosion, mainly due to the expulsion of Khrushchev in the Soviet Union and 

the elections in the United Kingdom, the press reports that came from the region were 

generally in agreement with the major themes stemming from the rest of the world.155 

According to the report the press coverage of China’s nuclear test in 1964 was 

covered in far more depth by the Latin American presses than the presses in the Near East 
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and Southern Asia.  It is difficult to tell if the American government simply speculated 

and gave broad overviews of international presses, but it is apparent that the Johnson 

administration felt that Latin America paid a significant amount of attention to the test at 

Lop Nur.  Specifically the Committee’s report stated: 

Editorial reaction [from Latin America] received thus far shows deep 
preoccupation over China’s possession of atomic power.  Although the 
danger of atomic annihilation by the Chinese Communist is recognized as 
not imminent, the threat to world peace is considered to be immediate and 
serious.156 
 

A periodical in Managua went a step further to note that the Chinese were in an 

advantageous position comparatively in Southeast Asia due to the possession of nuclear 

power.157  The Latin American press was in agreement with the majority of the world 

press by attributing great power to the first nuclear test, but also advocated that the 

Chinese indeed had gained a strategic advantage in Asia by testing a nuclear device.  A 

radio station in San Jose, Radio Reloj, put the atomic test in a Sino-Soviet context by 

asserting that the hard-line of Mao Tse-tung had triumphed over Soviet-style 

Communism.158  It is interesting that that the United States fails to note if the Sino-Soviet 

context was covered in any other regional press except for Latin America.  This 

illustrates the document’s weaknesses because it does not note any other foreign press 

discussing the impact of the Chinese nuclear program in the context of the Sino-Soviet 

rift.  Surely other international presses discussed such an important issue, and this lack of 

detail reinforces that the American government was reading foreign presses to support its 

own beliefs instead of gathering well-rounded intelligence.  Despite the lack of coverage 

 
 

72

                                                 
156 “Foreign Media Reaction to Chinese Communist Nuclear Device,” 9. 
157 Ibid. 
158 Ibid. 

 
 



Texas Tech University, John S. Huntington, August 2009  

on the Sino-Soviet split, the U.N. issue was heavily discussed in the context of the 

Chinese nuclear test. 
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 According to the report, “There was conjecture [in the Latin American press] that 

the event [the nuclear test] could be an important factor in determining Chinese 

Communist entry into the United Nations.”159  A newspaper in Brazil, the conservative 

Jornal de Brasil, even went so far as to advocate U.N. membership for China.160  The 

fact that every region has touched on the issue of U.N. admission for the Communist 

Chinese illustrates the importance of the situation.  However, some Latin American 

media outlets had a more favorable outlook regarding a nuclear-equipped China, such

the leftist newspaper printed in Argentina titled

It is to be hoped that the Chinese, in possession of the terrible force of the 
atom, will assume a more responsible attitude toward international 
problems and their solutions, contributing to guiding the world along the 
definitive path of peace.161 

 
Apparently not every news outlet was terrified about the thought of a China armed with 

nuclear weaponry, but the global nuclear balance, international recognition, and U.N. 

admission were still topics of great interest for nearly every region of the world. 

 The region that received the least amount of coverage in the report was the 

continent of Africa.  One of the major themes from the African press was that the media 

mistakenly reported that the Chinese had detonated a nuclear weapon as opposed to a 

nuclear device.162  Though the difference is small, it is a significant difference because a 

nuclear weapon would present an immediate strategic and political problem for America, 
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but an undeliverable nuclear device was more a cause for concern than an immediate 

threat.  The African press also believed that the Chinese nuclear testing program 

represented a significant technical achievement by a non-Western nation, and that it 

might increase the possibility of nuclear warfare while threatening American policies in 

Asia.163  Multiple sources even noted that the test might force a change in Japanese or 

Indian policies regarding nuclear weapons.164  While some papers observed, in a vein 

similar to the Western European presses, that the nuclear test would intensify the East-

West struggle and raise tensions in Southeast Asia, the issue of United Nations admission 

and international arms agreement did not receive a lot of press on the African 

continent.165 
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The last region reviewed by the report to the President was the Soviet Union and 

the Eastern satellite states.  Interestingly, the Soviet Union and its constituents had very 

little to say concerning the Chinese atomic test.  According to the Committee’s report, 

“Moscow note[d] the event with a one-line TASS [Telegraph Agency of the Soviet 

Union] report in Pravda and Lavestta,” and that was the entirety of the press coverage 

given to the first Chinese atomic test!166  The report also stated that “East European 

Communist propagandists are following Mosow’s ‘no comment’ lead, except for 

Albania, which praises the achievement, and Yugoslavia, which condemns it.”167  It 

could be that the Soviets did not want to comment on the situation due to the tension

resulted from the Sino-Soviet Split from a few years earlier, or the fact that the Soviets 
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gave a great amount of technical aid to the Chinese nuclear program until removing their 

technicians in 1960.  It also stands to reason that the Soviet Union chose not to cover the 

issue extensive because it, like the United States, wanted to minimize the potential impact 

of a nuclear-equipped China.  In any case, the Soviet Union and its satellite states were 

very quiet regarding the Lop Nur test in 1964. 

Obviously some regions were more active in producing press releases, while 

others were dormant out of disinterest, neglect, or political persuasion.  After inspecting 

each regional analysis two common threads emerge from almost every region: 1) the 

issue of arms agreements and China’s acceptance into the international community, and 

2) the prestige and global power attributed to nuclear weapons.  The Committee on 

Nonproliferation summarized: 

“Press and radio commentators are confident that there is no imminent 
threat of nuclear annihilation, but the most optimistic see and immediate 
and serious threat to the world’s shaky atomic equilibrium, as well as 
other unsettling possibilities posed by an awakened Communist China”168 

 
It would take a great amount of effort and power to disturb the delicate equilibrium that 

existed during the Cold War due to the monopoly on nuclear weapons held by the Soviet 

Union and the United States, which is why the Chinese were implicitly given more 

international recognition and prestige.  The fact that many countries were advocating 

U.N. admission for Communist China also has a direct correlation to global prestige 

because it essentially forced American allies to reevaluate their policies in accordance 

with United States Cold War policy.  The U.N. was also important because it was one of 

the major avenues for nuclear arms agreements, and so many countries advocated for 
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China’s admittance in order to reign in her nuclear testing program .  The report asserted, 

“Many editors urge expedient action to bring her into the community of nations.  Some 

say that now is the time to admit Peiping to the United Nations.”  It is apparent that the 

explosion of a nuclear device by the Chinese gained a lot of popular support from certain 

parts of the globe, and that it also increased the international pressure on the United 

States to bring the Chinese Communists into the international community and the 

corresponding arms agreements. 

 Before the first Chinese test at Lop Nur in 1964, the American government 

already knew that the Chinese were trying to improve the prestige of their own country as 

well as their specific brand of Communism, and that in doing so they could engender 

support from other areas of the world.  A Special National Intelligence Estimate from 

1961 attempted to prognosticate where China would be in ten years: 

In the future, the Communist leaders will probably have some success in 
identifying the Communist system with greater national progress and 
achievement … to win popular support.  Success in Peiping’s nuclear 
weapons program would play an important part.169 

 
The Chinese government needed the nuclear testing program to succeed in order to gain 

global prestige, and other underdeveloped countries would begin to look at the Chinese 

model of modernization in order to compete in international affairs.  During the Cold 

War, nothing conveyed power and modernity more than a nuclear weapon. 

 Historian John Gittings noted that the Korean War also illustrated the importance 

of modern weaponry because the Chinese used updated weapons and modernized 
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technology to drive the U.S. forces out of North Korea.170  However, nuclear weapons 

were also effective for boosting morale on the home front.  The American government 

saw a contradiction between the public stance on nuclear weapons of the Chinese 

government, which minimized the affect of nuclear war on China, and the “high priority” 

given to China’s advanced weapons systems.171  A National Intelligence Estimate from 

1965 pointed out that “Peiping’s propaganda which plays down the effectiveness of such 

[foreign nuclear] weapons against China has the domestic purpose of reassuring the 

Chinese people and maintaining their morale to fight.”172  The Chinese leaders 

consistently argued that a nuclear weapon would pose little threat to China, despite 

knowing the kind of massive destruction that the United States or the Soviet Union could 

inflict.  Scholar Ralph Powell felt that this idealism fed directly into China’s defensive 

attitude because the Chinese army was the largest in the world and by downplaying the 

power of nuclear weaponry it would “inflate the role of man … in the defense of China 

against a possible atomic attack.”173 

 Over time this Chinese strategy would prove to be effective at garnering support 

from the expected quarters of Communist supporters.  After the third Chinese atomic test 

in 1966, a United States intelligence memorandum observed that “both North Vietnam 

and the Liberation Front in South Vietnam not unexpectedly responded quickly with high 
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praise for Communist China’s third nuclear explosion.”174  Despite being two obvious 

bastions of Chinese support, the implications are greater because the United States was 

fully engaged in the Vietnam War in 1966.  The praise from the North Vietnamese and 

the Liberation Front indicates that two years after the first test the path offered by the 

Communist Chinese was still viewed as an alternate route to world power by countries 

outside of the traditional Cold War power blocs.  Hanoi’s statement after the third test 

especially drives this point home because it “echoed its statements following the two 

previous Chinese tests and was equally laudatory regarding China’s technical skill.”175  

China’s continued nuclear testing provided a constant stream of attention that showed 

itself to be on the cusp of technological modernity regarding nuclear weapons, and thus 

on the verge of great power status.  The situation with the Republic of China (Taiwan) 

presents a similarly intriguing scenario concerning the Chinese nuclear tests. 

 The President of the Republic of China (ROC), Chiang Kai-shek, and President 

Lyndon Johnson corresponded frequently with each other, and the topic of China’s 

nuclear testing was a subject of constant discussion.  After the test at Lop Nur in 1964, 

Chiang Kai-shek sent an extensive letter to President Johnson detailing his views on 

China and the problems on the Asian continent.  Chiang was so concerned about China 

that he proclaimed: 
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Today the greatest Communist menace is no longer posed by the Russian 
Communists, but by the Chinese Communists.  The focal point in world 
tensions has shifted from Europe to Asia, and the root of all evils in Asia 
is the Chinese Communist regime.176 

 
Though other countries might have disagreed with this assessment, Chiang obviously felt 

a great deal of pressure resulting from the Chinese nuclear test.  The Formosa Straits 

incident from the late 1950s, a situation in which Taiwan was at the center of a potential 

nuclear exchange between America and China, was undoubtedly still on his mind and his 

wariness of the Chinese would have only increased with the initiation of a Communist 

Chinese nuclear testing program.  Within the same letter Chiang appeared further 

paranoid by stating that “the continued existence of the Communist regime on the 

Chinese mainland and the extension of their power will not only bring disaster to 

Vietnam but will have a dire effect on Asian security and world peace.”177  It is evident 

that the President of the ROC was trying to appeal to the United States for help against, 

what he viewed as, the Chinese Communist menace, and he went even further by 

asserting that the Chinese were trying to “bring all of Southeast Asia under their 

domination.”178  While Chiang was not necessarily incorrect given China’s aggressive 

expansionist statements and policies, he definitely exaggerated in order to elicit the 

desired response from America.  In fact, Chiang believed that the entire free world would 

look to the United States to guard against Chinese tyranny: 
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The Chinese Communists will definitely not abandon their ambitious 
scheme of world domination.  On the contrary, they can be counted on to 
carry out their aggressive policy with greater vigor by intimidating the 
anti-Communists peoples of Asia with nuclear weapons, and will not stop 
until they have the entire Asia under their control.  Since the Chinese 
Communists are the root of all the troubles in Asia, and since anti-
Americanism is part of their basic policy, and since even recently they 
have gone out of their way to characterize the United States as their arch 
enemy, it stands to reason that the Free World looks to the United States to 
evolve a plan to safeguard its security and protect mankind from a great 
catastrophe.179 

 
China’s nuclear program was a matter of grave national security for Chiang, and the 

prestige and power that would be gained by a successful nuclear program made the 

Chinese an even deadlier opponent for the Republic of China. 

 In an intriguing twist of fate, scholar Edward Dreyer pointed out that Chiang Kai-

shek “regarded … modern weapons as ends in themselves, as tangible evidence of … 

power, regardless of whether they could be operated by men trained in their use.”180  This 

assessment is proven to be correct upon further examination of Chiang’s letter to 

President Johnson.  But for Chiang the increase in power was not the only issue because 

Taiwan was within range of Chinese nuclear weaponry, despite still being under the 

United States’ nuclear deterrent umbrella.  The possession of even a small nuclear arsenal 

greatly increased the destructive capability of the Communist Chinese, and Chiang 

thought that “they will not only further tighten their control of various Asian Communist 

parties, but will also pose a greater threat to the morale of the people concerned,” due to 
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their newly acquired nuclear power.181  Even though the Chinese were a relatively 

unknown quantity during this fledgling age of potential atomic warfare, Chiang quickly 

portrayed Mao and his countrymen as complete liabilities concerning the power of the 

atom: 

The situation will become all the more frightful if the Chinese 
Communists are given time to complete their atomic development 
program.  By then who can say for sure that they will not use nuclear 
weapons against any target which they may choose to occupy or destroy.  
They may not even have the slightest compunction in starting a war to 
destroy civilization itself.182 

 
It was apparent that Chiang had serious reservations about China’s ability to be 

responsible with atomic power.  Since the Republic of China was fully recognized and 

supported by the United States, Chiang feared his country would become a target for 

Chinese nuclear blackmail.  Even a year after the first Chinese test Chiang had not 

changed his mind and still considered China to be the most imminent threat on the Asian 

continent.183 

 Soon after Chiang’s panic stricken letter arrived in Washington in November 

1964, Lyndon Johnson wrote a response with the help of the State Department.  Although 

Johnson was not baited by the sensationalistic words of Chiang, he did reiterate 

America’s defense commitments in Asia as a way to placate the worried President.  Just 

as the United States released forecasts of the Chinese Communist’s first nuclear test in 
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September 1964, Lyndon Johnson asserted that the American government was quite 

aware of the problems for Taiwan caused by China: 

The United States is fully alive to the Chinese Communists’ 
aggressive designs against Taiwan.  You may be assured that the 
American people regard their Mutual Defense Treaty with the 
Republic of China as one of their basic international commitments, 
and that their determination to stand by it would in no way be 
weakened by Chinese Communist development of nuclear 
weapons.184 

 
By echoing America’s defense commitment Johnson was trying to reassure Chiang that 

his country still had powerful allies.  President Johnson also pointed out that the 

acquisition of nuclear weaponry by the Chinese Communists would not affect America’s 

commitments.  Johnson then solidified his position by comparing America’s treaties in 

Asia with the NATO alliance by stating: 

I believe that the continuing strength of our alliance will deter the Chinese 
Communists from any thought of a nuclear attack on Taiwan, as a NATO 
alliance has deterred the Soviet Union from an attack on Western 
Europe.185 

 
This is an important comparison because it was meant to assure Chiang that America 

weighed its alliances equally, and the knowledge that the U.S. had gone to great lengths 

to defend Western Europe certainly would have eased Chiang’s mind, if only a little.  The 

response from Johnson also told the President of the ROC that victory against the 

Communists would be won principally by political power, and not by a show of force.186  

Ultimately, the United States was simultaneously trying to downplay the significance of 
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the Chinese nuclear testing program while attempting to reassure its allies that American 

commitments abroad would not falter in the face of potential nuclear warfare.  

Nevertheless, the development of an atomic program by the Chinese sparked a great 

amount of international controversy in 1964.  Many countries provided commentary on 

the event, some countries professed their elation while others dismissed the 

accomplishment.  One certainty is that the nuclear testing program of the Chinese 

Communists created psychological consternation for the United States and other regions 

of the world. 

 The psychological divide of the Cold War was a very important facet of the 

conflict, especially considering the weight that nuclear weapons carried in the realm of 

strategic warfare and regional politics.  Mao Tse-tung famously proclaimed the United 

States to be a “paper tiger,” and contemporary historian Ralph L. Powell commented on 

Mao’s mentality by noting that the Mao-led Communists treated the subject of 

international affairs as a psychological battle between manpowered, ideologically driven 

communists and nuclear powered capitalists.187  This sort of mindset would have altered 

perceptions of the Cold War in light of the Chinese testing process, and even the 

American government was not immune from the psychological effects of the atomic 

tests.   

 America was not the only country to become concerned with the atomic testing 

undertaken by China in the 1960s.  A U.S. intelligence memo from 1966 bluntly agreed, 

“Many countries across the globe began to worry about their own national security due to 
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the atomic testing.”188  Of course other countries were going to pay attention to such a 

monumental event, but the psychological outpouring that concerned a number of 

governments was an important motive for foreign governments to pay attention to the 

issue of global nuclear proliferation.  Before and after China’s third test, in 1966, the 

intelligence memorandum noted that “countries in close proximity to China, such as India 

and Pakistan, came under intense pressures to initiate nuclear weapons programs to avoid 

falling behind the technology curve.”189  The pressure to keep up with the technological 

pace of the Cold War must have been the internal pressures from the populations of those 

countries.  Similar to America, no country wanted to lag behind the modernity curve 

during the Cold War because the conflict was so technologically driven.  The 

psychological effect of the Chinese testing process led other countries to pursue nuclear 

weaponry, and other countries had already begun the process such as France and Israel.  

During the 1960s this was significant due to the massive amount of destruction that could 

have potentially occurred with the launch of a single missile, and this tension also had an 

effect on the political atmosphere of the era. 

 Historian Morton Halperin observed that “in the long run, a China armed with 

nuclear weapons will significantly complicate the problems [for] American foreign policy 

in the Far East and throughout the world.”190  The American government indeed 

experienced problems with the Chinese nuclear testing process due to China’s regional 

sphere of influence and its affect upon the Asian continent.  The Chinese could directly 
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threaten areas pertinent to American foreign policy, such as Vietnam and the Republic of 

China.  Interestingly, Halperin noted that “a Chinese nuclear capability need not be a 

major determinant in American policy … but should nevertheless be a factor influencing 

American policy” specifically among the grey areas.191  However, the acquisition of 

nuclear weapons by the Chinese Communists was indeed a major determinant of 

American policy, illustrated by the alterations made to America’s China policies 

regarding arms agreements, recognition, and eventual United Nations admission. 

 The Committee Task Force on Nuclear Proliferation wrote a report to the 

President that indicated such a desire for changes in foreign policy.  Months after the first 

Chinese test at Lop Nur the committees report urged, “We [the committee] recommend 

that the government undertake a major high-level reexamination of our policies toward 

China.”192  Not only was the Committee created immediately after the nuclear test, in 

November 1964, but it also recommended a serious revision of American policies after 

the political and psychological fallout of China’s nuclear program had been assessed.  

During the Cold War nuclear weaponry had a definitive affect on high-level American 

policies, and other countries began to beseech America to allow the People’s Republic of 

China into international arms agreements and the United Nations which went directly 

against America’s “one China” policy.  In fact, even before the first nuclear test in 

October 1964, a draft program of action concerning the imminent Chinese test 

commented, “The U.S. should recognize that the Chinese Communist nuclear capability 
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will increase pressure for expanded international communications with Peiping.”193  This 

prediction turned out to be prophetic because countries did begin to increasingly urge 

America to concern itself with the matter of international arms agreements and the 

inclusion of Red China, and the lack of communication with the Chinese government.  A 

study by the Brookings Institute from the 1970s illuminated the problem of failing to 

include the Chinese into arms discussions by noting, “China’s abstention from such 

negotiations will be increasingly damaging to U.S. interests as the years go by and the 

Chinese nuclear force grows.”194  America was now being forced to reevaluate its foreign 

policies due to global opinion and pressure that resulted from the Chinese nuclear test in 

1964.  The failure to include a fledgling nuclear power in arms agreements would cause a 

loss of prestige for America, and it would have made it difficult to placate the rest of the 

world if the Chinese were able to continue with their nuclear testing program unhindered. 

The Committee on Nuclear Proliferation agreed with this assessment by asserting 

that it “will prove difficult over the long term either to halt nuclear proliferation or to 

obtain worldwide peace and stability until China has joined the society of nations and is 

willing to participate responsibly in arms control measures.”195  This is significant 

because multiple foreign countries also wanted America to stop ostracizing China and to 

bring her into arms agreements and the global community in general.  Other countries 

chimed in by criticizing the arms race and urging the United States and the Soviet Union 

to “act urgently now to forge the machinery for effective cooperation in nuclear 
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control.”196  Some nations went further and advocated that America end its isolation of 

China.197  Not only did the Chinese nuclear testing process force the American 

government to reconsider its policy towards China, but it also led other countries to put 

pressure on America to bring Red China into the global community.  Contemporary 

historian Walter Clemens, Jr. observed that China effectively gained the much desired 

international prestige because China’s international diplomacy increased as a result of the 

first test in 1964.198  Allowing a country to continue testing nuclear weaponry unabated 

was an unpopular idea for most countries, and multiple countries began to push for 

America to include China in arms discussions.  Despite these changes in American policy 

and global opinion, the most important global political issue after the Chinese nuclear 

testing process began was the pressure the United States felt to allow Red China to join 

the United Nations. 

Allowing the Communist Chinese into the United Nations would have constituted 

a major alteration of American foreign policy.  The United States had already dedicated 

itself to the defense of the Republic of China, under the leadership of Chiang Kai-shek, 

during the Taiwan Straits Incident.  Plus, America backed a “single China policy” in 

which it refused to recognize Communist China, and tiny Taiwan was the only 

“recognized” China, plus it was given a seat on the U.N. Security Council.  The United 

States Information Agency observed that, after the first explosion, “many commentators 

 
 

87

                                                 
196 “Worldwide Reaction to Communist China’s Third Nuclear Explosion,” by the United States 
Information Agency Research and Reference Service, 12 May, 1966, Folder: Nuclear Testing China Vol. I 
[1 of 2], Box: Papers of the President – National Security Files – Subject: Box #31, Lyndon Baines Johnson 
Presidential Archive, University of Texas, Highlights. 
197 Ibid, Highlights. 
198 Walter Clemens, Jr., “Chinese Nuclear Tests: Trends and Portents,” The China Quarterly, No. 32 (Oct. 
– Dec., 1967, 118. 

 
 



Texas Tech University, John S. Huntington, August 2009  

[from around the world] continued to urge … that Peking be brought into the U.N. and 

the ‘community of nations.’”  Scholar Morton Halperin concurred that, “the pressure to 

accept her [China] as a world power [after the nuclear test] and specifically to permit her 

entrance into the United Nations [had] substantially increased.”199  This scenario, despite 

constituting a total reversal of American foreign policy, was a situation for which the 

American government should have been prepared.  Before the initial Chinese test a 

National Intelligence Estimate in 1961 predicted: 

It is probable that by 1971 Communist China’s increased economic and 
military strength will enable its aggressive leaders to play a considerably 
greater role in international affairs than at present.  Communist China will 
probably have been admitted to UN membership.200 

 
The American government itself predicted that China would be given United Nations 

membership ten years after 1961, which was three years before the first nuclear test.  The 

American government predicted that China would be allowed to enter the U.N. based 

solely on its nuclear program, and it also increased the internal and external pressure on 

the United States to reconsider its policies toward China. 

 Even the United Nations paid a great deal of attention to the issue of nuclear 

proliferation, and the Chinese nuclear tests in particular.  After the first Chinese test the 

United Nations Disarmament Commission held a meeting in 1965 to discuss the issue of 

proliferation and disarmament, and the United States Arms Control and Disarmament 

Agency revealed: 
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The 117-Nation membership [which comprised the United Nations 
Disarmament Commission] was more interested in the problem of nuclear 
proliferation, and on June 16 [1965], would up its deliberations with an 
overwhelming call for a return to Geneva ‘as soon as possible’ in order to 
negotiate a non-proliferation treaty and the extension of the limited test 
ban treaty to cover underground testing.201 

 
Interestingly, the nuclear test by the Chinese was the impetus for a call for immediate 

action concerning arms control and nonproliferation, yet given the current status of the 

‘single China policy’ it was nearly impossible to get Communist China into the United 

Nations to participate in arms discussions.  Thus: 

It was unmistakably clear – and frankly stated by most delegates – that the 
motivating force behind the movement for a world disarmament 
conference was the strong feeling that some way had to be found to draw 
the Chinese Communists into deliberations on disarmament, and that it 
would have to be done in a forum not associated with the United 
Nations.202 

 
The global community was so concerned with China’s acquisition of nuclear weaponry 

that the U.N.’s Disarmament Commission felt the need to create a worldwide conference 

outside of the United Nations in order to include the Communist Chinese.  Not only had 

China’s nuclear testing process forced the United States to consider altering its foreign 

policy, but the global community also had to alter its behavior in order to accommodate 

both a nuclear-powered China and America’s restrictive foreign policy. 

 The new scenario shocked the world into action as the Chinese began developing 

nuclear weaponry, and the United States would eventually decide to move forward with 

developing an ABM system in order to neutralize the potential of Chinese nuclear 

weapons.  However, a country with nuclear weapons can still cause problems regardless 
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of an ABM system.  A. R. Hibbs, from the Arms Control Study Group, observed that 

relatively weaker countries can produce results with even a fledgling nuclear arsenal: 

Not all countries, however, need to compete in this league [the 
increasingly sophisticated “league” of the contemporary Cold War 
military establishment].  It is possible that effective military operations 
could be carried out with rocket vehicles of less refined capabilities.  For 
example, if the government of mainland China were to acquire the ability 
to produce nuclear weapons, even a comparatively crude rocket-delivery 
system might then have a major destabilizing effect on the military 
balance in South Asia.203 

 
Nuclear weaponry pushed China into the realm of the great powers because it now 

possessed the ability to destabilize countries in close proximity, which the created new 

problems for the great powers that undoubtedly had allies within the region.  

Nevertheless, the American government allowed the Chinese to continue with their 

nuclear testing unabated.  Instead of preventively striking the Chinese nuclear facilities 

the United States opted to create an Anti-Ballistic Missile system based on new ideas of 

minimum deterrence. 
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Chapter IV 
 

The Threatening Enigma: China’s Increasing Military Threat and America’s 
Shifting Foreign Policy 

 
 
 
 China’s nuclear testing process represented a psychological and political threat to 

the United States rather than an immediate military threat in 1964, but in just a few years 

China’s technology had advanced enough to be considered a significant military threat.  

During the mid-1960s the American government was reassessing its understanding about 

the People’s Republic of China, and many different episodes and factors led to a major 

shift in American military and foreign policy.  What led the United States to begin 

considering China a significant threat?  How did the nature of the Johnson administration 

factor into nuclear policy decisions?  Why did hostility between the United States and 

China increase during this time period?  How was America’s policy regarding the 

deployment of nuclear weapons a factor, and did it shift over time?  How did America’s 

lack of exact intelligence regarding China’s nuclear program affect the decision making 

process?  Why did China’s shift from focusing on a regional nuclear force to developing 

a nuclear intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) program compel the United States 

government to consider installing an antiballistic missile (ABM) system?  Why did the 

U.S. have a significant amount of difficult creating a resolute foreign policy? 

 This chapter attempts to address this issue because the eventual decision to install 

an ABM system was the product of a long series of events and situations that affected 

America’s idea of deterrence and nuclear warfare.  The American government also 

decided against preemptively striking the Chinese nuclear facilities, and this opened the 

 
 

91

 
 



Texas Tech University, John S. Huntington, August 2009  

door for the Chinese to pursue significantly advanced technology that would have 

inevitably posed a threat to the United States.  Making matters worse was that the 

American intelligence community was hamstrung by a serious lack of accurate, precise 

intelligence, and this situation forced the United States government to make decisions 

based on estimates and partial information.  When China was still developing its 

fledgling nuclear program in 1964 the United States believed it would have time to 

construct a foreign policy plan to account for an ICBM-equipped China; however, the 

Chinese made progress more rapidly than the U.S. imagined, and the looming possibility 

of a Chinese ICBM that could reach America forced the United States government to 

reconsider its nuclear policies.  The ABM system represented a new policy for America 

because it meant that the U.S. had stepped away from the supposed logic of the Cold War 

arms race and was now considering preventive defensive action instead of continuing to 

stockpile massive amounts of nuclear armaments to deter potential enemies.  This shift in 

policy meant that the United States no longer wanted to increase their offensive holdings, 

which was a significant departure from previous Cold War foreign policy. 

 An antiballistic missile system shifted the Cold War ideology of deterrence via 

massive offensive nuclear arsenals, which shows that the American government was 

more interested in cautious policies as the nuclear proliferation continued during the Cold 

War.  President Johnson was at the center of this policy shift, and historian Philip Geyelin 

has supported this theory by remarking, “Caution, curiously enough, is the single word 

that comes to mind most quickly in any effort to define the Johnson approach to foreign 
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policy.”204  Initially the United States believed China’s progress would be slow enough to 

allow for a cautious approach to nuclear diplomacy, especially due to the absence of 

modern delivery vehicles.  In the summer of 1965 R. E. Brown, the principal investigator 

of the Space and Information Systems Division of North American Aviation, postulated: 

“For some time to come, China's weapons and nuclear production 
facilities will remain highly vulnerable to a pre-emptive or preventative 
strike.  The development of hard reliable delivery systems seems far away 
… [and China] is unlikely to use it against a first class power.”205 

 
This line of thinking dominated American foreign policy because China did not represent 

an immediate military threat, although it was acknowledged that nuclear proliferation was 

a definitive symbolic threat.  The U.S. government believed it could afford to take a long 

term approach that resulted in a more cautious, adaptive policy because China’s 

weaponry could not yet reach America directly.  The U.S. Arms Control and 

Disarmament Agency verified this tactic in its report to Congress in the year 1965, “Had 

Communist China possessed an advanced, modern delivery system at the time she carried 

out her first nuclear explosion, the effect on the military and political situation would 

have been more immediate.”206  However, the Chinese soon made rapid progress that 

forced the United States government to shift its policies more quickly than had been 

envisioned. 

 The Joint Committee on Atomic Energy realized as early as 1964 that the Chinese 

were a threat, and by 1967 the committee also noted that China was making progress 
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toward nuclear weaponry in the megaton range after numerous Chinese tests. The 

committee reported to Congress in 1967 that “progress, particularly by Red China, has 

been more rapid and surprisingly more effective than had been expected or indeed 

predicted.”207  When the Chinese entered the nuclear club in 1964 the American 

government believed it had time to consider the threat because it was seen as an 

eventuality rather than an immediate problem; however, the Chinese were dedicating a 

great deal of resources and energy to the nuclear program which resulted in rapid 

progress that forced the American government to adjust its policies.  Despite claims by 

the Chinese Premier, Chou En-lai, that the People’s Republic acquired nuclear weaponry 

for purely defensive reasons, America would eventually seek an ABM system as a 

preventive measure against potential Chinese nuclear strikes.208  These constantly 

shifting views led the American government to consider China the most pertinent

 While the Soviet Union received a great deal of press during the Cold War, yet 

the administration’s “Concern about China, armed with nuclear weapons, was 

fundamental to the East Asian policy Johnson and his advisers designed after the Chinese 

exploded their first bomb in October 1964,” according to Secretary of State Dean 

Rusk.209  Soviet-American relations were more amiable than they had been in the past, 

but the reason the Chinese became the United States’ primary enemy was because of the 

radical stance of China’s foreign policy combined with its nuclear program.  This 
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ideological component has been assessed by historian Allen Whiting which he refers to 

as the “Chinese Component,” a theory combines the expansionist tendencies of a 

Communist power with the historically xenophobic attitudes of the Chinese people.210  

However, it should also be pointed out that Whiting’s work was published during the 

contemporary time period, and it should be viewed with the necessary caution because 

American perceptions were undoubtedly tempered by the mindset of the Cold War.  

Though Whiting’s conclusions seem Western-centric and borderline racist it is important 

to acknowledge that such opinions existed during the Cold War, even inside the Johnson 

administration. 

 After all the Cold War was a conflict permeated by ideologies and philosophies 

that affected the course of entire nations and the very nature of the Cold War pitted 

Western capitalism against Eastern Communism.   Accordingly, the Chinese made the 

United States their main enemy due to America’s stance against Communist 

revolutionary ideals: 

From the outset, Maoist China has aspired to a dominant position in Asia, 
to great power status in the world, and to leadership of the world's 
revolutionary forces.  These ambitions have brought China face to face 
with the US in Asia and caused Peking to view the US as its principal 
enemy intent on encirclement and overthrow of the Chinese revolution.211 

 
Mao often reiterated that he envisioned China as a bastion for popular revolutions, and 

this frightened the American government because a potentially aggressively expanding 

Communist nation in Southeast Asia created many new political and military problems.  
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This created new difficulties for the Johnson administration because the United States 

still acted upon the Containment Policy, and a perceived aggressive stance, such as the 

one offered by Mao, expanded the potential for regional conflict.  This concerned 

American officials because the United States was already stretch increasingly thin by 

global military commitments, and when the Chinese declared themselves to be a player in 

world politics the American government was forced to make adjustments to account for 

the shifting military situation and global political climate. 

 One way the U.S. government adjusted their policies was to acknowledge that the 

Chinese were an entirely separate threat from the Soviet Union.  Though this seems like a 

position that should have been taken years earlier, especially after China’s intervention in 

Korea.  Yet it still resonates that America differentiated between the two communist 

nations because it indicates that the U.S. took both countries very seriously.  In a program 

of action concerning the Chinese detonation the American government noted the urgent 

need to “make [it] evident to Communist China and the USSR, in a quiet way, the fact 

that Communist China is a primary target of our Pacific forces, including our nuclear 

forces, and that we distinguish Communist China from the USSR as a target.”212  Even 

though the draft was written in September 1964, a month prior to the initial Chinese test, 

it still explains two ways in which America dealt with the potential of a Chinese nuclear 

threat: 1) China became the main enemy of America in Asia by completely supplanting 

Soviet hegemony in the area, and 2) America distinguished the Soviets from the Chinese 

concerning the targeting of American weaponry and foreign policy.  An interesting facet 
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of this change in policy is that the American government implicitly recognized the 

Communist Chinese as a legitimate threat, yet still refused to open diplomatic channels at 

the time.  This reaffirms that the United States was extremely wary of China’s potential 

because America discreetly kept most critical information and policy changes concealed 

from public consumption, unless pertinent information served the public propaganda 

effort.  One of reasons that the United States considered China such a daunting adversary 

was the Communist Chinese seemingly cavalier attitude regarding nuclear warfare. 

 After China acquired a nuclear testing program the United States was forced to 

consider her a viable threat in the realm of nuclear power, despite the lack of a 

comparable delivery system at the time.  An intelligence estimate from mid-1965 

illustrated this by explaining the intelligence communities’ opinion of China’s philosophy 

on nuclear warfare: 

On the other hand, the very magnitude of China’s population encourages 
Peiping’s aspiration to become a dominant world power and enables the 
regime to accept manpower losses with limited qualms.  This, along with 
the geographic size of the country, makes the Chinese leaders believe that 
China could, if necessary, absorb a tremendous amount of military 
punishment and, in the long run, still envelop and defeat an invading 
enemy.  They have even issued optimistic statements about their ability to 
survive a nuclear attack.213 
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According to the United States government, China was completely unconcerned about 

the potential loss of life that would result in the case of nuclear warfare.  This type of 

generalized characterization shows that the American government was formulating 

opinions with a definitive racial bias.  These statements reveal that the Johnson 

administration felt a certain amount of cultural superiority which allowed pejorative 
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characterization of other countries and populations.  Opinions of superiority are also 

evident because historians have shown cases that illustrate American morality while 

demonizing the Chinese government. 
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 Multiple historians have noted that Mao’s declaratory policies showed a definite 

disregard for nuclear war while simultaneously considering America to be a “paper tiger” 

regarding the use of nuclear weaponry.214  China’s tremendous reserves of human bodies 

helped create this ideology, especially when combined with China’s immense land mass.  

The American government believed that China saw itself as partially invulnerable to 

nuclear warfare because nuclear weaponry would only be able to kill a fraction of their 

population, and the sheer geography of China made it easier to hide nuclear weapons or 

critical facilities.  This represents the hypocrisy within the American government because 

no U.S. President would willingly kill of a large segment of the American people, yet the 

Johnson administration clearly believed that the Chinese government would willingly 

liquidate millions of their own population.  The Chinese benefited from this strategy 

because multiple scholars have noted American’s increasing aversion to nuclear 

weaponry out of fear of nuclear retaliation, and also as a result of the ideology of cultural 

superiority Americans possessed that insinuated the United States would never decimate 

a nation with nuclear weaponry.215  All of these arguments are incredibly ironic consider 

the fact that America is the only country in the history of the world to use nuclear 
 

214 Alice Langley Hsieh, Communist China’s Strategy in the Nuclear Era, (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 
Prentice-Hall, 1962), p. 9; Geoffrey Hudson, “Russia and China: The Dilemmas of Power,” Foreign 
Affairs, Vol. 39, No. 1 (October 1960), p. 69; Jonathan D. Pollack, “Chinese Attitudes Towards Nuclear 
Weapons, 1964-9,” The China Quarterly, No. 50 (April – June, 1972), p. 266; Ralph L. Powell, “Great 
Powers and Atomic Bombs are ‘Paper Tigers,’” The China Quarterly, No. 23 (July – Sept., 1965, pp. 57-
62. 
215 Bernard Brodie, Strategy in the Missile Age, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1959), 238. ; 
Robert E. Osgood, Limited War: The Challenge to American Strategy, (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1957), 32. 

 
 



Texas Tech University, John S. Huntington, August 2009  

weaponry against another nation.  Nevertheless, the United States government would 

have found it incredibly difficult to launch a nuclear attack against China without some 

form of direct provocation.  Despite China’s perceived aggression and the Johnson 

administration’s biases, the Chinese government eventually came to be viewed as 

cautious by the American government. 

 A National Intelligence Estimate directly assessed this dichotomy by observing 

that “Peiping’s foreign policy has grand and dangerous ambitions but is almost always 

cautious and realistic in practice.”216  Other historians have pointed out the caution 

exhibited by the Chinese government, but most of the examples given stemmed from the 

Korean War.  Though it was difficult to interpret China’s motives at the time, historian 

Allen Whiting asserted that Chinese behavior was rationally motivated, which was a 

concept that became a significant factor in later dealings with the Chinese, especially 

regarding nuclear weaponry.217  Again this represents the hypocrisy in the stance of the 

American government felt that the Chinese government would be cautious; yet the 

Johnson administration also apparently felt that China was willing to destroy millions of 

its own people.  Essentially, the American government presented itself as completely 

infallible while generalizing other nations and taking obviously biased viewpoints as fact. 

 Similarly, historian Frank Rogers noted that another significance of the Korean 

War was that both the Chinese and the Americans were conscious of the other nation 
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during the Vietnam War to avoid potentially agitating the other power.218  The lessons of 

Korea were significant because caution between China and America became imperative 

as China’s nuclear technology continued to advance.  The fact that the United States was 

steadily extending the conflict in Vietnam forced both sides to consider a cautious 

approach in order to avoid potentially turning a small conflict into a nuclear exchange.  

An intelligence estimate that was issued after the Chinese had tested a few nuclear 

weapons confirmed that the U.S. believed that China sought power in Asia, and was also 

simultaneously alert toward the potential of conflict with America and the Soviet Union: 

Chinese leadership will probably continue to work towards a dominant 
position in Asia and great power status on the world scene.  It will 
probably continue to be concerned by the danger of conflict with the US, 
and possibly with the USSR.  Thus China will almost certainly continue to 
give high priority to improving its military capabilities.219 

 
Despite having an aggressive outward foreign policy with its nuclear program, China was 

also viewed as cautious nation because of its wariness of American and Soviet reprisals.  

The paradox within China’s own policy was mirrored by America’s policies because the 

government took a public stance that attributed a minimal amount of prestige to China to 

deter the Chinese government’s hard line, yet internally the American government was 

simultaneously concerned about the potential of the Chinese.  All of this ambiguous 

reasoning was not only a result of China’s outward foreign policy, but it also resulted 

from America’s own lack of exact knowledge concerning China’s nuclear program after 

the initial testing process. 
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 The United States found it difficult to create a firmly resolute foreign policy 

regarding a nuclear-equipped China because a lack of hard evidence hindered the 

administrations decision making process.  In the mid to late 1960s the American 

intelligence community made numerous references to the difficulty in gathering 

information on the Chinese nuclear testing program, which ultimately led to vacillating 

policies.  On the other hand, the American government was certainly willing to 

generalize and make assumptions about China’s government and technology in order to 

craft policies.  As early as 1966 a national intelligence estimate observed that “it is 

apparent that we do not have a firm basis for estimating the level of Chinese technology, 

how large a program can be supported or what types of weapons have the highest 

priority.”220  How could the American government create solid policies based upon scant 

evidence given by Central Intelligence, especially considering that the intelligence 

estimate directly assessed the advanced weapons program of the Communist Chinese?  

Later in the year a different intelligence estimate made a similar statement:  

There are many uncertainties regarding China's nuclear weapons program.  
We are not sure what type of weapons the Chinese have been striving for, 
how much nuclear material they have available, or how far their nuclear 
weapons technology has advanced.221 

 
Not only was it obvious that the American government had no idea what to expect 

regarding the kind of weaponry the Chinese were pursuing, but it did not know the 

priority of the different weapons programs, the material or industrial capacity for the 
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weapons program, and the government had little precise information concerning the 

technological advancements in the Chinese nuclear program.  The American intelligence 

community supported this supposition by revealing, “At this time we cannot predict with 

much confidence which programs the Chinese will favor in the future nor can we predict 

in what quantities Peking will decide to turn out various items of equipment.”222  

Accordingly, the U.S. had very little credible knowledge of the Chinese nuclear testing 

program in any sense, and thus the government was forced to craft policies based on 

predictions and estimations. 

 The Johnson administration made many assumptions about China’s nuclear 

capabilities based on partial knowledge and hypotheses.  Historian Ken Coates pointed 

out that during the nuclear age the American government levied more nuclear threats 

against the Chinese than any other nation, including the Soviet Union.223  This statement 

seems incredible since the Soviet Union had largely been viewed as the most direct threat 

to America, and events such as the Cuban Missile Crisis undoubtedly reinforced such 

opinions.  However, given the fact that the LBJ administration struggled to acquire 

detailed intelligence regarding the Chinese nuclear program and the relative transparency 

of Soviet-American relations at the time makes it easy to understand why the American 

government would consider China the more pertinent threat.  Accordingly, the American 

government spent a great deal of time trying to predict China’s actions, specifically in 

areas such as acquiring weaponry, weaponry priorities, future actions and motives, and 

potential delivery methods.  Another facet that factored into the policies of the American 
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government was the belief that the Chinese had a struggling economy that would not be 

able to withstand the economic pressure of a large-scale military program. 

 Since America considered China’s economy too weak to undertake a massive 

military renewal program, the U.S. believed that the Communist Chinese would focus 

most of their efforts on developing nuclear weaponry and missile technology specifically.  

Judgments on China’s nuclear facilities led to conclusions drawn by the intelligence 

community: 

The only firm conclusion that we can draw from the above evidence is that 
the Chinese have given a very high priority to their ballistic missile effort 
... But beyond this, we confront serious difficulties in assessing the current 
status of the program.224 

 
Apparently the United States had enough intelligence to formulate that the Chinese had 

placed a very high priority on the ballistic missile; however, the statement also shows that 

the American government still had difficulty making firm judgments concerning the 

exact status of the program.  Despite being forced to form such a limited opinion, the 

United States continued to make observations despite the significant lack of intelligence. 

 The Johnson administration believed that the Chinese were actively pursuing 

various types of weaponry; however, the American government viewed the Chinese as 

industrially and economically backward, and it felt that these problems would limit the 

types of weaponry which China was able to pursue.  Soon after the beginning of the 

nuclear program in China it was noted that “No nation other than the United States and 

the Soviet union can afford both strategic defenses and the kind of offensive systems 
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which have a good chance of penetrating them.”225  This line of thinking underscored the 

belief that China would be limited in its pursuit of weapons technology because its 

economy would be stretched too thin to have both a viable offensive threat and an 

effective defensive deterrent.  A national intelligence estimate in 1966 considered the 

problem more directly: 

While China's economic and technical resources are sufficient for progress 
toward relatively narrow objectives, the Chinese almost certainly will not 
be able over the next few years to develop and produce all the weapon 
systems in which they have shown interest and on which they have done 
some work.226 

 
Though the American government did not have direct evidence that pointed to 

restrictions within the Chinese nuclear program, the intelligence postulated that China’s 

economy would not be able to withstand the economic pressure of pursuing multiple 

different kinds of weaponry. 

 From the intelligence available, America inferred that China wanted a regional 

force to defend the mainland from direct attacks and to offer a nuclear deterrent to thwart 

potential aggressors.  But the United States also felt that the Chinese would eventually 

want a nuclear system which would allow China to project power globally.  The 

intelligence community believed that the initial desire for ballistic missiles in China 

actually stemmed from the desire to protect the mainland, first and foremost: 
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We cannot rule out the possibility of some such overambitious effort, but 
we think it more likely that for the next few years, at least, the Chinese 
will place their main effort on the development of certain weapon systems 
which are appropriate to the defense of the mainland and to military 
operations in the Asian area.  We believe they are working toward such a 
regional nuclear force and that it will consist initially of MRBMs, medium 
bombers, and possibly a few missile-launching submarines.227 

 
A regional ballistic missile force would allow the Communist Chinese to protect their 

homeland from potential nuclear blackmail and foreign aggression.  It also removed the 

need for a separate deterrent provided by the Soviet Union, which was an important 

consideration for the Communist Chinese according to many historians.228  Nevertheless, 

the Chinese desired the ability to eventually project force outward, specifically through 

the threat of nuclear weaponry.  An intelligence estimate from 1966 noted that the 

Chinese weapons program was extremely ambitious which represented the desire of 

“eventual deployment ... to cover major military bases and political targets in the Asian 

area.”229  This is an important revelation because the Johnson administration would have 

been concerned with a simple, defensive nuclear force possessed by the Chinese; 

however a nuclear program that allowed China to begin extending its influence was a 

much more significant development. 

 Nevertheless, the Chinese were still far behind on the technology curve during the 

Cold War, but even the remote possibility of a Chinese bomber dropping a nuclear 

payload on an American ally was a serious strategic threat in 1966 because of the 
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political and military implications for the American government.  An intelligence 

estimate stated, “On the basis of our scant evidence we cannot rule out the possibility that 

the Chinese now have a few nuclear weapons that could be delivered by medium 

bombers.”230  A medium bomber did not have the range to reach a direct American 

target, but the Chinese could still put other nations under the threat of nuclear warfare 

that were key interests for the United States.  Given America’s strategic interests in Asia

such as Taiwan, Korea, and Vietnam, the U.S. government was forced to estimate h

the Chinese would behave after acquiring nuclear weaponry.  Unfortunately, the Unit

States found it difficult to postulate the exact actions the Chinese would take due to a 

perceived difference in political mindset and military culture. 

 An assessment of China’s advanced weapons program illustrated these 

differences by revealing that the United States believed the Chinese command structure 

and leadership might react to a situation in a very different manner from an American 

military planner: 

All of these factors will be weighed by men [in China] who are influenced 
to an extraordinary degree by political and ideological considerations and 
who do not have at their command staffs of scientific, military, and 
economic planners with experience and expertise in the intricacies of 
designing a balanced advanced weapons force.  Thus they might not – 
indeed, probably would not – make the same decisions as would a US 
military planner under the same set of circumstances.231 
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While this is a vast generalization of China’s philosophical mindset, it is still significant 

because the American government felt it was unable to adequately predict China’s 

reactions to potential events.  These perceived differences, whether resulting from hubris 

or a lack of knowledge, made it difficult for the Johnson administration to craft a strong 

policy.  This inability to predict reactions combined with the problems of intelligence 

gathering to create a hazy viewpoint through which the United States was forced to view 

China, and this would eventually pave the way for the decision to deploy an antiballistic 

missile system as a preventive measure.  Another concern for American policy planners 

aside from the inability to exactly predict China’s maneuvers was the belief that China 

was more adventuresome with its nuclear program than other nuclear powers. 

 Given that the United States generally observed the potential of China but had no 

absolute expectations, the belief that China might be willing to embark on a different path 

caused consternation within the government.  How could the United States prepare for an 

enemy that could circumvent every other known path to nuclear power?  Even before the 

first Chinese nuclear test in 1964, the American government was aware of the possibility 

that the Chinese could exceed expectations by pursuing nuclear weaponry using different 

methodology.  The Chinese proved this theory to be correct by testing a more advanced 

uranium-based nuclear device in 1964 which surprised the American intelligence 

community because a device based on uranium was more advanced than one based on 

plutonium.  It also bears mentioning that every other previous nuclear power had tested 

with a plutonium-based weapon first which only further illustrated the danger represented 

by China’s nuclear program.  Robert Komer wrote a note to McGeorge Bundy, both 
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members of the National Security Coucil, which detailed why he thought the Communist 

Chinese could present a more significant danger in the future than previously expected: 

The staggering growth in Soviet capabilities over the last 15 years had had 
an immense effect on our policies, postures, defense budget, etc.  Granted 
that China today has a much feebler resource base than the USSR had in 
1949; on the other hand the Chicoms [Chinese Communists] might be 
even more adventuresome once they went nuclear than the Soviets had 
been.  There was no reason why the Chicoms could not develop even 
crude ICBMs in 15 years.232 

 
Komer recognized the potential for the Chinese nuclear program during a time in which 

many people were still reservedly discounting the dangers due to the lack of geographical 

resources and industrial base within China.  If the Soviets represented such a great threat 

to America due to its rapid growth, then the Chinese Communists surely represented a 

threat on a similar level.  Regardless of the perceived lack of resources, Komer thought 

that the Chinese could attain nuclear prowess through sheer willpower and intellect, and 

his prediction of a feasible Chinese ICBM program by the mid 1970s came before the 

intelligence estimates of the late 1960s which concurred with Komer’s beliefs.  However, 

the United States still did not have a firm grasp on how far the Chinese had progressed 

with their intercontinental delivery vehicles. 

 Despite the fact that China’s force was relatively small and regional during the 

mid 1960s, the potential for increasingly advanced weaponry factored into America’s 

decision to deploy an ABM system during the late 1960s.  The Chinese regional missile 

force was a significant improvement over the simple testing of nuclear devices, and 

China only appeared to make gains in nuclear technology.  It is also worth noting that the 
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American government again noted the lack of data “to make any useful projection on the 

possible numbers involved … [that] would be of such an order as to require production 

line facilities and the attendant skilled manpower.”233  Despite being hamstrung by a 

substantial lack of knowledge concerning China’s nuclear program, the United States 

projected that the Chinese would initially pursue a regional defensive system that would 

later be augmented by the development of offensive intercontinental ballistic missiles. 

 Before the American government could embark upon the mission to seriously 

consider an ABM system as a viable response, the Johnson administration needed a full 

evaluation of China’s missile program.  The problem was that the United States was 

dogged by the same problems it experienced trying to uncover other aspects of China’s 

nuclear program: namely the issue of imprecise or unclear information.  America’s 

intelligence community noted in the year 1967, “We have no basis at this time for 

estimating how far or fast the Chinese will carry deployment of their first-generation 

ICBM.”234  Not only did the American government not know the underlying nature of the 

Chinese ICBM program, but the intelligence also stated, “At this stage in the program we 

cannot say much about the characteristics.”235  Again, the American government was 

forced to make policy decisions based upon very little exact knowledge.  Paul C. Nitze, 

the Deputy Secretary of Defense, illustrated this point with this assertion about China’s 

early ICBM program: 
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The CPR [Communist Chinese] threat to this country cannot become 
actual before the early 1970’s, and, initially at least, will certainly be small 
in number and of relatively primitive technology.236 

 
Though this statement seemed to indicate the possession of knowledge regarding China’s 

weapons program, the language underscored that the American government still had 

multiple information gaps regarding China’s missile program.  The lack of definitive data 

betrays the fact that America was forced to interpret the speed with which the Chinese 

would perfect their nuclear weapons system; however, America had already repeatedly 

underestimated China’s willpower and ingenuity, and the United States was basing its 

assumptions on global nuclear history instead of directly assessing the program in China.  

This shows the true level of difficulty in assessing the ICBM program in China.  

Regardless of the lack of information, the American government needed to make 

decisions in order to craft policies.  Though the ICBM represented a direct threat to the 

United States, the American government was also concerned about the possibility of a 

thermonuclear medium ranged missile that would create a myriad of strategic and 

political problems in the Asiatic sphere. 

 By 1967 the United States was aware that China was harnessing advanced nuclear 

technology, such as missile technology and thermonuclear devices.  The Joint Committee 

on Atomic Energy published a report that detailed the potential for a medium-range 

ballistic missile combined with a thermonuclear warhead: 
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We also believe that by about 1970 the Chinese Communists could develop 
a thermonuclear warhead with a yield in the few hundreds of kilotons in the 
MRBM [mid-range ballistic missile] class and that they could develop an 
MRBM warhead with a megaton yield about a couple of years later.  
Meanwhile, should they desire a thermonuclear bomb for delivery by 
bomber, they could probably begin weaponizing the design employed in the 
sixth test.237 

 
While an MRBM with a thermonuclear warhead did not represent a direct danger to 

America, it reinforced that the Chinese could target American allies with greater power 

than ever before.  This was a problem because an increasing amount of destruction meant 

more political and military problems for the United Sates.  China was even pursuing 

alternative methods of delivery, such as advanced aircraft technology, in order to produce 

a defensive deterrent and offensive capability even more quickly.   

 At the end of Lyndon Johnson’s presidency in 1968, the transition policy planning 

council wrote a report concerning America’s policy toward China that observed the 

immediate affect such an MRBM would have in the Asiatic sphere: 

The deployment of mid-range ballistic missiles may occur at any time.  
With MRBM’s, Communist China will be able to target U.S. allies and 
U.S. bases in Asia.  India will also be within range of such missiles.  And 
part of the Soviet Union will be potentially vulnerable to this threat.238 

 
The U.S. government was understandably concerned about the effect that an MRBM 

system would have in Asia, especially considering that a thermonuclear warhead would 

wreak far more havoc than lower-grade nuclear weaponry or conventional arms.  A 
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national intelligence estimate also added some perspective on the potential of a Chinese 

MRBM in Asia: 

MRBM deployment will probably be designed to give coverage to targets 
in the arc stretching from Japan through the Philippines, Southeast Asia, 
and northern India.  The Chinese objective might be to provide coverage 
of important military bases and population centers within this area, hoping 
in this way to hold Asian countries hostage against any US threats to 
China.239 

 
Before the Chinese could develop an ICBM that could directly threaten America, China 

sought an MRBM system that would still force policy shifts due to the destabilizing 

potential.  The ramifications were two-fold in that it allowed the Chinese to obtain a 

deterrent against American aggression and it also marked the continuing evolution of the 

missile program.  China could effectively hold American allies hostage via nuclear 

blackmail with their MRBM system, and this problem is fully illustrated in Chiang’s 

correspondence with President Johnson in 1964 before the Chinese had even fully 

developed a regional system.   

 After the Chinese had developed a working MRBM, the next logical step was to 

continue climbing the technology tree to acquire ICBM capabilities.  The American 

government acknowledged this in an intelligence estimate by noting, “Though a 

completely new design cannot be ruled out, it is more likely that the ICBM and MRBM 

programs have been closely related.”240  To the United States, the progression of the 

Chinese MRBM program meant that an the development of an ICBM could not be far 

away, but the American government also believed that China would pursue a strategic 
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balance between its intercontinental and regional forces in order to provide a stable 

nuclear deterrent that would affect both American policy and the balance of power in 

Asia.241  Nevertheless, the United States felt that China would bolster its defensive 

capabilities first, and then pursue an ICBM program to eventually allow China to project 

power and affect U.S. policies. 

 A few years after the initial test in 1964, the United States concluded that China 

would most likely pursue a strong defensive program for regional efforts, and then 

gradually extend their nuclear capabilities to further their global power.  The United 

States’ intelligence community concurred that “Chinese military policy has had to 

provide first of all for defense of the mainland; beyond that, however, there has been a 

requirement to develop the military strength that would give weight to Peking's ambitions 

in the outside world.”242  In fact it seems that the American government convinced itself 

that the Chinese sought to develop a defensive front before moving on to a significant 

intercontinental offensive program.  Another intelligence estimate released in 1967 

further detailed these observations and predictions made by the United States: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

113

                                                 
241 National Intelligence Estimate: Communist China’s Strategic Weapons Program, 3 August, 1967, 
Folder: 13-66 to 13-68, Box: National Security Files – National Intelligence Estimates: Box #5, Lyndon 
Baines Johnson Presidential Archive, University of Texas, p. 8. 
242 Ibid, 3. 

 
 



Texas Tech University, John S. Huntington, August 2009  

Although the threat of force and its actual use beyond China’s borders are 
significant elements in Peking’s outlook, Chinese military strategy places 
primary emphasis on defense.  With the possible exception of their 
nuclear/missile activities, we do not see in train the general programs, the 
development or deployment of forces, or the doctrinal discussions which 
would suggest a more forward strategy.  At least for the short term, the 
high priority nuclear program is probably viewed by the Chinese as 
primarily for deterrence, though Peking's successes in this field bring 
substantial prestige and political influence, particularly in Asia.243 

 
It is apparent that the U.S. thought that China placed great emphasis on a nuclear 

program that would allow for a global extension of power, yet the American government 

contended that the Chinese would initially pursue a regional force for defensive and 

deterrent purposes.  However, it is also interesting that the intelligence conceded that a 

“high priority nuclear program” will bring increased prestige for the Chinese, but in this 

instance it occurred in a manner different from the first test at Lop Nur in 1964 because a 

legitimate missile threat garnered more prestige and power than a simple nuclear device. 

 America realized the need to act in the late 1960s because the Joint Committee on 

Atomic Energy acknowledged that the Chinese could have attained an ICBM capability 

as soon as the early 1970s that could have threatened American soil.  The committee even 

went further to make a more definitive evaluation by stating, “We believe that the 

Chinese probably will achieve an operational ICBM capability before 1972.  

Conceivably, it could be ready as early as 1970 – 1971.”244  The American intelligence 

community agreed with these assessments and released an intelligence estimate on the 
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impact of Chinese nuclear weapons progress that also admitted that the Chinese may 

have an ICBM capability by the early 1970s.245  These assumptions are significant 

because the government realized how quickly the Chinese were progressing with regard 

to their nuclear program, and the U.S. needed to act quickly and make the right political 

moves to maintain international stability and protect its own defensive integrity.  The 

American government also knew by 1967 that China had been in the process of 

developing an ICBM system since the early 1960s.246  The problem remained that the 

American government still lacked the information that would allow the U.S. to predict 

exactly when the Chinese would unfurl their ICBM system, as well as how advanced the 

system would be upon release.  An intelligence estimate on China’s strategic weapons 

program illustrated America’s lack of detailed evidence: 

We have no basis at this time for estimating how far the Chinese will carry 
deployment of their first-generation ICBM.  In view of the requirements of 
other military programs and the pressure on resources, however, we 
believe deployment will proceed at a moderate pace and well below any 
possible maximums.  By moderate we mean that in 1975 the number of 
operation ICBM launchers might fall somewhere between 10 and 25.247 

 
In spite of making judgments on the ICBM system in the late 1960s, it is apparent that the 

American government was aware of China’s potential but lacked exact numbers to form 

concrete opinions.  The U.S. instead relied on comparative studies and figures with 

 
 

115

                                                 
245 “Impact of Chinese Communist Nuclear Weapons Progress on United States National Security,” Report 
of Joint Committee on Atomic Energy Congress of the United States, July 1967, Folder: Joint Committee 
on Atomic Energy, Box: Papers of the President – National Security File: Subject Box #20, Lyndon Baines 
Johnson Presidential Archive, University of Texas, p. 4. 
246 National Intelligence Estimate: Communist China’s Strategic Weapons Program, 3 August, 1967, 
Folder: 13-66 to 13-68, Box: National Security Files – National Intelligence Estimates: Box #5, Lyndon 
Baines Johnson Presidential Archive, University of Texas, p. 6. 
247 Ibid, 10. 

 
 



Texas Tech University, John S. Huntington, August 2009  

ranging numbers in order to craft policy to deal with the imminent Chinese missile 

capability. 

 Most significantly, the shifting policies and lack of intelligence made the United 

States hyper-aware of the strategic difficulties for domestic defense that would be created 

by a Chinese ICBM system.  The Joint Committee on Atomic Energy reported China’s 

nuclear development and the impact on American policy, and it revealed that China’s 

ICBM system was a major consideration for the U.S. when considering an antiballistic 

missile system: 

Perhaps most significantly for the United States is the fact that a low order 
of magnitude attack could possibly be launched by the Chinese 
Communists against the United States by the early 1970’s.  At present we 
do not have an effective anti-ballistic-missile system which could repel 
such a suicidal [for the Chinese] but nevertheless possible strike.248 

 
The American government definitely considered China’s ICBM a threat because it led 

directly to the discussions about developing an American ABM system.  Up to this point 

the United States had relied almost entirely on a nuclear deterrent by possessing an 

overwhelming nuclear arsenal in order to prevent aggression from foreign countries. 

During the mid to late 1960s the American government was forced to adjust its foreign 

and nuclear policies to account for the myriad of developments that had resulted in a 

shifting global nuclear balance.  The United States was caught off guard by how quickly 

the Chinese were able to develop their nuclear technology, and America was required to 

change its policies sooner than anticipated because the world situation demanded that the 

U.S. take action to counter China’s nuclear progress.  America’s significant lack of exact 
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intelligence also made the U.S. government consider a wide range of scenarios and 

possibilities, which also helped persuade the nation to adopt a more cautious policy.  All 

of these individual facets combined to form a dangerous international situation which 

compelled the United States government to consider China a greater threat, especially 

once the Chinese developed the ability to target American soil with a nuclear missile.  

Due to the lack of precise information, the U.S. had difficulty crafting a resolute policy 

concerning China, but when it became apparent that the Chinese were going to obtain an 

ICBM system as early as 1970 the United States was pressured to consider developing an 

ABM system. 
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Chapter V 
 

The Culmination of Johnson’s Flexible Policy: Developing and Debating the 
Antiballistic Missile System 

 
 

 The flexible policy employed by the United States culminated with the 

antiballistic missile shield (ABM) that was researched and deployed as a direct result of 

the intelligence concerning China’s nuclear ICBM program.  The Chinese had a pointed 

affect on America’s foreign policy just as the Soviet Union had when it acquired nuclear 

weapons in 1949, except instead of resulting in constantly evolving nuclear theories the 

Chinese bomb demanded more immediate attention from the U.S. government.  An ABM 

shield was the best course of action according to the American government because it 

allowed the U.S. to maintain its flexible policy, and the ABM system actually reinforced 

a flexible policy by giving America more options in the event of a nuclear missile attack.  

Arms agreements were also impacted by the possible deployment of an ABM system 

because both represented different ways to control proliferation and each offered 

alternate forms of deterrence.  Though many political advisers and nuclear theorists 

debated the positives and negatives to erecting an antiballistic missile system, the United 

States went ahead and developed a defensive shield for both deterrence and defense. 

 During the late 1960s the Chinese were shifting from a fledgling nuclear power to 

a powerful nation with an advanced testing program that presented the United States with 

more than a psychological and political threat.  China was on the cusp of becoming a 

valid military threat because it was quickly developing ICBM technology, and the United 

States was forced to change its foreign policies in order to adapt to the fluctuating global 
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situation.  As early as 1964 Robert Komer, a member of the National Security Council, 

wrote that “a growing Chicom capability might be the deciding factor driving us into a 

$30 billion AICBM program or a huge civil defense effort.”249  This statement is quite 

significant because it lends credence to the idea that the United States employed an ABM 

system directly because of the growing Chinese capability.  The nuclear program in 

China advanced so rapidly that the United States researched and eventually developed an 

antiballistic missile system that had the ability to defend American soil from a potential 

Chinese nuclear attack.  As with any major alteration to a nation’s foreign policy, many 

questions arose regarding the feasibility and the purpose of an ABM system.  Why did 

America choose to build an ABM system over pursuing other forms of nuclear 

deterrence?  What were the negative aspects of creating an antiballistic shield to guard 

against China’s missiles?  What were the positive aspects?  What kind of affect would an 

ABM system have on international arms agreements and the desire for a nonproliferation 

treaty?  How would an ABM defense shield affect foreign diplomacy?  What were the 

potential end results of deploying an ABM system? 

 The American government realized that the Chinese would have a legitimate 

nuclear threat by the early 1970s, and this chapter argues that the United States chose to 

build an ABM system directly as a result of the nuclear progress made by China.  In fact, 

America’s entire foreign policy shifted toward a policy of minimum deterrence that 

aimed to protect the U.S. from China, regardless of the potential consequences.  In 1965 

it was acknowledged in certain circles that an ABM system could effectively stop a 
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Chinese nuclear attack.  Dr. Edward Teller, a theoretical physicist who believed in a 

strong nuclear policy, wrote a letter to McGeorge Bundy of the National Security Council 

that detailed the values of an ABM system: 

It is by no means clear whether or not a missile defense can be developed 
that is good enough to stop an all-out Russian attack.  It seems, however, 
highly probably that a missile defense can be developed to insure all big 
cities in the Atlantic Alliance against the relatively small number of crude 
missiles that the Chinese are likely to possess.  It seems to me reasonable, 
in fact almost necessary, to insure ourselves against independent Chinese 
blackmail.250 

 
In this letter Teller concluded that the Chinese would inevitably blackmail the United 

States with nuclear armaments, and that an ABM system would effectively guard the U.S. 

from a nuclear assault from China due to the distinct comparative advantage America 

possessed concerning advanced technology.  Though it was unlikely that the Chinese 

government would directly threaten the United States with nuclear weapons due to the 

disparity in nuclear technology, it could not be ruled out as a possibility.  Increasing 

technology also allowed the Chinese to attack targets farther away which also would have 

threatened additional American allies, and that was a possibility of which the American 

government was definitely aware. 

 In the same letter Teller also affirmed that an antiballistic missile system would 

probably have been unable to stop a massive Soviet strike, which is interesting because 

that confirmation suggests that Teller pushed the ABM system while considering China 

as the main enemy to be constrained.  Ultimately the United States decided to erect an 

antiballistic defense system because it was deemed an effective deterrent against the 
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Chinese ICBM program, and in extreme circumstances it could have acted as the first line 

of defense for the U.S.  The Deputy Secretary of Defense, Paul Nitze, agreed with 

Teller’s logic and noted that the United States was “confident that this sophisticated 

defense can provide … high assurance of denying damage to the United States from the 

type of attack the CPR will be able to launch in the mid-70’s.”251 

 But the question still remains: With all of the negative possibilities and ephemeral 

security attributed to an ABM system, why did the United States not simply stick with the 

retaliatory policy that had deterred enemies throughout the Cold War?  Paul Nitze 

confronted this issue in a statement to the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy: 

The question naturally arises as to why we do not rely on our capability 
for assured second strike destruction to deter the CPR as we do rely upon 
it to deter the Soviet Union.  The primary difference between the Soviet 
and the CPR case is that it is feasible to provide a damage denial ABM 
against the CPR but it is not feasible to do so against the Soviet Union.  If 
we could assure effective defense of our population against an attack such 
as is within Soviet capabilities we would recommend that we do so.  But 
at present state of technology, we cannot.  Against the CPR, we can.252 

 
Nitze essentially felt that if the American government had the opportunity to prevent 

potential damage to American soil then it should take advantage of the possibility, 

regardless of the consequences.  Since an ABM system was able to protect America from 

a Chinese nuclear assault, presumably due to the inferior technology of China, then Nitze 

clearly believed that the United States had a duty to do everything in its power to protect 

its own citizens.  This also illustrates that the State Department was very concerned about 
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the potential of a nuclear equipped China, and as such the decision to employ an ABM 

system resulted directly from the progress made by the Chinese. 

 By the end of President Johnson’s administration, the question of an 

intercontinental Chinese nuclear capability had become a matter of “When?” and not 

“If?”  The United States needed to make changes in order to counteract the shifting 

global nuclear balance, and the American government did not see a need to continue 

amassing nuclear weaponry in order to deter other countries.  The United States already 

had more than enough weaponry to ensure the destruction of any country in the world, so 

instead America moved toward a more defensive policy which required decreasing 

offensive weapons manufacturing and the implementation of an ABM system.  In 1968, 

the Presidential Policy Planning Council concurred with the shift in policy by confirming 

America’s nuclear superiority: 

The substantial damage our strategic offensive forces could inflict on 
Communist China should prove effective from the standpoint of 
deterrence.  There is no present need to enlarge our offensive forces to 
increase the level of damage we could inflict.253 

 
This statement validates that America felt it already possessed the ability to inflict 

massive amounts of damage, and it is significant that the planning council also noted that 

the sheer size of America’s nuclear stockpiles would act as a deterrent in and of 

themselves.   

 However, why did the United States choose to pursue an ABM system if the 

nuclear deterrent was viewed as already sufficient in 1968?  Ralph Clough, a lead 
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researcher for the Brookings Institute in the 1970s, pointed out that the costs and risks of 

relying heavily on nuclear weaponry to meet aggression abroad would be very high, and 

that might explain some of the reasoning for the administration’s decision to drastically 

reduce its offensive armaments production.254  This reduction in offensive spending 

allowed the United States to pursue an ABM system because it was believed that a well-

implemented ABM system would effectively render the Chinese fledgling nuclear arsenal 

nugatory.  Another reason why the administration could have chosen to pursue an ABM 

system is because the U.S. was continually unable to solidify absolute expectations 

regarding the Chinese missile program. The America government felt it could not afford 

to be caught off guard in the event of a preemptive nuclear strike by the Chinese, even if 

the hypothetical scenario was rather unlikely. 

 Bernard Brodie underscored his opinion on America’s philosophy on nuclear 

warfare in his book, Strategy in the Missile Age, by asserting that Americans did not 

relish the thought of committing the United States to nuclear warfare that would resign a 

large population of humans to death.255  However, it should also be pointed out that 

Brodie’s theory includes a fair amount of American exceptionalism and cultural 

superiority, and the irony is that the United States is the only country to ever drop a 

nuclear weapon on another country.  Another important facet is that the American 

government did little to put nuclear energy under international control.  Despite these 

detractions, this ideology must have factored into the decision to install an ABM system, 

 
 

123

                                                 
254 Ralph N. Clough, The United States, China, and Arms Control, (Washington: Brookings Institution, 
1975), 129. 
255 Bernard Brodie, Strategy in the Missile Age, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1959), 238; 
Robert E. Osgood, Limited War: The Challenge to American Strategy, (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1957), 32. 

 
 



Texas Tech University, John S. Huntington, August 2009  

because if the offensive nuclear deterrent was already sufficient then a defensive system 

would reinforce the deterrent while simultaneously protecting the populace.  The theory 

behind an ABM system was that the defensive shield would prevent or limit the damage 

the United States could receive from a nuclear strike from a foreign country.  Then the 

American government would be afforded the chance to retaliate with the full force of its 

own nuclear arsenal.  This presented potential aggressors with a pretty dim prospect, 

especially for China since their nuclear arsenal was considerably inferior. 

 Not only did the United States erect an ABM system to thwart a potential Chinese 

attack, but it even postulated that the Soviets might want to build their own system to 

safeguard their country from Chinese aggression.  A publication from the Transition 

Policy Planning Council in 1968 announced the decision to build an ABM system, and 

also hopefully predicted that the new defensive system should not change the status of 

Soviet-American relations: 

We have announced a decision to deploy ABM’s for defense against 
attack by the emerging Communist Chinese ICBM force.  The Soviet 
Union may also wish some level of ABM defense against Communist 
China.  ABM deployments for this purpose need not be so large as to raise 
questions about the adequacy of the deterrent forces of the U.S. and Soviet 
Union vis-à-vis each other.256 

 
This statement underscored the fact that the American government developed the ABM 

system purely as a result of the progress made by China, and the Assistant Secretary of 

State, Paul Warnke, asserted that the ABM system should “lead to no acceleration of the 
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Soviet-American strategic arms race.”257  It is apparent that one of the United States’ 

main political concerns in building the ABM system was preventing an overreaction from 

the Soviet Union.  According to Warnke’s theory, an ABM system could simultaneously 

stop a Chinese nuclear attack while still maintaining a sufficient strategic balance with 

the Soviet Union.  However, it is still indicative of how seriously the American 

government took the threat of the Chinese ICBM system because it was willing to risk a 

possible arms race in order to stave off the potential of a nuclear strike from China. The 

U.S. must have felt that the timing was right to build an ABM system because diplomacy 

with the Soviet Union was more amiable, while the People’s Republic of China had 

grown increasingly militant through events like the Cultural Revolution and the 

radicalization of the People’s Liberation Army, which was essentially Mao’s politically 

infused army.258 

 Timing was indeed a major factor for developing the ABM system in the late 

1960s because it afforded the Johnson administration the luxury of assembling the 

defense system before the Chinese could build a significant arsenal of nuclear ICBMs.  

Despite the lack of information regarding the Chinese nuclear program, most American 

intelligence stated that a legitimate ICBM threat would be acquired by China by the early 

1970s at the earliest.  This allowed the United States to prepare for a potential attack 

without being presented with an immediate threat: 
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We have delayed any decision [to deploy an ABM system] until now, 
because one was not needed until now.  During the interim, research and 
development on the Chinese-oriented system continued and the system has 
been greatly improved.  However, the point in time has now been reached 
when we had to make the decision to deploy if we were to have a system 
in the field by the time the Chinese could begin to deploy ICBM’s.  The 
Chinese could test an ICBM as early as this year and they could have an 
ICBM capability of some significance by the mid-1970’s.  Since it will 
take us five years to deploy our defensive system, we need to begin now if 
we are to have our defense ready before the Chinese are capable of an 
attack against the United States.259 

 
The Assistant Secretary of Defense, Paul Warnke, supported the argument that the United 

States decided to install an ABM system to remain one step ahead of China.  McNamara 

thought that America would be able to build an ABM system more quickly than the 

Chinese would be able to assemble a significant ICBM threat, and thus the process to 

employ an ABM defense was started in the late 1960s to prevent a credibility gap.  If 

America waited for too long to deploy the antiballistic system then the Chinese would 

gain an advantage, albeit a slowly evaporating one, since they could potentially acquire 

nuclear ICBMs while the U.S. was “defenseless.”   

 While it is hard to believe that anyone thought the United States was defenseless 

during the Cold War, Warnke apparently felt that that United States needed to take action 

in order to maintain its preponderance in world affairs.  It is also interesting that Warren 

Cohen noted that the American government initiated a research program for an ABM 

system even before the Chinese developed credible delivery methods, and thus it is easy 

to imagine why the American government believed the timing was right to deploy the 

system when signs began to point toward a steadily increasing Chinese missile 

 
 

126

                                                 
259 Remarks of Paul C. Warnke, Assistant Secretary of Defense, 6 October, 1967, Folder: “Spurgeon Keeny 
Memos” [1964-1968], Box: Papers of the President – National Security Files: Name Box #5, Lyndon 
Baines Johnson Presidential Archive, University of Texas, p. 6. 

 
 



Texas Tech University, John S. Huntington, August 2009  

capability.260  By the late 1960s it was widely regarded that the Chinese were going to 

become a major player in nuclear affairs, and this shift in nuclear politics caused the U.S. 

government to develop an ABM system. 

 Paul Warnke also weighed in on the multiple issues that confronted the United 

States as a result of the ABM system.  According to the Assistant Secretary of Defense, 

the decision to deploy the ABM system “resulted solely from a careful consideration of 

the security interests of the United States and its allies.”261  But Warnke presented the 

ABM issue in a different light altogether by using a theoretical scenario in which the 

Soviet Union did not exist: 

I think one way to approach this question is to consider a hypothetical 
world without the Soviet Union.  In that case, I believe that few would 
think our decision required much in the way of explanation.  Hostile 
action by China is, unfortunately, not totally inconceivable; and nations 
have always deployed those defensive systems which could blunt an 
offensive attack from a possible enemy.  If we can create, for a sum well 
within our means, a system which will greatly reduce if not eliminate the 
casualties we might receive from a Chinese attack, logic and prudence 
require that we do so.262 

 
The circumstances presented by Warnke made the implementation of an ABM system 

seem inevitable, but the theoretical scenario was severely flawed because the Soviet 

Union was a very real threat during the Cold War, arguably a greater threat than China.  

However, that does not mean that the scenario should be entirely disregarded because the 

underlying theme of saving American cities and lives resonated during the time period.  
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The scenario Warnke invented completely concurred with Paul Nitze’s statements to the 

Arms Control and Disarmament Agency in which Nitze believed that it was America’s 

duty to protect American lives if the opportunity presented itself.  This is significant 

because the reasoning behind developing an ABM system was to protect the American 

homeland from a Chinese nuclear assault, and the protection of the American people was 

at the very core of this argument. 

 Though it is no surprise that the Assistant and Deputy Secretaries of State agreed 

with each other, it is significant that both of their statements mirrored each other so 

closely.  In fact, during Warnke’s address he issued a statement that solidified the two 

viewpoints: 

In the interim [of China developing a second-strike ability], we decided 
that as long as it was within our technical capability to provide an 
effective defense against this danger, prudence seemed to dictate that we 
deploy that defense which would further deter the Chinese from pre-
empting, and eliminate or greatly reduce our casualties should they engage 
in such an act.263 
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Not only was the decision to deploy an ABM system a matter of national security, but 

Warnke presented the issue as if it were a foregone conclusion once the Chinese 

developed to a certain point by stating that prudence dictated America’s actions.  This 

viewpoint is different from a calculated strategic study on the positives and negatives of 

an ABM system because it seems more like a gut reaction to the potential loss of 

American lives in the event of a preemptive strike by China.  The arguments used by 

Warnke and Nitze seem to appeal to emotion because it is understood that the American 

government would not want to be responsible for endangering the American public.  
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According to both analyses, the United States government would essentially be putting 

American’s in danger by not pursuing an ABM defense shield because China. 

 Warnke also revealed in his statement that another reason for implementing the 

ABM system was because it provided a defense in case the leadership in China panicked 

and launched a nuclear assault on America at the zenith of a crisis.264  Though Warnke 

acknowledged that a nuclear assault resulting from a panic was a remote possibility, he 

also noted that, in the event of such an occurrence, the ABM system would provide its 

defensive duties admirably.  Again, the ABM system is exalted in the scenario because of 

its ability to prevent a nuclear attack from China, but the rationale employed is flawed 

because the American public was already under the nuclear knife because the Soviet 

Union had enough armaments to overwhelm any potential ABM system.  In addition to 

the Assistant Secretary, the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency also considered 

alternate nuclear scenarios because one of its major tasks during 1967 was to analyze the 

influence an ABM shield would have on American nuclear policies and proliferation. 

 The ACDA confirmed that increased proliferation was a direct threat to national 

security because the world would only grow more “complex and dangerous” as a 

result.265  While that conclusion is hardly remarkable for an agency of the United States, 

it still presented the proliferation problem in a different light because increased 

proliferation also meant that technologies would increase and not just simple nuclear 
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armaments.  A special national intelligence estimate reached a similar conclusion when it 

inferred that the deployment of an ABM system by the United States would neither 

hinder nor expedite the Chinese ICBM program: 

We doubt that the US decision to deploy NIKE-X would have much, if 
any, impact on the timing of the IOC date for the Chinese ICBM.  The 
Chinese ICBM program seems already to have a high priority and there is 
little likelihood that it could be further accelerated.266 

 
The American government already concluded that the Chinese ICBM program had been 

given the highest level of importance, and this statement reinforced that argument.  On 

the other hand, it also implied that the ABM system would have had no affect on China’s 

pursuit of ICBMs at all.  In a different scenario the Chinese could have realized the 

potential futility of building an ICBM system that could have been easily thwarted by the 

American ABM shield, and then might have chosen to pursue alternate paths toward 

advanced nuclear technology, such as nuclear submarines.   However, this scenario was 

considered unlikely by American policy makers since the U.S. government believed that 

the Chinese were putting an extreme amount of effort and resources into the ICBM 

program.  It would have been further unlikely because the Chinese stood to gain more 

from a nuclear ICBM than a simple strategic threat to the United States.  Since the 

Johnson administration was convinced about the priority China placed on its ICBM 

program, the American government decided to implement an ABM system in the late 

1960s.  Such a drastic military and political maneuver had effects that ranged from 

domestic considerations, to regional issues, and ultimately to global foreign policy shifts. 

 
 

130

                                                 
266 Special National Intelligence Estimate: Chinese Reactions to a Certain US Course of Action, 3 August, 
1967, Folder: 13-66 to 13-68, Box: National Security Files – National Intelligence Estimates: Box #5, 
Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Archive, University of Texas, pp. 1-2. 

 
 



Texas Tech University, John S. Huntington, August 2009  

  One of the potential policy shifts that the American government discussed 

concerned the shifting emphasis in China’s nuclear program from doggedly pursuing 

ICBMs toward initially increasing its regional power.  A national intelligence estimate in 

1967 outlined the premise for such a shift in Chinese policy: 

If these Chinese perceived that a US ABM effort would nullify the 
deterrent value of their early ICBM, they might react by focusing their 
resources on enlarging and improving their regional force in the hope that 
they could threaten US bases near China as well as important cities of 
Asian allies of the US.  If the Chinese chose this course, they would 
almost certainly view it as only an interim expedient while they worked on 
ways to achieve a credible threat against the continental US.267 

 
Focusing on regional efforts would still allow the Chinese to affect American policy due 

to the proximity of American allies to China, but the United States government still 

thought that the Chinese would only utilize such a shift as a stopgap.  Plainly the 

American government felt that the Chinese would stop at nothing to achieve a strategic 

nuclear threat against the United States.  It is possible that the Chinese could have been 

satisfied with simply controlling the Asiatic sphere via regional armaments, but that 

scenario was unlikely given the amount of effort China had put forth into its long-range 

missile programs.  It also bears mentioning that ballistic missiles were seen as the top tier 

of nuclear technology, and China greatly desired to remain on the cusp of nuclear 

modernity at the very least.268  Paradoxically, it was the idea of a technological gap 
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between China and America that led the U.S. government to try and exploit the perceived 

technological weakness of China via the ABM system. 

 The United States believed that the gap between Chinese and American 

technology could be exploited by using the ABM system as a technological measuring 

stick.  Evidence of this thought process was evident when Assistant Secretary of Defense 

Paul Warnke remarked that the ABM system will significantly lessen the danger 

presented to cities within the United States: 

Our deployment will substantially reduce the Chinese Communist 
capability to threaten American cities and should leave, neither Asia in 
general nor the Chinese in particular, with any uncertainty as to whether or 
not the United States would act to prevent the Chinese from gaining any 
political or military advantage from their nuclear forces.269 

 
Warnke felt that the ABM system would effectively negate any current Chinese 

technology, and he also seemed to imply that the shield would continue to keep China 

from gaining any sort of military or strategic advantage.  The Assistant Secretary 

underscored the situation further by directly noting America’s technological advantage: 

In deploying this system, we seek to emphasize the present unique 
disparity in strategic nuclear capability and technology between the US 
and China and to extend well into the future the credibility of our option 
for a nuclear response.270 

 
America had an overwhelming advantage when it came to nuclear technology, and, 

according to Warnke, the ABM system sought to accentuate such a disparity.  It is 

interesting that the United States believed that the ABM shield would provide credibility 

for an extensive period of time, especially considering that the American government 
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repeatedly underestimated the Chinese throughout their nuclear testing program.  

Nonetheless, America would undoubtedly retain the technological edge for the 

foreseeable future regardless of the ABM system.  Maintaining the edge in military and 

technological superiority was only one of America’s multiple goals during this time 

period because the United States also sought increased security through international 

arms agreements. 

 International arms agreements could have decreased nuclear proliferation and 

created a safer global environment, whereas increased proliferation created a more 

difficult atmosphere for the passage of international legislation.  Contemporary scholar 

Hungdah Chiu noted that China was belligerent toward arms agreements in the early 

1960s, and this attitude became more pointed as China’s nuclear capabilities increased.271  

The Joint Committee on Atomic Energy observed that the progression of the Chinese 

nuclear program would have an undesirable effect on the fledgling proliferation treaty 

due to China’s proximity to the potentially nuclear India.272  India had not yet made the 

decision to pursue nuclear weaponry, and the American government thought that India 

would be pushed further toward developing nuclear armaments to use as a deterrent 

against possible Chinese aggression.  It is understandable why the United States would 

take this viewpoint because India and China already had an unsteady relationship, and the 

Indian government might have wanted to keep options open as a result of China’s 

military superiority.  The American government’s foreign nuclear deterrent still extended 
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to India, but it is unsurprising that the Joint Committee concluded that Chinese nuclear 

progress would have a definitive impact on the nuclear proliferation treaty because 

countries in the Asiatic sphere would be more inclined to seek their own deterrent against 

Chinese aggression. 

 China’s isolation from the global community also presented a problem for the 

implementation of international arms agreements because of its growing nuclear power.  

A country that was steadily improving its nuclear technology that had chosen to abstain 

from the nonproliferation pact would inevitably cast doubt upon the international 

legislation’s ability to prevent widespread proliferation.  The U.S. Arms Control and 

Disarmament Agency issued a statement in its address to Congress in 1967 concerning 

arms control and China that concurred with that position: 

The successful detonation of a thermonuclear device by Communist 
China, plus evidence of a developing missile delivery capability, [has] 
prompted grave questions about the efficacy of possible international arms 
control agreements if Mainland China continues to isolate itself from the 
rest of the world.273 

 
China’s abstention from arms agreements caused a significant problem for the American 

government because it made international treaties seem somewhat irrelevant.   However, 

this was a problem that the United States could have resolved because China’s 

international exile was largely the fault of America’s “one China” policy.  Nevertheless, 

apparently the American government was too proud to deal with the political fallout from 

a complete policy reversal, and so the Johnson administration was forced to deal with the 
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difficulties that arose from having a country with significant nuclear power exist outside 

of international arms agreements. 

 One of the major questions that arose was what if one country spurned the Test 

Ban Treaty and the nonproliferation treaty?  Why would other countries choose to 

comply with America’s desires?  The ACDA noted an even more dangerous problem 

concerning the possibility of China forging its own arms agreements: 

The research indicated that Communist China may take initiatives of its 
own to promote non-aggression pacts, no-first-use pledges, denuclearized 
zones, agreements with other nations of the region to reduce conventional 
armaments, although it is most unlikely that the present regime will 
consider seriously arms control arrangements requiring restraints on its 
nuclear weapons program in the foreseeable future.274 

 
The United States government recognized that the Chinese could potentially carve the 

world into different nuclear camps, which would have had an unpredictably dangerous 

impact on the global nuclear balance.  Though it was improbable that China would agree 

to any sort of arms agreement because an agreement would have truncated its own 

nuclear program, the potential for further division within the world was not an appetizing 

thought for the American government.  The possible failures of arms agreements 

illustrated another reason why the American government felt that an ABM system would 

be beneficial in the event of uncertain global scenarios. 

 The only way to ensure that the world would remain safe from nuclear 

catastrophe was to remove all of the nuclear weaponry, but by the late 1960s 

disarmament was a complete pipe dream. On the other hand, the theory of arms control 
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was one that could have potentially been beneficial, and the ABM system was seen as a 

form of arms control.  R. E. Brown published an article that noted the differences 

between disarmament and arms control measures: 

Where disarmament seeks to prevent war entirely, arms control has the 
more modest objective of making it unattractive, and removing some of 
the possible causes of war.  Disarmament intends to make war physically 
impossible, but tends to create … a situation of relative instability.  Arms 
control, on the other hand, has the objective of creating conditions of long 
term stability by making resumption of the arms race less attractive than 
acceptance of the control situation.275 

 
According to Brown, disarmament would have created an unstable environment, 

presumably because countries are inevitably going to attempt to create their own 

advantages over other countries.  Arms control seemed to be the more plausible method 

to prevent a nuclear exchange, and it was the path the international community eventually 

chose to take.  An upset in the balance of nuclear weaponry could have had disastrous 

consequences, and China’s belligerence regarding arms agreements further cemented the 

United States’ decision to formulate its own prevention method in the form of an ABM 

system.  An increasing amount of countries with nuclear weapons was considered both a 

danger to global stability, as well as a potential blow to American prestige because then 

the U.S. would no longer lead the world in technological advancements.  Interestingly 

some American officials thought that the ABM system would help the United States 

achieve the long term goal of ending, or at least stemming, nuclear proliferation. 

 Further evidence is found when examining Paul Nitze’s statements concerning the 

antiballistic missile shield and arms agreements: 
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This area ABM, by denying a threat by Communist China of destruction 
of U.S. cities should provide an additional indication to Asians that we 
intend to deter China from nuclear blackmail against them.  This should 
contribute toward our goal of discouraging nuclear weapon proliferation 
among the present non-nuclear countries.276 

 
Nitze equated the threat reduction to American cities to non-proliferation by way of 

asserting that America intended to deter the Chinese from blackmailing any Asian allies 

of the U.S.  Though it is not directly stated, Nitze implied that America would continue to 

extend a nuclear deterrent to its Asian allies despite the creation of a domestic ABM 

system.  Following this logic the nations allied with America would not need to seek their 

own nuclear deterrent because they could continue to rely on the United States. 

 However, there are flaws within this logic because it only seemed to pertain to 

U.S. allies, and it also limited the scope to the Asiatic sphere in this scenario.  It is well 

known that NATO had a nuclear deterrent in place to safeguard American allies in 

Europe, but did that deterrent extend to every single American ally?  If not then the ABM 

system only partially aided the quest for nuclear nonproliferation, and it could be argued 

that it was actually detrimental to nonproliferation arms agreements.  Historian Warren 

Cohen has noted that America agreed to stand by its commitments in the Asiatic sphere 

after China acquired nuclear weaponry, but that only represented a small section of the 

globe.  The statement also does not address the issue of nations that were not allied to 

America.  Without any sort of military or strategic deterrent, what would have stopped an 

unaffiliated nation from attempting to gain nuclear armaments?  Historian John Gittings 

observed a precedent for this very kind of behavior that was, ironically, set by China 
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when it decided to remove Soviet aid and oversight in favor of developing their own 

nuclear deterrent.277  Regardless of the fallacies within the argument, Nitze nevertheless 

felt that the ABM system would help America move in the right direction concerning 

nonproliferation.  All of the arguments for the ABM system pointed toward the fact that 

America was now basing its standards for minimum deterrence on China’s nuclear 

capabilities. 

 America had essentially employed a minimum deterrent that focused on China 

instead of revolving around the nuclear stockpiles of the Soviet Union.  Combined with 

arms control agreements, the American government had positioned itself in a state of 

relative safety due to the new standard of minimum deterrence provided by development 

of the ABM system.  There remained obvious chinks in the armor of the ABM defense 

system and the aims of arms agreements, but at the time period it seemed like the best 

course of action to the American government.  However, before the ABM system was 

fully operational, multiple analysts and scholars pointed out a number of negative 

potential outcomes to the deployment of an ABM system. 

 Reynold E. Brown, the principal investigator of the Space and Information 

Systems Division of North American Aviation, revealed a potentially damaging issue in a 

published report concerning post-arms control situations which asserted that perfectly 

defending the United States was a daunting task.  Brown lamented, “It is generally 

conceded that perfect defense of the US proper is impossible.”278  This is a fairly dire 

outlook because the ABM system cost a considerable amount of money, and it might 
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have been incapable of perfectly defending the United States.  Unfortunately, this turned 

out to be the case because the United States still does not have an ABM defense shield 

because the cost and ineffectiveness of such a system outweighed the potential 

advantages.  Even though an ABM shield would effectively stop a nuclear assault from 

China, it would be completely ineffective at stopping a massive attack from the Soviet 

Union.  Brown further undercut the idea of a preventive missile shield by noting, “The 

United States is difficult, if not impossible, to defend from ballistic missile attack.”279  If 

it was generally thought that perfect defense of the U.S. was impossible and that it was 

equally impossible to defend America from a ballistic missile attack, then why did the 

United States choose to pursue an ABM system at all?  Another issue detractors pointed 

out was that an ABM system might have increased or decreased nuclear proliferation, and 

consequently created an even more dangerous world by creating a more extreme arms 

race. 

 The irony would have been overwhelming if the ballistic missile defense shield 

would have resulted in further proliferation because the world would have become even 

more dangerous, and then the United States would have been stuck in a cycle of offensive 

and defensive deterrence.  In fact, the detractors turned out to be correct because the 

possibility of an American ABM system created international anxiety which led to an 

increasingly advanced arms race in later decades.  R. E. Brown again initiated this 

argument by pointing out that the ABM system might actually undermine global nuclear 

stability: 
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It is unlikely that any nation will trust its survival to an antiballistic missile 
system, particularly as the Treaty of Moscow precludes any actual test of 
the system.  Recognizing this, some analysts have subtly changed the 
meaning of stability.  It no longer refers to a reciprocal fear of surprise 
attack, but rather to the incentives nations have to engage in an arms race.  
Deployment of defenses, according to this view, virtually compels the 
enemy to develop new offensive forces, and this 'triggers another round in 
the arms race.’280 

 
According to Brown’s line of thinking, an effective defensive system would have 

encouraged other countries to increase their nuclear armaments in order to remain at the 

cutting edge of military technology.  China had already made their nuclear program the 

top priority, and if Brown’s theory held true then an ABM system would do very little, if 

anything, to stop nuclear proliferation or the advancement of delivery systems.  This 

issue was even discussed in more public arenas, such as magazines and newspapers.  The 

magazine Business Week published an entire article detailing the debate revolving around 

the ABM system, which was called Nike-X at the time of publication.  The magazine 

revealed that even President Johnson had reservations about pulling the Nike-X system 

out of the developmental stage: 

[President] Johnson is reluctant to pull Nike-X out of its present status of 
‘advanced development’ and order it into production and operational use.  
That move would probably set off a dangerous new stage of the nuclear 
arms race.281 

 
This represented a problematic line of thinking for the United States government because 

the ABM system was intended to maintain the safety of America, and yet it was 

postulated that the system could have had the opposite effect and instead increased the 

desire for new and improved nuclear weaponry. 
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 Not only did the ABM’s detractors believe that an ABM system would have 

caused an increase in the production of offensive weapons capabilities, but it was also 

noted that the ABM systems themselves could proliferate as well.  Jerome H. Kahan, a 

member of the Science and Technology Bureau, remarked that the creation of an 

American ABM system could have prevented further proliferation as much as it could 

have possibly initiated a new variation of the arms race: 

ABM deployment [by US and USSR] could dissuade nations from 
acquiring ballistic missiles by decreasing the utility of missiles vis-a-vis 
the US and USSR and increasing the credibility of assurances by the major 
powers.  On the other hand, ABM deployment could stimulate the desire 
for missiles among Nth countries [countries outside of the Soviet and 
American blocs] by starting a new round in the strategic arms race, and 
ABM systems themselves might begin proliferating.282 

 
All of these arguments combined to create a theoretical situation in which countries 

would continually be improving their offensive systems in order to penetrate ABM 

systems, while simultaneously acquiring an ABM system themselves to prevent 

widespread destruction of their own nation.  Even though China’s missile program had 

not progressed enough to develop an ABM system, instability would have still been an 

issue because of the looming potential for increasingly deadly armament production.  The 

danger was that the creation of a new offensive arms race was the opposite of the 

intended result of an ABM system, but that was a distinct possibility because a country 

did not want to fall behind the technological curve during the height of the Cold War. 

 Another theory went one step further than the proliferation of ABM systems by 

asserting that the mere installation of an antiballistic missile system would increase the 

impetus for other countries to create penetration systems.  The American government was 
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indeed concerned about China possibly pursuing alternate paths in order to gain leverage 

against the United States.  An intelligence report on potential Chinese reactions to viable 

American actions noted the affect that an ABM system could have had on China’s 

nuclear program: 

A decision to deploy NIKE-X would force the Chinese to consider 
measures which would give them a better chance to saturate or penetrate 
US ABM defenses with limited numbers of ICBMs.283 

 
This line of thinking coincided with the theory that an ABM system would have resulted 

in a new arms race.  If the Chinese chose to research ABM penetration methods then 

America’s ABM system would have been a failure because it simply led to an alternative 

type of arms race.  However in this scenario the United States would be forced to keep up 

with an offensive arsenal to contend with the Soviet Union while simultaneously 

reinforcing and improving its defenses against a potential Chinese nuclear attack.  At 

some point in that scenario the American government would hopefully choose one 

program on which to rely, most likely the offensive nuclear weaponry, at the expense of 

the other program.  Yet it is still an intriguing scenario because the intelligence estimate 

forced the government to consider radical or unforeseen changes in a foreign country’s 

nuclear weaponry and technology, and it illustrated one of the potential weaknesses of an 

ABM system as well. 

 The last major counterargument against the antiballistic missile system concerned 

the nuclear capabilities of the Soviet Union.  Similar to how R. E. Brown considered the 

defense of the United States to be impossible, others felt that an ABM system was not 
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feasible because it would not have been able to stop a nuclear attack from the Soviet 

Union.  Paul Nitze, the Deputy Secretary of Defense, remarked in a statement to the Joint 

committee on Atomic Energy, “An ABM deployment aimed at providing assurance of 

security for our population as a whole against the Soviet threat is infeasible with today’s 

technology.”284  This concern for the ability to stop a nuclear strike from the Soviet 

Union was also raised in the later transitional years of Johnson’s presidency: 

The deployment of heavy ABM defense against Soviet attack [on 
American cities] would be no more promising after failure to negotiate an 
agreed limit than is now the case.  Such an effort would still face the 
prospect of a Soviet response that would nullify the value of our 
investment.285 

 
These reactions raise the question: If an ABM system could not adequately defend the 

United States while also possibly creating a more dangerous arms race then why did the 

American government continue to pursue such a measure?  It is possible that the 

American government was overly concerned about China’s motives for gaining a modern 

nuclear delivery system, and undoubtedly the repeated intelligence inadequacies factored 

into America’s decision.  Another significant factor was that the United States knew that 

the Chinese were making significant progress in their missile program, despite the lack of 

exact details.  In the end, the decision to research and install an ABM system occurred 

because the Johnson administration thought that it had the ability to stop a nuclear attack 

from China and save the potential loss of American lives. 
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The United States ultimately decided to develop an ABM system to deter or block a 

potential Chinese attack, and this shift in policy was a direct response to China’s rapidly 

advancing nuclear weapons program.  When the Chinese were on the cusp of developing 

an ICBM that could reach American soil the U.S. government realized that a policy 

change was necessary, and the ABM defense system provided the United States a policy 

of minimum deterrence that simultaneously allowed for a flexible global policy.  Despite 

the multitude of counterarguments to the ABM system, the American government 

concluded that it was a prudent decision to develop an ABM system because the 

defensive shield would effectively stop a crude missile attack from China.  The People’s 

Republic of China had gone from a fledgling nuclear power that was only capable of 

testing nuclear devices in 1964 to a dangerous nuclear state that possessed the ability to 

project power via nuclear armaments.  America’s foreign policy shifted to account for the 

shifting global nuclear balance, and the ABM system showed the extent to which the 

United States was willing to go to prevent widespread destruction of its own cities and 

citizens. 
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Chapter VI 

Conclusion 

 
  

 In the end the American government decided against deploying a fully operational 

ABM system.  Though the system was fully developed the flaws that existed during 

Johnson’s administration remained true throughout the nuclear era, such as the fact that it 

was impossible to perfectly defend the United States and that the potential to stop missile 

attacks led to global instability.  Even though the American government chose not to 

erect an ABM system to safeguard the United States, the development of an ABM system 

remains significant because it illustrated how powerful, both symbolically and militarily, 

nuclear weapons were during the Cold War.  The Johnson administration was so alarmed 

by nuclear proliferation that they contributed a great deal of time and effort to creating a 

defense system that could have stopped a missile attack China. 

 After Johnson opted not to run for reelection in 1968 many policies changed in 

America when the Nixon administration was ushered into office.  Along with ending the 

war in Vietnam, Nixon was also responsible for the “opening of China” when he visited 

China in 1972.  This was a significant departure from the previous “one China” policy 

which had prevented direct diplomacy between the United States and China.  Nixon was 

also the President whenever détente was initiated to relax tensions with the Soviet Union.  

Both of these events were significant because of their positive effects on foreign 

diplomacy, and it illustrated that the United States was no longer locked in a rigid 

ideological and geographical conflict with the major Communist powers. 
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 The infeasibility of an ABM system increased the importance of international 

arms agreements due to the concern for nuclear proliferation and arms control.  

Throughout the Cold War multiple arms agreements were reached, though not all of them 

were ratified.   The first major international legislation after the Johnson administration 

was the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, and it is still being ratified by countries.  

Another significant series of talks, the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaties(SALT), took 

place throughout much of the latter half of the Cold War.  The SALT agreements dealt 

with the limitation of strategic armaments in an attempt to prevent uncontrolled arms 

races from occurring, which illustrates how concerned the world had become concerning 

the overwhelming power of nuclear weaponry.  The most recent arms agreement that is 

still under consideration is the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty which has roots all the 

way back to the Johnson administration.  However, despite being a signatory, the United 

States has still refused to ratify the agreement after it was passed by the United Nations 

General Assembly in 1996. 

 Since Johnson’s administration the nuclear world has become increasingly run by 

arms agreements to prevent proliferation and arms races, but one of the most 

destabilizing events came during the administration of Ronald Reagan.  During the 1980s 

the Reagan administration created the Strategic Defense Initiative, which was a program 

that developed an ABM system that utilized defensive systems from both ground and 

space.  Though the SDI was never implemented the potential of such a system created a 

great deal of turbulence in the realm of nuclear diplomacy.  The ability to both stop and 

potentially fire a missile from space would have put other countries at a major 

disadvantage, and the concern was that it would have sparked an increasingly dangerous 
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arms race.  The SDI was not fully created for many of the same reasons that the ABM 

system was never implemented under Johnson in the 1960s, but it still sparked a build-up 

in the 1980s that eventually forced the Soviet Union into bankruptcy.  All the way to the 

very end of the Cold War the shadow of nuclear weaponry loomed over global affairs and 

its affect was felt by every nation. 

Nuclear weaponry still lends power to the possessing nation even in the current 

era, but the symbol of nuclear energy was even more powerful during the formative days 

of nuclear theory and technology.  The power of nuclear weapons can be viewed by the 

multitude of arms agreements that were constructed during the Cold War to ensure the 

safety of the planet, and also by the way nations continue to pursue nuclear power to gain 

international prestige.  As this thesis was being written the world has been on the edge of 

its seat because the North Korean government started heavily experimenting with nuclear 

weaponry, and the Iranian government has also been deceptively trying to pursue nuclear 

power.  When the Chinese became only the fifth nation in the world to gain nuclear 

weaponry it forced the other nations, nuclear and non-nuclear, to adapt their policies to 

account for the shifting strategic balance.  America attempted to downplay the effect of 

nuclear proliferation, yet the damage had been done because nuclear weaponry had 

already been cemented as the greatest indicator of global power and prestige.  When it 

became apparent that China was eventually going to be able to target American cities by 

the early 1970s, the United States government adapted its flexible policy to counter 

China’s nuclear progress.  The potential of an antiballistic missile system provided the 

U.S. government with an effective deterrent that also defended the homeland, and it also 

attempted to keep America from continuing to stockpile nuclear weaponry by trying to 
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negate arms races.  Despite the fact that the United States never implemented a fully-

functioning ABM system, the symbolism and power of nuclear weaponry was reaffirmed 

by the American government’s quest to prevent nuclear annihilation. 
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