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To what extent do preferences and reputation influence the course of international politics?  As the study of international relations moves towards placing more emphasis on the role of individuals, personal history and world views play an increasingly important role in explaining outcomes.  In the study of foreign affairs, policymakers’ views are often placed along a hawkish-dovish continuum to summarize their thoughts on the best manner of conducting foreign policy.  

Particularly noteworthy are those cases where leaders turn their backs on the reputation they have constructed and take a course of action at odds with their previously stated beliefs.  In particular, a number of scholars have examined the reasons that “only Nixon could go to China,” to understand why such a hawkish president became the first American head of state to visit communist China.  These studies have focused on the unique electoral incentives for hawkish politicians who make dovish policy.  They argue that hawkish politicians possess a unique advantage over doves in that they are trusted to bargain well because of their hawkish reputation, and are therefore unlikely to ‘sell out’ the interests of the state.

This study will also investigate the role of hawkish and dovishness in rapprochement between former adversaries.  However, unlike previous studies, this one will begin by focusing on definitions and conceptual issues raised by hawkishness.  Clarifying these issues will show that hawkishness is not a uni-dimensional concept, but instead a two dimensional space.  This study will also present a theory of success which includes electoral considerations to explain political actions.  The theory will argue that politicians fundamentally seek foreign policy successes which they can present to voters during the election to demonstrate their fitness for office.  Most critical, however, is that the higher the likelihood of foreign policy success, the more pragmatic leaders will be in their hawkishness, and hence the higher likelihood of acting out of character.  

To test the ‘only Nixon’ theory against the ‘likelihood of success’ theory, this study will use the paradigmatic case of Nixon’s rapprochement with China.  As this case is seen as the prime example of using one’s reputation to create a surprise peace, this is a hard case for the success theory.  However, analysis of this case will show that in three critical areas the evidence does not support the ‘only Nixon’ theory while lending support to the ‘likelihood of success.’  The manner in which the Nixon administration approached easing relations, U.S. domestic public opinion, and changing threat perceptions all greatly influenced how the Nixon administration was able to improve relations with China.

The next section of this paper will review the existing literature on the ‘only Nixon’ thesis and summarize the main findings of its proponents.  The following section will examine the definition of hawkishness and explain why the concept is better understood as two-dimensional.  The third part of the paper will introduce the theory of ‘likelihood of success’ to explain both when acting out of character is most likely and the political calculus behind such actions.  A case study of Sino-American relations between 1968 and 1972 follows, broken down into three key areas: the Nixon administration’s policy of secrecy, changing U.S. public opinion, and the Sino-Soviet split.  The paper will conclude with a discussion of the two theories and how closely their expectations match the reality of the case.  

‘Only Nixon could go to China’: Previous research on out of character actions


During the cold war, much of the focus on hawks and doves was devoted to their opposed views on the best manner to manage conflict between the superpowers and nuclear weapons.  The end of the cold war temporarily put aside the discussion of hawks and doves and even led some to hypothesize that such divisions were are no longer relevant.
  However, there has been a recent resurgence in interest in leadership preferences that has attempted to make generalizations about state behavior based on their leaders’ hawkishness.  These scholars focus on the electoral connection between the ideology of leaders, foreign policy decisions, and how these influence voting decisions.  Surprisingly, these studies uniformly show hawks to have significant advantages over doves both in their dealing with foreign leaders and their electoral prospects.  


The crux of these studies is the ‘Only Nixon could go to China’ problem: why did the United States achieve a diplomatic breakthrough with a communist adversary under the leadership of a politician that made a name for himself as an anti-communist and rose to prominence for his role in the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC)?  The answer, according to Kenneth Schultz, is that voters have difficulty identifying the type of leader in power.
  Is the head of state an extremist dove, willing to give away the store for peace, or extremist hawk, unwilling to compromise at any price, or a moderate version of these, willing to compromise if it is reciprocated?  The problem faced by doves is that compromise on their part makes them appear to be extremists, while compromise by hawks identifies them as moderates.  The electoral consequences of this finding are straightforward: electorates will favor moderates and punish extremists.  Since doves cannot show themselves to be moderates when it comes to negotiating with adversaries, they will be punished for taking such actions.


A related domestic-international connection is made by Alastair Smith.
  He argues that publics want to distinguish between competent and incompetent leaders, and one means to do so is through whether or not they intervene in foreign affairs.  According to Smith, publics see intervention as a test of competence, meaning that only competent leaders will intervene.  Since hawks are more interventionist and more likely to follow through on the threats they make, competent leaders will behave hawkishly and hawkish behavior will be favored by democratic publics.  

Taking a different approach by favoring statistical analysis over game theory, Michael Colaresi shows that leadership turnover is related to the level of cooperation among enduring rivals.
  According to his argument, leaders who “overcooperate” with rivals are more likely to lose power than those who do not.  He cites examples of leaders who were punished for unreciprocated cooperation: Ehud Barak, Neville Chamberlain, and Kim Dae-jung.  By focusing on enduring rivalries, Colaresi is looking at cases where there is generally a high level of engagement between the two sides, but different approaches on how to best change a rival’s behavior.

In a broader study of out of character actions, Cukierman and Tommasi argue that such actionns are rare and most likely to occur when there is some uncertainty about politicians’ positions on the particular issue.
  This runs counter to the reputation argument employed by other scholars, arguing that reversals are most likely to occur precisely when the public is uncertain about a politicians views.  Their rational for such actions is also slightly different than the other theories, as they highlight the fact that such unlikely policy positions tend to be viewed as objectively better and not ideologically motivated by the voting public.

Reviewing these studies of hawkishness makes several things apparent.  First, with the exception of Cukierman and Tommasi, the scholars argue that publics favor hawkish behavior from their leaders and are likely to punish doves.  Even if this finding is restricted to cases where the states in question are rivals this is a remarkable repudiation of dovish principles.  Second, there is little agreement on what constitutes hawkishness.  Is it willingness to use force, intervention, or level of cooperation?  Further, Schultz’s study adds a second axis to the analysis – pragmatism – that modifies the hawkishness axis.  This study will challenge both assumptions about the successes of hawkishness and the concept of hawkishness itself.  
Distinctions and Definitions


Before we can study hawkishness, we must grapple with the conceptual issues that surround it and lead to the problems seen in previous research.  Like other international relations concepts such as democracy, power, and national interest, hawkishness suffers from frequent use without conceptual clarity.  Unlike these concepts however, there are few empirical referents upon which to base a study of the term.  


The study of hawkishness is further plagued by a number of additional problems.  The fact that hawkishness denotes the preferences of a particular leader makes it difficult to distinguish between rhetoric and true beliefs.  This problem is the basis for the game theoretic problem of a pooling equilibrium encompassing both hawks and doves.  It is also difficult to know at what point a leader’s actions should be viewed as more significant than their rhetoric.  To return to the case of Richard Nixon, do his actions towards China demonstrate that he is no longer a hawk?  


In his discussion of concepts, Gary Goertz identifies three levels: basic, secondary, and indicator/data.
  The most important of these is the basic level, because it, as Goertz notes, “is cognitively central.”
  In his discussion of the basic level, Goertz points out that scholars need to deal with the “negative pole” of their concept.  This view is useful for thinking about some of the analytical problems facing the concept of hawkishness.


The first issue when thinking about the concept of hawkishness is what defines its basic level.  Nearly all understandings of the concept point to the use of violence as a key element of hawkishness: hawks believe in strong defense, the efficacy of force in solving problems, and have a lower threshold for the use of force to resolve differences.  Goertz notes that concepts should have a clear definition of how the object interacts with its environment.  Since most scholars wish to use hawkishness to explain bargaining behavior between states, it seems useful to focus on a leader’s threshold for using military force.  

Unfortunately, while this concept is useful as a basic understanding of what a hawk is, it does not help us greatly with our understanding of doves.  The problem with the concept of hawkishness is similar to that which Goertz describes for war: the opposite state is not necessarily clear.  Perhaps this is also why dovishness becomes a residual category in most of the studies on hawkishness.  While it is possible to define a dove as someone who sets the threshold at which they will resort to violence high, this does not capture the common sense understanding of how doves approach the world.  

Instead, doves tend to be thought of as favoring dialogue, cooperation, and engagement with adversaries.  Of these factors, the one which comes closest to defining the actions of dovish leaders is an attempt to engage in international politics.  This axis measures the extent to which leaders wish to play an active role in the international system.  Thus, while hawks operate along a coercion axis, doves exist along an axis of interaction.  The two ideologies are defined by two different core characteristics: coercion and international engagement.

Table 1: Leader types on hawkish and dovish axes

	
	Threshold for Force 

	
	Low
	High

	International Engagement 
	Low
	Isolationist Hawks

Shamir
	Cautious Doves

Carter

	
	High
	Aggressive Hawks

Reagan, Rabin
	Assertive Doves

Sharett, Brandt


Combining these two axes yields four types of leaders based on their separate hawkishness and dovishness scores.  Isolationist hawks have a low threshold for the use of force but also generally resist engaging their adversaries.  These leaders believe in the efficacy of the use of force, but are skeptical of foreign engagements and view military strength as a means to get other states to ‘leave it alone’.  In the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, some Likud members and other hawkish politicians viewed the claims of the Palestinians as illegitimate and refused to engage serious negotiations with them.  While Yitzak Shamir took part in the 1991 Madrid Conference on the Middle East Peace, he later admitted that he had little interest in peace and would have strung the Arabs along for ten years.


Assertive  doves eschew the use of force while embracing engagement with their adversaries.  While frequently undercut by members of his own cabinet, Israel Prime Minister Moshe Sharett believed that negotiations could resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict.
  He initiated secret talks with the Egyptians in 1954, which led to an exchange of letters with Nasser.  While Defense Minister Pinhas Lavon and IDF Chief of Staff Moshe Dayan both believed that the Arabs only responded to force, Sharett engaged in a diplomatic effort which sought to reduce tensions.
  West German Chancellor Willy Brandt also followed this line in his Ostpolitik aimed at improving East-West relations.  Unlike his predecessors, he was willing to actively engage Communist rulers in the Eastern Bloc.


Both these categories generally correspond to how hawks and doves are treated in much of the literature.  However, the creation of two distinct axes adds two new categories to the mix.  When the threshold for force is low, as with isolationist hawks, but the willingness to engage is high, the result is an aggressive hawkish leader.  The critical element for this group is that while they are still quite willing to use force, they much more interested in taking actions in the international sphere.  Instead of simply using a state’s military power for defense, unilateral hawks believe that this power should be employed to aggressively further national interests abroad.  Critical here is that unilateral hawks will wish to engage adversaries, but do so on their own terms.  In 1992 Yitzak Rabin came to power in Israel with a clear program for peace.  Although Rabin made a name for himself as a soldier, he believed that ultimately Israel’s security depended on lasting peace with its neighbors.  Still, while seeking peace, Rabin still believed that when necessary Israel should deal harshly with threats, leading him to proclaim that he his government “will fight terror as if there are no peace talks and we will conduct peace talks as if there is no terror.”
  Rabin’s statement shows that scholarship on hawks and doves often creates a false dichotomy: leaders who engage must avoid force.


The final category is home to those leaders who avoid the use of force while also limiting their engagement with their adversaries.  Such leaders are cautious doves who refuse to rely on military force, but seek to avoid engaging potential adversaries.  Such leaders may be moralizers who eschew engagement on ethical grounds.   While Jimmy Carter was shocked by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, he was unwilling to issue military threats to pressure the Soviets, and was instead left to lower levels of coercion, as exemplified in his 1980 State of the Union address

While this invasion continues, we and the other nations of the world cannot conduct business as usual with the Soviet Union. That's why the United States has imposed stiff economic penalties on the Soviet Union….I've limited other commerce with the Soviet Union, and I've asked our allies and friends to join with us in restraining their own trade with the Soviets and not to replace our own embargoed items. And I have notified the Olympic Committee that with Soviet invading forces in Afghanistan, neither the American people nor I will support sending an Olympic team to Moscow.

The decision to have the Israeli military unilaterally withdraw from southern Lebanon under Ehud Barak is another example of this thinking.  Rather than seek and agreement or use force to change Hezbollah’s behavior, Barak instead chose to avoid force and make unilateral concessions he believed would increase Israel’s security.

While the creation of separate hawk and dove axes add a great deal to clarifying the concept of hawkishness, to understand how these different types actually influence foreign policy, an interactive element must be added.  One element that is noteworthy from the examples of Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan is that in both cases actions by Soviet Union had a dramatic impact on the extent to which they wished to pursue a policy of engagement.  The situational component is critical if one wishes to understand how a leader’s ideology influences both their likelihood of making peace and the domestic repercussions of such attempts.

Theory: Political calculus and the likelihood of success


While Schultz and other scholars are right to highlight the importance that a leader’s ideological leanings may play in finding peace, they miss the interactive component of dispute settlement.  It not only matters whether or not a leader is viewed as dovish or hawkish, it also matters whether or not a potential adversary is amenable to improving relations.  In fact, to a large degree, how the actions taken by a leader are viewed depends upon how they are received by the adversary.  


A key element that is missed in a number of the analyses of hawks and doves is the fact that what leaders seek, beyond specific agreements, are foreign policy successes.  Thus, leaders are likely to gravitate towards situations that are likely to yield positive outcomes for their government and avoid those where embarrassing failures are likely.  A higher likelihood of success allows both aggressive hawks and cautious doves to take advantage of favorable conditions to make an agreement with a former adversary.  For isolationist hawks even higher likelihood of success will either be insufficient to draw them into negotiations while for assertive doves the likelihood of success does not matter.

A number of things may signal that a foreign policy success is more likely.  The first set of changes relate to international system.  At this level, transformations may make an adversary less powerful or change how they are viewed.  Less powerful adversaries may be more willing to strike a deal as the costs of continuing the dispute rise.  The collapse of the Soviet Union removed a key source of support for a number of Arab regimes, decreasing the threat they posed to Israel.  On the other hand, shifting alliances can reveal shared interests or the opportunity to divide one’s enemies.  When the Nixon administration sided with Pakistan against India and the Soviet Union in the 1971 Bangladesh War, this showed China another area of intersecting interests with the United States.  


The second area where significant change can occur is at the domestic level.  Most notable here is a change in leadership that may make a state more amenable to reaching an agreement.  The election of Rabin in Israel signaled to other actors in the region that the intransigence of Shamir’s regime was history and Israel was now prepared to engage former adversaries.  Similarly, Gorbachev’s leadership of the Soviet Union and his reform attempts demonstrated to the Reagan administration that it could make substantial progress in reducing tensions between the two sides.  More significantly, regime change may make former adversaries more comfortable with one another.  Although there is evidence that regime transitions may increase the likelihood of conflict, the democratic peace literature has shown the pacific benefits of democratic dyads.
  The successful democratization of Germany following World War II is at least partially credited with paving the way for improved relations with Western Europe.  


Finally, a third area that leads to change relates to time.  Over time old hostilities can decrease as those with personal experience fighting against the rival state lose office, retire, or pass away.  Thus, demographic changes may replace hostile generations with people who do not have a personal stake in the conflict.  At the same time, as peaceful periods grow in duration, both sides may gain confidence that future conflict is increasingly unlikely.  What may have started as a tenuous peace may strengthen through time.  In Europe, views towards Germany have changed as the generation with direct experience fighting against the Germans declines as a percentage of the overall population.  


Smith’s analysis is correct that publics desire foreign policy action from their politicians, but he is incorrect to narrowly define such successes as military interventions because these show competence.  Leaders may be rewarded for a broad array of foreign policy issues: trade agreements, management of international organization membership, humanitarian interventions, foreign aid programs, peace negotiations, and military interventions, to name but a few.  Over the course of their term in office, leaders want to be able to point to more significant foreign policy successes than failures.  In each situation, leaders must weigh the likelihood of success against benefits or costs of the policy.  As a result, leaders will seek out situations where foreign policy successes are particularly likely while trying to minimize entering into situations where the risk of failure is too high.  Only under conditions where politicians are desperate for a foreign policy success will they take on a risky foreign policy endeavor with the hopes of reaping significant benefits.



Table 2: Leader types and the likelihood of engagement with an adversary
	
	Isolationist Hawks
	Aggressive Hawks
	Cautious Doves
	Assertive Doves

	Low likelihood of success
	Low
	Low
	Low
	High

	High likelihood of success
	Low
	High
	High
	High


This theory is in line with the findings of Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler who argue that individual views on American war casualties is premised upon whether or not they believe the United States is likely to succeed in the conflict.
  Just as these scholars find that partisan ideology is somewhat muted by beliefs about success, this paper argues that the likelihood of delivering a foreign policy success tempers the hawkishness and dovishness of leaders.  Thus, as the likelihood of success increases, it induces leaders to be more pragmatic, leaving only the most ideologically rigid untouched.  



As Table 2 shows, as the likelihood of a foreign policy success with an adversary increases, it leads both unilateral hawks and cautious doves to engage.  The likelihood of success does not impact isolationist hawks, who will not engage even when success is likely, nor does it impact assertive doves who will engage with the enemy regardless of the likelihood of success.  However, changing the likelihood of success radically alters the number of leaders who will engage in negotiations with a rival state, since only multilateral doves will engage when the likelihood of success is low, but all but isolated hawks will do so when the likelihood of success is high.  
There are numerous historical examples where leaders appeared to “change their spots” with regards to an adversary.  Aggressive hawks like Ronald Reagan and Menachim Begin were both drawn to engage with an adversary due to particularly favorable circumstances, in both cases dealing with an opposing leader willing to make initial steps towards peace without reciprocation.  On the other hand, Jimmy Carter’s changing views of the Soviet Union led him, as a cautious dove, to move from engagement to isolation.  Finally, there are leaders like Yitzah Shamir, an isolationist hawk, who refused to engage his neighboring adversaries despite strategic conditions that changed in Israel’s favor.  These changing circumstances show that even leaders with particular reputations, such as Nixon, may appear to change, but in fact are acting in line with their beliefs under changed circumstances. 

Sino-American Relations under Nixon


The exemplar case of a hawk delivering peace is Richard Nixon’s historic visit to China in the spring of 1972.
  It is mentioned in nearly every article on out of character actions by politicians, and gave rise to the phrase, “only Nixon could go to China.”  Nixon’s personal history as a staunch anti-communist who cut his teeth in national politics during the “Red Scare” of the early 1950s made him an unlikely candidate to create a symbolic breakthrough with a government with which the United States had been at war less than twenty years earlier.  The legend surrounding the event, happily perpetuated by Nixon and Henry Kissinger, is that only a politician with Nixon’s autobiography could deal with the Chinese without enormous outcry from the American public and particularly the hawks.  In fact, Kissinger told Zhou Enlai, "the only President who could conceivably do what I am discussing with you is President Nixon.  Other political leaders might use more honeyed words, but would be destroyed by what is called the China lobby in the United States if they ever tried to move even partially in the direction," of better relations with Beijing.
   Since Nixon was an anti-communist hawk himself, he could be trusted not to compromise too readily with the Chinese.  


In terms of the typologies developed above, Nixon was a unilateralist hawk who believed in a strong role for the United States in world affairs.  He was very interested in international politics and thought that the U.S. needed to use its power in the international sphere.  His staunchly hawkish views favored U.S. involvement globally to prevent the spread of communism.  Nixon’s aggressive hawkishness meant that under favorable conditions he would support engagement with an adversary.
Study of this crucial case will pit the ‘only Nixon’ theory emphasizing hawkish reputation against the ‘success’ theory focusing on the desire for a foreign policy achievement.  This is a crucial case for the ‘only Nixon’ theory because it is viewed as a particularly extreme case of acting out of character.  On the other hand, for this reason it is a tough case for the ‘success’ theory since the dominant narrative favors ‘only Nixon’. If the ‘only Nixon’ theory is correct, we should expect to see several results in examining the case.  First, since a hawkish reputation should protect Nixon from domestic criticism, public reaction should primarily be concerned with whether or not Nixon ‘sold out’ American interests.  Second, the domestic response to the negotiations should indicate that support for the agreement was due to Nixon’s role in the negotiations.  Finally, the impact of external factors should be minimal. 



On the other hand, if the ‘success’ theory is correct, an entirely different set of expectations should be met.  First, the administration should be very concerned with maximizing the benefits of the agreement while minimizing the costs.  Second, the Nixon administration’s desire to approach the Chinese should be related to improved bargaining conditions.  Finally, domestically, shifts in public opinion and pressure groups should improve the electoral prospects for politicians wishing to approach the Chinese.  

Table 3: Summary of Two Theories

	
	‘Only Nixon’ theory
	‘Success’ theory

	Political Calculus
	Reputation for hawkishness protects Nixon from right-wing criticism
	Nixon desires a foreign policy achievement with minimal risk

	Key factor for Nixon in the negotiations
	Hawkish reputation
	High likelihood of success

	Public support based on
	Tough bargaining position
	Ability to deliver

	Role of balance of power
	Minimal
	Changes bargaining power



This study will argue that the legend surrounding Nixon’s visit bears little relationship to reality.  Examining Nixon’s visit with more scrutiny reveals a number of points on which it diverges from the ‘only Nixon’ theory expectations.  In addition, close study of the case reveals that it was not Nixon’s anti-communist status that allowed him to visit China, but instead the likelihood of a foreign policy success that he could offer to voters in an election year to distract from Vietnam.  


The details of the case raise three points that cannot be explained by theories about Nixon’s personal history serving as a determinant factor.  First, Nixon and Kissinger went to great lengths to keep their endeavor under wraps until Nixon made his televised address announcing that he had been invited to China.  This greatly undercuts arguments concerning audience costs since the audience, including most of the Administration, was not aware of the negotiations.  Second, the so-called “China lobby” that threatened politicians making overtures to China in the 1950s was greatly weakened by 1971 and U.S. public opinion had shifted as well.  Thus, the costs to a politician, hawk or dove, of meeting with the Chinese had been significantly reduced.  Third, Nixon came to office at a fortuitous point in time where the Sino-Soviet split was undeniable and the Chinese were actively seeking to improve relations with the U.S.  This factor makes it much more difficult to judge the efforts of previous American presidents regardless of domestic pressures.

Secrecy and Audience Costs


It is more than a little ironic that actions taken by the Nixon administration, generally known for its paranoid secrecy, are viewed as an exemplar for audience cost theories.  The argument that only Nixon could go to China hinges on the fact that Nixon’s powerful anti-communist background gave him a reputation which insulated him from right-wing attacks that might otherwise derail such efforts.  However, for the public to hold politicians accountable, they must be aware of the actions that leaders are taking, and Nixon and Kissinger were quite careful to make their rapprochement with China as opaque as possible.


Many scholars point to Nixon’s 1967 Foreign Affairs piece entitled, “Asia After Vietnam” as a strong indication of his evolving views on China. In the article, Nixon writes “Taking the long view, we simply cannot afford to leave China forever outside the family of nations, there to nurture its fantasies, cherish its hates and threaten its neighbors.  There is no place on this small planet for a billion of its potentially most able people to live in angry isolation.”
  While this signals a pragmatic side to Nixon’s views on China, the majority of the article portrays China in a largely negative light, calling the country a “danger”, expressing worries about its expansionist goals, and arguing that it is the “epicenter of world revolution.”
   Thus, it was hardly clear from the beginning that Nixon would take an entirely new tack on Sino-American relations.


The public face of rapprochement with China during early years of the Nixon White House was talks in Warsaw between U.S. Ambassador to Poland Walter Stoessel and Chinese Charge d'Affaires Lei Yang.  These discussions had served as the official channel of communication between the two sides since the Korean War.  The irregularly scheduled meetings were set to begin again at the end of the Johnson administration but events in Vietnam led them to be postponed until January 20, 1970.  A second round of meetings were held one month later, at which point the State Department ceased to play a role in discussions with the Chinese and Kissinger and Nixon took direct control.  


Instead of using the public Warsaw meetings as an avenue for discussions, Nixon chose to rely on two private intermediaries, Presidents Nicolea Ceausescu of Romania and Yahya Khan of Pakistan.  These two men, and particularly Khan, carried messages between the Americans and the Chinese, eventually paving the way for Kissinger’s secret meetings with Zhou Enlai from July 9 through 11, 1971.
  Kissinger’s covert mission to China involved first hopscotching across south Asia until only three reporters were left covering him by the time he reached Pakistan.  There, the Pakistanis had arranged an elaborate scheme whereby Kissinger would pretend to become sick so that he could be whisked off to China while a decoy convoy took a low level official to a mountain resort to rest and recover.


The mission was so secret that only three of Kissinger’s closest aides were aware of it and Secretary of State Rogers was kept in the dark until Nixon felt forced to divulge Kissinger’s actual location.
  This secrecy continued during Nixon’s visit to China in February 1972.  The first topic Nixon discussed with Zhou in their private meeting was secrecy.  Fears about leaks from the State Department led Nixon and Kissinger to rely on Chinese translators rather than American.
  


If Nixon was insulated from right-wing criticism by his anti-communist credentials, why was it necessary to maintain such a high level of secrecy surrounding the negotiations?  It was certainly not at the behest of the Chinese, who were offended by such requests and wondered why the Americans were so fearful about news of the talks being released.  The Pakistani go-betweens had to explain American domestic political considerations to the Chinese and the role of the China lobby.
  The secrecy surrounding Kissinger’s visit further concerned the Chinese and Zhou in particular, since there was the possibility that Kissinger would disavow the promises he made once the meeting became public.  These fears led Zhou to propose tape-recording a summary of the discussions with Kissinger on July 10, which Kissinger repeatedly rejected until Zhou let the issue drop.


The Chinese had a preference for openness in their talks, but Nixon and Kissinger favored secrecy out of their fear of the China lobby and other staunch conservatives.  Secrecy was critical for Kissinger’s visit because, Nixon worried about “an explosion of opposition from friends of Taiwan” that might derail his attempts at rapprochement.
  When Nixon received an invitation to visit China from Zhou in April 1971, he chose to keep it quiet until Kissinger could negotiate details directly with the Chinese, because he worried that "with advance warning, conservative opposition might mobilize the Congress and scuttle the entire effort."
 Throughout the process of rapprochement, Nixon and Kissinger’s thoughts were rarely far from the domestic political ramifications.

When it came time for the Chinese and Americans to draft a joint communiqué at the conclusion of Nixon’s visit, the issue of how to deal with Taiwan became crucial.  The first mutually agreed upon version specifically named Washington’s treaty obligations in East Asia while conspicuously leaving out Taiwan.  State Department officials argued that such an omission raised the specter of Dean Acheson’s infamous Press Club speech which left South Korea out of the U.S. defense perimeter.  Acheson’s right-wing critics latched on to the speech as inviting a North Korean attack.  Although Chinese officials were initially unwilling to make the changes desired by the U.S., Zhou appreciated the problems this might create for Nixon domestically, and allowed any reference to U.S. treaty commitments to be dropped.
  In the final communiqué, the reference to Taiwan was relatively benign: “The United States acknowledges that all Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Strait maintain there is but one China and that Taiwan is part of China.  The United States Government does not challenge that position.”
  Since Taipei believed that it represented the true Chinese government, this was an artful dodge.  

The secrecy embraced by the Nixon administration would not have been necessary unless the United States was making significant concessions to the Chinese.  Another key portion of the audience cost argument is that public trust in Nixon was based upon the belief that he would not make significant concessions to the communists.  It is this fact that makes Kissinger’s first discussions with Zhou particularly interesting.  After the talks Kissinger told Nixon and wrote in his memoirs that Taiwan had been at best a peripheral issue during the discussions.  However, in his first meeting with Zhou Kissinger promised that the U.S. would remove 2/3 of its troops from Taiwan when the Vietnam War ended and the remaining third as relations between the U.S. and China improved.  Kissinger further noted that the United States would not pursue a “two Chinas” policy or even a “one China, one Taiwan” policy and notably did not demand that the Chinese renounce the use of force against Taiwan.  The next day, after Zhou noted that "Taiwan is not an isolated issue," Kissinger said the U.S. would not support Chaing Kai-shek in an assault against the mainland and that the U.S. would support China’s entry into the U.N.  As Kissinger did not place a particularly high value on Taiwan, it is unlikely that he viewed these as great concessions.  However, as Nancy Tucker notes, "Chinese leaders, then, came away form their July 1971 meetings with Henry Kissinger encouraged by Nixon's national security adviser to assume that their most cherished goals had been accomplished."
  While both China and the U.S. approached their reengagement with specific foreign policy goals in mind – Chinese pressure on North Vietnam for the U.S. and U.S. concessions on Taiwan for the Chinese – the Chinese made much greater headway on these issues than the Americans.  Indeed, as Tucker argues: 

Nixon and Kissinger wanted so intently to realize their goal that they surrendered more than was necessary to achieve it…. Indeed, their promises were bigger, their compromises more thoroughgoing, and their concessions more fundamental than they believed the American people would readily accept.  Thus, they relied on secrecy and “China fever” to mask the collateral damage.

In fact, these concessions on the part of the administration played a pivotal role in the negotiations.  After Kissinger’s points regarding Taiwan on the first day of the meetings, Zhou said, “Good, these talks may now proceed.”
  Zhou’s approval of Kissinger’s views indicates that Nixon’s breakthrough visit would not have been possible without secret concessions of which the American public would only become away years later.


 The high level of secrecy that surrounded Nixon’s visit to China creates several important problems for ‘only Nixon’ hypothesis.  First, audience cost arguments are based on transparency, which is why democracies have higher audience costs than autocracies.  Of course, the public can hardly sanction leaders for what they do not know.  The use of secrecy and the worries of the Nixon administration about right-wing conservatives means that much of what occurred during the rapprochement was not due to Nixon’s hawkishness.  


In addition, the Nixon administration was concerned that if hawks became aware of Nixon’s actions early in the negotiation process, they might try to derail the negotiations.  The secrecy of the Kissinger trip and the meetings during Nixon’s visit meant that while the administration had made significant concessions to the Chinese, these were not disclosed to the American public.  Had the process been transparent, and Americans were aware of the costs of rapprochement, the public support for the endeavor would likely have been diminished.  Instead, Nixon cleverly presented the voting public with the option to support or oppose a nebulous foreign policy success which appeared to change China from an adversary to a potential ally at no cost.  Under these conditions it is hardly surprising that the China visit was widely hailed as a success.

The rise of engagement and decline of the ‘China lobby’


Transcripts and White House memoranda from the Nixon administration tend to reinforce the view that secrecy was necessary to protect the administration from the powerful forces that opposed direct talks with the Chinese.  However, these views also say a great deal more about the paranoid nature of the Nixon administration than they do about actual threats to his plans.  The specter of the infamous ‘China lobby’ hung over the White House even though the lobby’s power had declined significantly from its heydays in the 1950s and early 60s.  To highlight this difference it is reasonable to ask, “Could Eisenhower have gone to China?”


In a meeting with the National Security Council in April 1954, Eisenhower told the group that he though trade and diplomatic relations with China made sense, but "the trouble was that so many members of Congress want to crucify anyone who argues in favor of permitting any kind of trade between the free nations and Communist China."
  Further, Eisenhower’s Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, who famously refused to shake hands with Zhou Enlai at the Geneva Conference, submitted a plan for the recognition of both Chinas to Congress in 1956.  The Committee of One Million Against the Admission of Communist China to the United Nations was formed in 1953 to lobby for maintaining a hard line with the Chinese.  Their first act was to petition Eisenhower against China’s U.N. admission, a statement that was backed by 53 members of Congress with nearly equal representation from both parties.
  



These annual petitions served as a proxy measure for the Lobby’s strength in Congress.  By 1960, 246 Congressional members signed on to the statement, and by 1965 for the first time in the Lobby’s history, majorities in both houses supported the statement.  The Committee of One Million reached its peak in 1966 when 331 senators and representatives signed on to the statement, but this was followed by a steep decline.  Following a number of high profile resignations from the Committee at the end of 1966, it announced it would no longer publish the statements and would cease listing Congressional supporters on its letterhead.  By 1968 the number of congressional members openly supporting the Committee had dropped precipitously, and Marvin Liebman who had run the Committee’s operations from New York since 1953 resigned.
  By April 1970, the New York Times ran a story on the Committee under the headline, “‘China Lobby,’ Once Powerful Factor in U.S. Politics, Appears Victim of Lack of Interest.”


Other measures also recorded the decline of the Committee.  Between 1957 and 1963 the Committee of One Million never spent more than 33% of its contributions on fund-raising.  Between 1964 and 1967 this increased to between 41% and 60%, but between 1968 and 1971 the Committee spent no less than 79% of its contributions on fund-raising.
  Liebman admitted that the resignation of Paul Douglas in 1966 harmed the committee’s image, as his membership prevented the Committee from being labeled an "extremist right-wing group."
  In addition to the loss of Douglas, Abraham Ribicoff also left the group and Jacob Javits made a high profile exit that led the New York Times to speculate that his departure was the reason that congressional signatures would not longer accompany the group’s annual petitions.  These departures meant that after 1966 the group’s, "recruitment problems magnified."
 

The press became quite aware of the decline in the power of the China lobby.  In an April 1970 New York Times article, a high State Department official is quoted as saying, "I haven't seen any evidence of the China Lobby in the five years I have been working on China.  We can now think about China policy without looking over our shoulders."
  The Times carried an article just over one year later that noted Walter Judd, "once a spokesman for the Nationalist Government's cause, has faded from the scene."
 Following the announcement of Nixon’s trip to China, columnist Joseph Kraft wrote "The China lobby has been shown to be one of the all-time world-historical paper tigers.  There is almost no resistance to the not very gentle letting-down of Chiang Kai-shek."
 


The decline in the power of the China lobby was matched by an increase in sentiments favoring rapprochement.  By the mid-1960s a number of groups emerged that favored better relations with China, including the Committee for a New China Policy and served academic and religious organizations.  At the same time, a number of U.S. businesses were keen to open the Chinese market, including the likes of Chase Manhattan Bank, General Motors, Monsanto, Xerox, Pan American Airlines, TWA, and Boeing.  This changing climate was also seen in Congress where both the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and the House Foreign Affairs Committee on the Far East and Pacific both held hearings on U.S.-Chinese relations that concluded better relations with China were in the best interests of the United States.
  

The rise in positive sentiment towards China combined with the decline of the China lobby meant politicians spoke out more forcefully in favor of new relations.  In 1966 President Johnson called for reducing tensions with China and said reconciliation was eventually required.
  During the 1968 presidential campaign, Republican Nelson Rockefeller called for more "contact and communication" with China while Democrat Hubert Humphrey proposed "building of bridges to the people of mainland China."
 In March 1969, Edward Kennedy, joined by four other members of Congress called for the U.S. to establish relations with the Chinese and support U.N. membership while dropping trade and travel restrictions.
  This is not to say that there was not still significant opposition to improved relations with China in Congress.  A poll taken in 1968 showed that 76% of those surveyed believed that they would suffer politically if they spoke out in favor of better relations with the Chinese.
  However, this figure does not take into account the rapidly changing views on China after 1968. 

Nixon was concerned that if he did not take action on China he might be outflanked by the Democrats, denying him a critical foreign policy success.  Democratic Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield had been trying to visit China for several years by the time Nixon took office.  When the U.S. Table Tennis team visited China as part of Zhou Enlai’s “ping-pong diplomacy,” Zhou asked American reporters about inviting the three Democratic presidential contenders, Kennedy, Muskie, and McGovern, to China along with a number of prominent reporters.  Such offers struck fear into the Nixon administration, and during his secret visit in 1971, Kissinger told Zhou that Nixon “wants no political visitors” before his visit and that the Chinese should keep their distance from Democratic politicians.
  Historian James Mann argues, “The Nixon White House wanted an exclusive franchise on visits to China.”


Finally, the calculating nature of the Nixon administration meant it was unlikely seek better relations with China unless there was public support.  For public opinion polling, the watershed event was the decision by the Chinese to invite the American table-tennis team to China.  Following this announcement, the Gallup poll showed for the first time since it began asking the question that a majority of Americans favored Chinese entry to the United Nations.  Further, the Harris poll, labeled the "reversal [as] one of the most dramatic shifts in American attitudes in recent times."
  

The favorable movement in public views led Philip Kuhn to write, "there are strong indications that the President's trip to China could not have taken place unless the White House had come to the conclusion that the public was ready for it."
  Table 1 shows that while the public had not fully embraced China by 1971, the trend was certainly positive.  

Table 3: U.S. public’s views on China in selected years
	Year
	Favorable 
	Unfavorable

	1954
	12%
	67%

	1967
	5%
	91%

	1971
	23%
	71%

	1973
	49%
	43%


Source: Kusnitz, Public Opinion and Foreign Policy, 140.

Nixon was also confident that détente with China would move public opinion in his favor.  More than his predecessors, Nixon obsessively studied public opinion polls and tracked not only his favorability, but also public views on policy proposals including changing relations with China.
  The malleability of the public’s views on China was increased by the fact that the salience of China was much lower than the Vietnam War or U.S.-Soviet relations.  Commenting on the increased public support, Nixon told Rogers, "A majority of people now favor the admission of Red China...they're sort of following what we've done."
  In fact, according to Harry Dent, this view was the tail wagging the dog.  Instead, he claimed, "Nixon would not have taken an initiative on any particular areas [sic] without looking at some [polling] statistics."
 

By the time Nixon made his advances towards China, the domestic terrain on the issue had shifted.  The “only Nixon could go to China” hypothesis highlights Nixon’s anti-Communist credentials as a key reason why he was successfully able to change U.S. policy.  However, a close examination shows that Nixon came to office in 1969 as the beneficiary of two opposing trends: a rising interest in changing Sino-American relations and a decline in the once-powerful China lobby.  By the late 1960s many Democrats and some moderate Republicans openly supported a new diplomatic effort with China.  The significant opposition to rapprochement that existed in the 1950s and early 1960s was greatly diminished by 1970 and it proved utterly unable to mobilize against Nixon’s China policy.  


There is certainly evidence that Nixon did not believe that he was uniquely situated to make a breakthrough in relations with China.  Kissinger’s admonitions to Zhou regarding possible Chinese overtures to Democratic leaders demonstrate Nixon’s fear that he wouldn’t “own” the opening of China.  There is also evidence of desire on the part of both Democrats and the Chinese for a possible visit, something that would have undercut the symbolism of Nixon’s trip.  All of this calls into question just how uniquely positioned Nixon was when it came to China policy. 


It is also important to place Nixon’s China trip in the context of his administration’s foreign policy.  Coming into office with the promise to end the war in Vietnam, Nixon’s administration had enjoyed limited success in changing the course of the war.  Nixon hoped to use his success in China to change the discussion and remove the focus on Vietnam.
  In addition, Nixon was hopeful that the Chinese might help him end the war in Vietnam on more favorable terms by applying pressure to the North Vietnamese.  Meanwhile, while withdrawing U.S. troops from Vietnam, Nixon stepped up the bombing campaign in the North, expanded the war into Cambodia and Laos, and mined Haiphong Harbor, all steps that were viewed positively by hawks.  The result was that Nixon was unlikely to achieve a key foreign policy success on Vietnam and was searching for another venue to make his case to moderate voters; China provided the best chance for a breakthrough.

The Sino-Soviet split and the geopolitics


The late 1960s saw a number of factors converge which made rapprochement with the United States more attractive for China.  The most significant of these was the final break in the Sino-Soviet split that had grown increasingly strained since Khrushchev began his de-Stalinization campaign in 1956.  Between 1964 and 1969, the Peking Review listed 4,189 clashes between the Soviets and the Chinese.
  However, it was two events in the late 1960s that drove the final wedge between the former allies.  The first was the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968.  When Brezhnev used the occupation of Czechoslovakia to justify a doctrine of “limited sovereignty” applying to all socialist nations, the Chinese were outraged and denounced the Soviet actions in the harshest terms.
  Mao chafed at the notion the Chinese were subservient to Soviet rule.


The second set of events that led to the split were a series of border clashes between the two states over islands in the Ussuri River.  These clashes began in March 1969 and continued with varying levels of intensity, through the fall.  After serious clashes in August, the CCP Central Committee and Central Military Commission jointly issued an urgent request for the creation of a new “National Leading Group for the People’s Air Defense,” with Zhou Enlai as its leader.  The purpose of the group was organizing large-scale evacuation of people and industries from major cities.
  On August 28, mobilization orders were given in provinces and regions bordering the Soviet Union and Mongolia.  Yafeng Xia argues, "It was the war scare, both strategically and psychologically, that created the necessary conditions for the CCP leadership to reconsider the PRC's long-standing policy of confrontation with the United States."
 

The increased tension between the two powers was related to China’s nuclear program which had initially been launched with Soviet support.  After the Soviets withheld information on the bomb and withdrew advisors in the early 1960s, China proceeded on its own and exploded its first nuclear bomb on October 16, 1964.  The breakdown in relations between the two sides in March 1969 led the Soviets to contemplate surgical strikes that would destroy China’s nuclear installation at Xinjiang.  The Soviets went so far as to ask the Americans if they would take part in such a strike, and when they were rebuffed, sought backing from states in Eastern Europe in August of 1969.
  Not only did Nixon reject the idea of a joint Soviet-American attack on the Chinese, he informed the Chinese of Soviet intentions.
  

The final geostrategic issue for the Chinese was their increasing fear of encirclement.  Since the Chinese civil war, Mao’s government had fought the Nationalists on Taiwan, alongside the North Koreans against the United Nations force, and against India and the Soviet Union in border disputes.  Further, it was threatened by the involvement of the United States in the Vietnam War to its south.  The result was that China had poor or outright hostile relations with all its neighbors and a number of potential points of future conflict.  

The events of the late 1960s made the status quo untenable for the Chinese leadership.  The disputes between China and the Soviet Union had exploded into a serious threat for the Chinese.  Further, the Soviet menace meant that additional confrontation with the United States might be ruinous.  Through the U.S. role in Vietnam, Taiwan, and South Korea, improved relations with the Nixon Administration might diminish each of these threats.  Further, Mao wanted an ally against the Soviets and only the United States could fill that role.  

The Sino-Soviet split also served to jolt the U.S. policy community into a realization that the Cold War blocs were not monolithic.  Despite a number of academics and State Department officials who had argued since the early 1960s that a divide was opening between the Russians and Chinese, the outbreak of open warfare between the two sides served to erase any doubts.  In his typically understated style, Kissinger recalls in his memoirs that following the Ussuri River clashes, "ambiguity vanished, and we moved without further hesitation towards a momentous change in global diplomacy."
  According to Franz Schurmann, as the U.S. military watched Russian troop concentrations increase along the border in 1969, even those who had previously been skeptical of the rift between the two communist powers came to believe it was true.
  The implications of the split were not lost on Washington.  Political scientist Donald Zagoria, who wrote a book on the Sino-Soviet split in 1962, told the House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee Hearings on China in September 1970:
In fact, because of the Russian threat, China demonstrated what may prove to be more than a passing interest in improved relations with the United States .... As a result of the split, China has completely reoriented its foreign policy away from the communist world and towards the West.... The three big powers - Russia, China, and the United States fear a combination of the other two against them.  That provides the possibility of greater diplomatic flexibility for all three.... Out of fear, China will court better communications with the United States.  While for the moment Peking's interest in reopening the Warsaw talks with the United States are guided largely by tactical considerations, they could develop into something more serious, provided the United States has a genuine willingness to reach such a détente.

In discussing Chinese overtures towards the United States, Nixon was much more succinct, telling Kissinger, "They're scared of the Russians.  That's got to be it."
  John Garver notes that the impact of the clashes, "makes it clear that the Chinese government was very concerned with the possible Soviet attack as it began to move towards rapprochement with the United States.”

Not only had China’s international position changed in a manner that was visible to the United States, but domestic discord, which hampered Chinese diplomacy for years, was decreasing.  Both Mao and Zhou Enlai favored better relations with the United States, but they were challenged by Lin Biao, top military leaders, and the foreign service who sought to preserve the U.S. as Beijing’s primary enemy.  Mao and Zhou worked hard to overcome this resistance, and their efforts were aided by the fact that Lin died mysteriously in a plane crash in Mongolia on Sept. 13, 1971.
  Further, the Mao gained a tighter hold on Chinese politics after 1969 and ambassadors who had been recalled during the early years of the Cultural Revolution returned to their posts, signaling greater stability in Chinese policy.  Just as changes in U.S. domestic politics made the late 1960s a fortuitous time to pursue peace with China, Mao and Zhou increased their control over the Chinese state apparatus, and the domestic scene became more predictable.

The “only Nixon could go to China” hypothesis decontextualizes the actions of the Nixon administration by ignoring the significant shifts that occurred in international politics in the late 1960s.  Changes in Sino-Soviet relations after 1968 simultaneously made China anxious to find a powerful ally and allowed the United States to see communism as something other than monolithic. While the Sino-Soviet split had been developing since the mid-1960s, the Ussuri River clashes of 1969 made it impossible to ignore.   Further, domestic changes in China made it possible for leaders like Mao and Zhou, who sought better relations with the U.S., to overcome internal opposition.  

By failing to account for the changing international context, the “only Nixon could go to China” hypothesis misses the unique opportunity that existed for U.S. policymakers for the first time in the late 1960s.  While the U.S. might have tried to exploit the Sino-Soviet rift at an earlier date, the Chinese had little incentive to pursue an agreement with the United States.  Further, until the Ussuri River clashes, there was significant skepticism, particularly in the U.S. military, regarding the seriousness of the breech.  

The notion that Nixon was uniquely positioned to approach the Chinese begs the counterfactual that Nixon defeated Kennedy in the 1960 election and sought to ease tensions with the Chinese.  Disregarding the domestic factors involved, the strategic environment of that time makes it difficult to believe that Nixon could have succeeded.  Lack of a Soviet threat would likely have meant more significant concessions would have been required from the United States.  In addition, the stronger position of Chinese hard-liners in that period also have made it much more difficult for Mao and Zhou to push for rapprochement.  Returning to the importance of success in Nixon’s calculus, approaching China in 1960 would have been a much riskier undertaking than it proved to be one decade later.  

Discussion: Pragmatism, Success, and Rapprochement


The “only Nixon could go to China” hypothesis argues that the unique electoral freedom afforded hawkish politicians makes them particularly likely to reach peace agreements that elude their dovish counterparts.  According to the logic of the theory, Nixonian politician’s hawkish reputations immunize them against criticism that is likely to accompany attempts at rapprochement.  Without the benefits of a hard-line reputation, dovish politicians attempts at peace are likely to be foiled by domestic criticism that they are “selling out” the country’s interests to an enemy.  


This essay critiques this theory while offering an alternative explanation for Nixon’s historic trip to China.  Returning to the expectations of the rival theories enumerated earlier in this essay, the differences are clear.  On the issue of transparency, the ‘only Nixon’ thesis posits that there would be no reason for secrecy due to President Nixon’s hawkish reputation, while the ‘success’ thesis argues that politicians will try to minimize the perceived costs of negotiations.  The ‘only Nixon’ thesis is based on the connection between leaders’ foreign policies and the voting public.  Rapprochement with China was viewed as too dangerous for dovish politicians to consider, so only a hawkish president could do it and still hope to be reelected.  However, the tactics used by the Nixon administration belie this connection.  Throughout the negotiations with the Chinese, both Kissinger and Nixon maintained secrecy and only publicized those elements that could be offered to the public as foreign policy successes.  For the logic of the theory to work, the processes needs to be transparent to demonstrate that despite this, the public will trust the leader with a hard-line reputation.  On the other hand, this approach of minimizing uncertainty and emphasizing benefits is in accordance with the ‘success’ theory.   


The second area of difference between the two theories is the extent to which Nixon can be viewed as acting counter to public opinion or at least key pressure groups.  The ‘only Nixon’ theory argues that Nixon’s hawkish reputation allowed him to take on hard-line pressure groups that would have vociferously attacked a dovish politician trying to do the same thing.  The ‘success’ theory takes a significantly different approach contending that Nixon was able to act due to the weakness of the opposition rather than its strength.  In the case of rapprochement with China, the Nixon administration was hardly acting as unconventionally as its members make it seem in their memoirs.  While the U.S. public did not have a wildly positive view of Mao’s government, it was quite open to improved relations.  Perhaps more importantly, the China lobby, the group most likely to try to rally public opinion against better relations with the Chinese, was a shell of its former self by the late 1960s.  Notably, even dovish politicians seeking better relations with the Chinese would have encountered far less opposition in 1971 than 1960.  In fact, Nixon took steps to make sure that potential ‘competitors’ for improved relations with China were frozen out.  Here, while the evidence is less strong for the ‘success’ theory, Nixon had reason to expect that he could turn ex ante public opposition into ex post support.    


The final point of difference between the ‘only Nixon’ and the ‘success’ theses is the significance they place on external events.  The ‘only Nixon’ theory is premised on the electoral connection between leaders and the public, to the exclusion of shifts in the balance of power.  The ‘success’ thesis places significant weight on the important role that changing balance of power relationships can have on the bargaining context.  Significant changes in Sino-Soviet relations in the late 1960s destroyed the belief of some in the U.S. that it faced a unified communist bloc in Asia.  Moreover, these changes raised the hope in the U.S. that better relations in China might be used to press the Soviets and bring an end to the Vietnam War.  The increased hostility between China and the Soviet Union unsettled the Chinese leadership and increased fears of encirclement by its enemies.  Improving relations with the United States would simultaneously serve to decrease the number of local adversaries the Chinese faced and offered a potential ally against the Soviets.  Combining these factors, it is clear that by the late 1960s both sides had much greater incentives for rapprochement than had existed just a few years earlier.  For the first time since the Chinese civil war, Nixon faced a Chinese leadership actively seeking relations with the United States.  The Sino-Soviet split simultaneously opened China to negotiations with the U.S. and made shifted the balance of power in the relationship towards the U.S.  


Overall, this case study of the Nixon administration demonstrates the importance of examining a leader’s views on the likelihood of success in a diplomatic endeavor as well as their hawkishness.  Politicians must balance their ideological leanings with the need for policy achievements necessary for reelection.  Although Nixon was a hawk, he desperately needed visible foreign policy successes, particularly to offset problems created by the war in Vietnam.  Nixon had the options of either maintaining a tough stance with all America’s rivals and fail to make any notable achievements, or take a more pragmatic tact and obtain tangible results.  


Nixon’s greatest foreign policy problem was the quagmire in Vietnam, and although he worked to decrease the number of American troops involved in the conflict, ‘peace with dignity’ appeared unlikely before the 1972 election.  Nixon wanted an unequivocal foreign policy success that demonstrated his stature as a world leader and aid his reelection.  This meant choosing to focus his energy on an area where the likelihood of success would be very high relative to the risk involved.  


Rapprochement with China offered Nixon just such a policy initiative due to the manner the administration approached the issue, public sentiment, and the international environment.  First, the administration chose to pursue better relations with China in such a way that public failure was unlikely.  The high levels of secrecy employed by the administration both served to sever the public oversight function assumed by most audience cost theories and allowed the administration to frame the negotiations in the most positive possible manner.  The arrangements for Nixon’s historic visit were made in secret, allowing Nixon to surprise the public after the details had been worked out.  The secrecy employed by the administration also prevented the public from knowing what sacrifices had been made to make both the visit and the joint communiqué possible.  This approach allowed the administration to claim a monumental foreign policy success at what appeared to be almost no cost.  Had the Chinese demanded more transparency in the negotiations or refused to agree to Nixon and Kissinger’s demands for secrecy, it would have greatly increased the risks for the administration, particularly considering the compromises made over Taiwan.  The use of secrecy lowered the risks of rapprochement so significantly that engagement would have been worthwhile even if only minor benefits were realized.  


Another significant risk to engagement was the China lobby in the United States.  This group sought to raise the costs for politicians seeking better relations with China through targeted pressure campaigns.  However, the decline of the lobby meant that by the late 1960s the costs of crossing it were significantly diminished.  Here it is worth noting that despite the relative powerlessness of the lobby, the Nixon administration went to great lengths to ally the fears of right-wing hawks.  Following the announcement of Nixon’s visit, Kissinger briefed key conservatives and Ronald Reagan was sent on a trip to Taiwan as Nixon’s personal representative to demonstrate continuing commitment to Taipei.  This cautious approach may reveal more about Nixon’s paranoia of Republican defections than political necessity.  Certainly, outside a few right-wing critics, the public was hungry for a more pacific foreign policy as the Vietnam War grew more unpopular.  Seeking better relations with China could be accomplished at with relatively little criticism and the potential for significant benefits including the possibility the Chinese would help end the war in Vietnam.


Finally, engagement with China did little to threaten American standing in the world.  One of the greatest worries was that approaching China might antagonize the Soviets, something that might lead to increased tensions between the two superpowers.  However, the potential benefits were significant: reduced threat to American interests in East Asia, pressure on Soviets to be more accommodating, assistance in ending the war in Vietnam, and a sizable new market for American goods.  Weighing these potential benefits against the potential costs once again showed relatively low risk for Nixon.  


Taking these factors together, it is apparent the risks of rapprochement with China were low while the potential rewards were quite high.  By pursuing improved relations with China using high levels of secrecy, even if negotiations had broken down, the public would have had little knowledge.  Further, of the two potential costs – domestic right-wing opposition and Soviet displeasure – were both unlikely to be significant and dwarfed by the potential benefits both domestically and internationally.  
Conclusion


This paper seeks to correct problems that have grown out of the study of hawks and doves in international relations.  The first step is to address the conceptual problems surrounding these terms that may increase the likelihood of drawing false inferences.  To do this, I constructed a two dimensional definition of hawkishness and dovishness by creating axes representing both the dominant hawkish attribute – threshold for the use of force – and dovish attribute – willingness to engage internationally.  Combining these two axes yields both isolationist hawks and assertive doves with fit with traditional understandings of the terms, as well as the new categories cautious doves and aggressive hawks.  


Moving beyond these categories, the papers develops a theory of negotiations which focuses on the likelihood of success a politicians can expect from engaging a rival.  If leaders are willing to negotiate with their rivals, as cautious doves and aggressive hawks are, ideology will be less significant than the opportunity to gain a foreign policy success.  This theory argues that changes in one of three areas – international balance of power, domestic public opinion, or length of periods of peaceful relations – can lower the risk of negotiations and increase the benefits for political leaders.  In the case of Nixon’s historic trip to China, the theory of success hews much closer to reality than the ‘only Nixon’ thesis.  


The study of the nexus of leader preferences, audience costs, and balance of power is still in its infancy.  Future work in this area could focus on a number of different aspects of this issue.  First, the theoretical work in international relations on this subject has been generally divorced from political psychology work on how hawkishness is measured and public views on politicians acting out of character.  Bringing these two literatures into dialogue is likely to produce some useful results and hone the questions being asked.  Second, much of the focus in the literature has been on the audience costs side of the equation and relatively little is known about how a leader’s hawkishness affects his ability to negotiate with a rival.  Theorizing that could bring together the domestic and international level aspects of this question would be particularly useful. Finally, the theoretical focus of the majority of the work in this area is limiting.  Attempting to create defensible measures for hawkishness might serve as a first step in resolving theoretical debates.  
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