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In recent years the idea that international conflict results from a kind of communication problem has come to play a central role in international relations theory.  Many scholars now take it for granted that rational states should be able to reach a bargain that would enable them to avoid the costs of war if they had a clear sense for how strongly their adversaries felt about the issue at hand.  But information of that sort is hard to acquire, since states have an “incentive to misrepresent” how tough they are in order to improve their bargaining positions.  “Absent such incentives,” Kenneth Schultz writes, that information problem “would be trivial to overcome through simple communication.” But because “each state expects its rival to engage in strategic misrepresentation,” communication is difficult:  it is hard to distinguish “genuine threats from bluffs.”

The only way to overcome this kind of problem, the argument runs—that is, the only way to convincingly reveal one’s true preferences—is by engaging in what is called “costly signaling.”  If one could renege on one’s promises and draw back from one’s threats with utter impunity, why should anyone take them seriously?  They would carry much more weight if one paid a price for failing to keep one’s word.  In that way, one’s rivals could distinguish between real threats and empty ones;  in that way, one’s true preferences could be revealed, and the two sides would have a much better chance of reaching an agreement.
And one particular form of costly signaling is viewed as playing a central role in determining how international conflicts run their course:  governments could make their true preferences known by generating “audience costs”—that is, by creating a situation where they would pay a price with their own domestic political “audience” for backing down and not doing what they had threatened.
   What, however, are we to make of this theory?  A number of scholars have recently argued that the audience costs mechanism does not count for much in the real world.
  But those arguments have by no means put an end to the debate, and there is in fact a good deal still to be learned by studying the issue in specific historical contexts.   The goal in pursuing this issue has not been so much to “test” the audience costs theory by seeing if it holds up in those cases as to use it as a tool for getting at some basic issues about how international politics works.  If the audience costs mechanism does not count for as much as people think, then a study of that sort might give us some clues as to why the theory does not adequately capture what was going on—that is, it might give us some sense for the sorts of things that might limit the effectiveness of the audience costs mechanism or help in other ways to determine how governments assess each others’ intentions.
The publication of Frederik Logevall’s remarkable new book on the Indochina issue in the 1940s and 1950s allows us to revisit these issues, especially since some of Logevall’s arguments have a certain audience costs flavor.  He refers in particular to a number of public statements made by Secretary of State John Foster Dulles and President Dwight Eisenhower as the crisis in Indochina was coming to a head in the spring of 1954.  It seemed increasingly likely that the French garrison at Dien Bien Phu would be overrun by the Communist Viet Minh forces, and a defeat there, it was believed, could easily lead the French to end their involvement in Indochina on what to the Americans were considered unsatisfactory terms.  The question then was what the U.S. government could do to prevent events from taking that course.  Would the United States intervene in the war, and if so how would it get involved?  Dulles gave a speech on March 29 called “The Threat of a Red Asia” which seemed to suggest that military action might be necessary:
Under the conditions of today, the imposition on Southeast Asia of the political system of Communist Russia and its Chinese Communist ally, by whatever means, would be a grave threat to the whole free community.  The United States feels that that possibility should not be passively accepted but should be met by united action.  This might involve risks.  But these risks are far less than those that will face us a few years from now if we dare not be resolute today.

If the Communists won in Indochina, Dulles said, they would not stop there, but would try to “dominate all of Southeast Asia,” an area President Eisenhower had said a few days earlier was of “transcendant importance.”
  The Dulles speech, in fact, as one press account put it, “marked a climax to a series of Administration and Congressional statements designed to point up the tremendous stakes involved in the Indo-chinese war.”
  And the president himself went on to take a very tough line in his April 7 the press conference:  he laid out his famous “domino theory,” referred to all the millions of people in Asia who had been lost to the Communists, and said pointedly:  “we simply can’t afford greater losses.”
  
In taking that sort of line, Logevall argues, Eisenhower and Dulles “risked hemming themselves in.”  After “describing the danger in such grandiose terms,” they might find it very hard to change course.
  And Logevall returned to this theme in commenting on the situation as it appeared in late April:

Having determined that Indochina must be held, and having stated publicly that failure to hold it could have disastrous consequences for American and Western security, [Eisenhower’s] administration felt pressure to act forcefully to prevent such a calamity from occurring.  Its credibility was on the line, both internationally and at home—or so the president and his aides feared.  The public information campaign launched a month earlier had achieved considerable gains domestically—Congress and the press largely bought the administration’s claims about Indochina’s vital importance, and its domino theorizing—but that very success also had the effect of reducing the president’s maneuverability.  Fail now to prevent a Viet Minh victory, and a lot of powerful voices in American society would attack the White House for standing by as the Communists gained a crucial piece of territory.

Logevall does not quite say (as we’ll see) that Eisenhower had locked himself into a hard-line position, but these sorts of comments do raise a series of questions that relate directly to the audience costs theory.  To what extent, if any, were Eisenhower’s hands tied by the sorts of public pronouncements he and Dulles had made?  What sort of political price would they have paid at home for backing off from those threats?  And what kind of effect did those threats have on the policy of the Communist powers?  To the extent those public threats influenced their behavior, was this because the audience costs mechanism had come into play—that is, did the Communists moderate their position because they understood that Eisenhower and Dulles would find it hard for domestic political reasons to back down after having taken such a strong position in public—or did other mechanisms play a key role?  
American Threats and Communist Behavior 
In taking the line they did in late March and early April, Eisenhower and Dulles were hardening their position, and that shift in policy was very clear at the time.  Just a few weeks earlier, for example, Eisenhower had stated publicly that “no one could be more bitterly opposed to ever getting the United States involved in a hot war in that region than I am,” and that consequently every move he authorized was “calculated, so far as humans can do it, to make certain that that does not happen.”
  And it is quite clear that that harder American line led to a softening of the Communist position, and in particular to an increased willingness on the Communists’ part to accept at least a temporary partition of Vietnam.  
The Chinese especially had come to take a very moderate line—something which was particularly striking, given the Chinese leader Mao Zedong’s strong emotional attachment to the idea of revolutionary war.  The Viet Minh were told  (as one of their leaders, Le Duan, later wrote) “that if the Vietnamese continued to fight they would have to fend for themselves.”  The Chinese “would not help any longer,” he said, “and pressured us to stop fighting.”
  The Chinese position had in fact shifted dramatically—and that shift took place just after the Americans had made their threats.  On April 3, for example, the Chinese leader Mao Zedong was still thinking in terms of a military solution, one that would allow the Communists take over all of Vietnam.  But just a “few days later,” as the Chinese scholar Yang Kuisong writes, he “modified his policy of expanding the war in Indochina”—in large part, Yang thinks, because of the American threats—and opted instead for a policy of “seeking a cease-fire and peace in Indochina through negotiation and compromise.”
  Chen Jian, another historian who has studied the Chinese evidence closely, takes much the same view:  the evidence shows, he writes, “that the thinking of CCP [Chinese Communist Party] leaders about Indo-China was strongly influenced by the American warning.”
  And Logevall agrees.  “America’s tough words,” he says, “had had their effect.  The threat of direct U.S. military involvement caused nervousness in Beijing and Moscow and helped persuade the Viet Minh to accept concessions in the final agreement”

So it seems quite clear that the Communists were afraid the U.S. would intervene, and that this was a key factor explaining why they were willing to settle for half a loaf at Geneva.
  The American threats in late March and early April certainly intensified those fears and thus played an important role in the story.  But was this because the audience costs mechanism had come into play?
If the audience costs theory were correct, U.S. threats would have been most credible during the period when domestic political accountability was greatest—that is, in the run-up to the midterm elections to be held in November 1954.  One would expect the Communists to calculate that the administration would have a freer hand and be more able to accept a compromise settlement in Indochina after the elections were over when it did not have to worry so much about a political backlash at home.  But they saw things in exactly the opposite way.  The Chinese premier Zhou Enlai, Chen Jian tells us, thought that domestic political pressure was actually holding the U.S. government back.  “America’s non-intervention policy,” Zhou wrote another top Chinese official at the time, “is only a temporary phenomenon, and this will only be maintained until the coming November, when the U.S. Congress holds elections.  If a ceasefire is not achieved by then, the situation will change dramatically.”
  The implication was that the Eisenhower administration was not locked into a hard line because of the domestic political price it would have to pay if it drew back from its threats.  The fact that the government had to worry about the public response to its threats was not viewed as adding to the credibility of what it was threatening, as the theory would suggest.  Threats, in fact, would be more credible when, after the elections, the government did not have to worry so much about the public reaction to what it was doing.
Why So Weak?

So it is quite clear that the credibility of the American threats was not rooted in calculations about audience costs.  This raises two questions.  Why, first of all—and this question will be the focus of the discussion in this section—was the audience costs mechanism so weak in 1954?  And, second, if the threats were not credible because of audience costs, why then were they credible?  That issue will be considered in the next section.

So why was it that large audience costs were not generated in 1954?   The first point to note here is that the Eisenhower administration deliberately refrained from making explicit threats; it was left to others to draw the implications.
  Dulles’s March 29 speech, for example, as Logevall points out, “was carefully crafted—it went through twenty-one drafts—to sound menacing while remaining vague on specifics.”  As Dulles’s aide Robert Bowie later pointed out, “it did not actually commit ‘anyone to anything.’”
  And it is quite clear that the administration deliberately sought to avoid tying its hands.  Thus Dulles, shortly after his March 29 speech, spoke on the phone with James Hagerty, the president’s press secretary, about how Eisenhower should handle questions about what Dulles had had in mind by “united action.”  Dulles said that term covered “a very wide range of possibilities,” and this his words were “deliberately chosen for that purpose.” He said that if questioned on this point, it was important “for the President not to let him[self] get pinned down.”
  Direct threats—the sorts of threats it might be hard to back down from—were to be avoided.  
And it was probably for that reason that the Secretary of State viewed as “unfortunate” Vice President Richard Nixon’s famous April 16 statement that “if to avoid further Communist expansion in Asia and Indo-China we must take the risk now by putting our boys in, I think the executive has to take the politically unpopular position and do it.”  Nixon’s comment—“the first direct statement from an Administration figure,” as the New York Times put it, “that American troops might be committed to Indo-China”—was evidently too direct and too explicit for Dulles’s taste.

An audience costs theorist might be puzzled by Dulles’s reaction.  Wouldn’t a political leader have to pay a bigger price for backing down from an explicit threat than from a vague one?  And wouldn’t that mean that the more explicit a threat was, the more credible it would be?
   But the Dulles view is not to be dismissed totally irrational.  He had good reasons for taking the course he did.  He needed to worry, first of all, about how the allies would react if he took too tough a line.  He also had to worry about how U.S. freedom of action would be curtailed if threats were too explicit.  And he had to worry about the political reaction at home if the administration came across as too bellicose:  the Korean War had just ended a year earlier, and the country was by no means eager to get into a new war in Asia.

The point about the allies needs little elaboration;  it is quite clear from the Logevall book, and from many earlier studies as well, that Eisenhower and Dulles understood that too tough a line might scare off the allies.
  They knew in particular that the British in particular were worried about the possibility of a new war, and  especially about the possibility that the United States might use nuclear weapons in an area like Indochina or against China.  

But what about the other two factors?  Did it make sense, first of all, to rely on relatively vague threats?  It was quite clear to Eisenhower and Dulles that to have a deterrent effect, threats did not have to be explicit.  It might be enough to just create a big question mark in the enemy’s mind.  “It was important,” Eisenhower felt, “that we not let the Russians think that we might not resist”;  “it was not well to tell the Russians everything as to what we would or would not do.”
  Explicit threats, to be sure, might be more credible than vague ones.  But the increased deterrent effect would come at the cost of reduced maneuverability, and there might be other costs as well.  It thus might be perfectly rational in some situations to conclude that that price was simply not worth paying.

And when considering how tough a line to take in public, the domestic political situation also had to be taken into account.  There was not much support at home for sending ground troops to Indochina, especially if it were done on a unilateral basis;  but, on the other hand, there was a risk that the administration might be blamed if that area were lost to the Communists.  In such circumstances, too hard a line might set off a firestorm of criticism in Congress and in the press;  the very hostile reaction Nixon’s April 16 remarks received was a good indicator of what would be in store for the administration if it went that route.  That in itself meant that the administration’s public statements had to be very carefully phrased.
In such circumstances, how could the audience costs mechanism come into play?   The problem here was that the political incentives cut both ways.  “If Indo-China were lost through lack of United States action,” the New York Times reported at the time, “the Eisenhower Administration would be confronted with charges of ‘another China.’  But if the United States openly intervened in Indo-China, the Administration might run the risk of involvement in ‘another Korea.’
   Logevall makes much the same point.  After talking about how the Eisenhower administration “felt pressure to act” after “having stated publicly that failure to hold” Indochina could have disastrous consequences for the United States and for the West as a whole, he goes on to point out that a very different set of incentives was pulling Eisenhower in the opposite direction.  The president knew that the “prospect of unilateral intervention involving U.S. ground troops carried its own political risks.” “With memories of an unpopular war in Korea still fresh in people’s minds and with Republicans facing midterm elections in the fall,” an interventionist policy might not make sense in domestic political terms.

The key point to note here is that the two types of incentive tend to cancel each other out.  The audience cost effect focuses on the first type of incentive:  the administration’s threats are credible, the argument would run, because of the price it would pay at home if it did not follow through on them.  To avoid paying that price, it would thus be more likely to carry out its threats.  But that would be true only if it did not have to pay the same or greater price for actually doing what it had threatened.  If it would have to pay pretty much the same price no matter what course of action it took, there would be no domestic political reason to pursue one policy as opposed to another.  The attitude might well be:  “if we’re going to get criticized no matter what we do, we might as well make our own decision and just do what we think is best.”  It is thus important to look at both sides of the ledger:  to look not just at the price a government would pay in domestic political terms for backing down from its threats, but also at the price it might pay at home for implementing them.  The public, after all, might be perfectly willing to see the government make threats for their deterrent effect (especially if those threats led to a compromise settlement the public could live with), but might be much less pleased if the government actually carried out its threats and went to war.  In that case, the government would scarcely be raked over the coals for settling for half a loaf, no matter how tough a line it had taken during the crisis itself.  And it does seem that the public as a whole in 1954 was not upset about the way the crisis had turned out—that it viewed the outcome as less of a defeat for the United States than the administration itself did.

Threat-making certainly has domestic political repercussions, but the way the political system reacts to that sort of behavior is anything but straightforward.  A government makes a threat but then fails to follow through with it:  the price it pays at home for that failure is by no means fixed or independent of context.  Thus the Eisenhower administration had wanted to prevent any part of Indochina from falling into Communist hands, and had suggested that an arrangement of that sort would be disastrous.  But at Geneva it grudgingly accepted, or at least half-accepted, a compromise that would allow the Communists to come to power in Hanoi.  What sort of price would it pay for that?  The left would not attack the government for going along with the Geneva settlement or for not having carried out its threats.  If anything, the Democrats were inclined to criticize the administration for having been too bellicose in the first place.
  There were, of course, right-wing Republicans who felt that the country should have intervened militarily, and on a unilateral basis if necessary, but after Geneva what were they supposed to do?  Take a position which they knew the country as a whole would not support?
  To attack Eisenhower as an appeaser would hardly help their own party at the polls—and the elections were only a few months away.  

A government might declare that it intends to pursue a tough policy, and if its threats are revealed as hollow, it may well pay a price with the electorate.  But the sort of price it pays, if any, depends on the way that policy is assessed, and the one thing that can be said is that those assessments are never made in a purely mechanical way.  The assessment process is political at its core, and is far more subjective than the audience cost theory might lead one to think.  The judgments made are not simply a function of the gap between what was said and what was done, and can vary widely depending on the perspectives and calculations of those making them.  
Assessing Intent
We know the American threats had a major impact on Communist behavior.  And it also seems fairly clear that they did not have the effect they did because the audience costs mechanism had come into play.  That mechanism was too weak to play an important role in this affair.  Why then were those threats credible?  
I first want to again point out that the two specific threats alluded to at the beginning of this paper—the ones contained in Dulles’s March 29 speech and in Eisenhower April 7 press conference—were not isolated utterances.  They were key parts of a campaign the U.S. government was conducting to mobilize support for an interventionist policy (albeit one conducted on multilateral basis).  Dulles’s speech, according to a report published in the New York Times at the time, “marked a climax to a series of Administration and Congressional statements designed to point up the tremendous stakes involved in the Indo-Chinese war and to lay down the policy which the United States proposes to pursue at the forthcoming Geneva conference.”
  “Dulles,” Logevall writes (quoting from an account published in The New Yorker by Richard Rovere), “had undertaken ‘one of the boldest campaigns of political suasion ever undertaken by an American statesman,’ in which congressmen, journalists, and television personalities of all stripes were being ‘rounded up in droves and escorted to lectures and briefings’ on the crucial importance of achieving victory in Vietnam”
  A “centerpiece” of the campaign, Logevall points out, was Dulles’s March 29 speech;  the Secretary of State, as one early but very well-informed study of this episode noted, was trying “to prepare the American people and world opinion for possible U.S. intervention in Indochina.”
  The U.S. government, as Dulles himself said, was “doing everything possible” to prepare the public “for united action in Indochina.”

One has the sense that the Communists took propaganda campaigns of this sort quite seriously.  In one of Mao’s conversations with the Soviet ambassador from this period, for example, a recent letter from the Soviet Communist Party to its Chinese counterpart was discussed;  the Soviets, in that letter, had been concerned with “the fact that the USA, France and England were heading towards making plans for nuclear war and so were rolling out their propaganda in favor of this type of war.”
  But was it rational to consider campaigns to mobilize public opinion important indicators of intent?  One could approach the problem from a “costly signaling” perspective and argue that such campaigns deserve to be taken seriously because in raising expectations a government would have to expect a backlash at home if its real policy was more moderate than the public had been led to expect.  If the Eisenhower administration, for example, talked about massive retaliation but tolerated the loss of one country after another to the Communists without ever retaliating massively, its policy would be revealed as bankrupt;  it might have to pay a price for that in domestic political terms.  That in turn would suggest that the rhetoric had to be taken seriously.
But this “costly signaling” approach is not the only way to deal with the problem.  Suppose you’re a Communist and you think democracy is a sham.  Suppose you believe that the U.S. government can manipulate public opinion and that in America the ruling classes’ grip on power is secure.  The price the government would have to pay for bluffing might then be fairly low.  But even in that case it might still be rational to take what was being done to prepare the country for war seriously.  Would a government that was determined to avoid any military involvement in the Indochina affair be conducting such a campaign?   To be sure, one might suspect there was a certain element of bluff in the American position.  But the mere fact that the government seemed to be preparing the country for war was an important indicator—that is, a key piece of evidence that needed to be taken into account when one was trying to figure out how likely it was that America would intervene in the war.  

Such calculations would not be made in a vacuum.  In making an assessment of that sort, all sorts of indicators would be taken into account.  A general picture would gradually into focus, and any particular indicator would be assessed in terms of how it fit into that larger picture.  The fact that the Eisenhower administration did not want to enter into negotiations with the Communists that would lead to a compromise peace—that it wanted the war to continue until the Communists were defeated and tried hard to organize a coalition that would carry out that policy—certainly had to be taken into account.
  And the military indicators were of even greater importance.  The U.S. government seemed to be getting ready for direct intervention in Indochina.  In late March, an American officer was sent to confer with the French commander in Saigon about “plans for American air support, should it be authorized,” and “a few days later the Department of Defense publicized the move of a carrier task force, including the Essex and the Boxer, into the South China Sea between Indochina and the Philippines.”
  The U.S. Navy, moreover, began to conduct reconnaissance operations, even over areas across the border in southern China.

But could Eisenhower have been bluffing?  Maybe he was just trying to scare the Communists in order to get them to moderate their position.  The president was certainly capable of pursuing that sort of strategy.  In April 1953, for example, in a discussion of tactics for ending the Korean War, he had “stated his belief that it was possible to handle the matter in such a way as, on the one hand, to impress the enemy with our determination, without, on the other hand, unduly alarming our allies or our own people.  The matter, said the President, should be handled in such a way that a foreign G-2 [Army intelligence], piecing together the bits of information on the transfer [of atomic weapons], would come to the conclusion that he had pierced the screen of the intentions of the United States.”
  How then could an adversary tell whether the moves they observed were genuine indicators of American intentions, and not just part of a bluff strategy, aimed at manipulating their perceptions?
Again, the basic principle here is that these things had to be assessed in the light of everything else that was known about American policy.  The larger picture was of fundamental importance.  The Communists looked at America and saw a country in a militantly anti-Communist mood.  They saw a country that enjoyed a large measure of military superiority, above all at the nuclear level, thanks to the extraordinary buildup of U.S. military power that had taken place over the previous four years—and indeed a country that seemed determined to take advantage of that situation by building its policy on the threat of “massive retaliation.”  The general approach, as laid out in a series of major public statements, was quite clear.  “The way to deter aggression,” Secretary Dulles said, in a famous speech he gave at the beginning of 1954 outlining that policy, “is for the free community to be willing and able to respond vigorously at places and with means of its own choosing.”  Dulles went on to point out that if the Communists renewed their aggression in Korea, the response “would not necessarily be confined to Korea”—a policy the United States had already adopted, with allied support, the previous year.  With regard to Indochina, he warned that “if there were open Red Chinese army aggression there, that would have ‘grave consequences which might not be confined to Indochina.’”
  The administration, as the New York Times reporter James Reston said at the time, was telling the Communists “as clearly as Governments ever say these things, that, in the event of another proxy or brushfire war in Korea, Indo-China, Iran or anywhere else, the United States might retaliate instantly with atomic weapons against the USSR or Red China.”

We know now that the administration was not just bluffing.  The declassified documents make it quite clear that U.S. leaders were really thinking along those lines at the time.  The military authorities disliked the idea of a “static defense”—that is, they disliked the idea of having U.S. ground forces fight limited wars in places like Indochina—and would have preferred to deal with the problem by going after the sources of Communist power in China itself.   The Chiefs laid out their basic thinking in a memorandum dealing with the question of how the rest of southeast Asia could be defended if Indochina was lost to the Communists.  “The United States,” they argued, should in that case “adopt the concept of offensive actions against the ‘military power of the aggressor,’ in this instance Communist China, rather than the concept of ‘reaction locally at the point of attack.’”
  
Indeed, it seems that if the Chiefs had had their way, they would have fought the Indochina war by attacking China, whether or not a large Chinese force actually moved into Vietnam.  “The Joint Chiefs’ central philosophy,” according to a quite extraordinary study prepared shortly after the crisis by the JCS Historical Division—a study based on many highly classified documents (some of which have still not been declassified) and on extensive interviews with officers involved  in this affair—was “that the real solution to Far Eastern difficulties lay in the neutralization of Communist China.”
  Even the Army Chief of Staff, General Matthew Ridgway, generally portrayed as a dove in the Indochina affair, seemed to favor this sort of approach.
  Admiral Radford, the JCS chairman, apparently wanted to take advantage of the crisis to bring matters to a head with China:  “The Chairman of the Chiefs believed that once the Indochinese incident was settled, there would be no further opportunity to cope with another military adverture on the part of the Chinese, at least until the Communists were ready for the ‘big show.’”

Eisenhower and Dulles did not see things in quite the same way, although they were more sympathetic to that sort of approach than one might imagine.  They certainly shared the Chiefs’ aversion to “static defense”—to “fritter[ing] away our resources in local engagements,” as the president put it at an important NSC meeting during the Indochina crisis.
  And they certainly thought that in the case of “overt unprovoked Chinese Communist aggression” the United States would have to take action—with allies, if that were at all possible.  But if America did intervene, Eisenhower said, “there should be no half-measures or frittering around.  The Navy and Air Force should go in with full power, using new weapons, and strike at air bases and ports in mainland China”;  “possibly there should be a strike at Communist Russia,” he thought, “in view of her treaty with China.”
  
The discussion at that meeting dealt with the question of what the United States would do in the event of overt Chinese military intervention in the war, but it is important to note that the government was also thinking of taking action against China even if that country’s involvement in the Indochina war remained limited.  The basic decision that America was not going to fight land wars in places like Indochina and Korea, but would instead feel free to attack the sources of Communist power in China itself, implied that if the Viet Minh did not give up, then America might escalate by attacking the PRC.  As Dulles told his subordinates in October 1954, “in case of an all-out Vietminh attack, he foresaw American bombing of Tonkin and probably general war with China.”  “Our concept,” he said, “envisages a fight with nuclear weapons rather than the commitment of ground forces.”
  He had made much the same point in August.  “We do not care to meet the aggressors’ third team,” he wrote, “by pitting our foot soldiers against those of [the] Vietminh in Indochina or those of North Korea in Korea.”  Instead, the United States had to show Communist China, “the source of the past and potentially future aggressions in Korea and Indochina,” that it was “‘willing and able’ to make the aggressor suffer at places and by means of our choosing, i.e., where our sea and air power are preponderant.”

Eisenhower was at times even more extreme, and on occasion even seemed to contemplate war with the USSR.  He was deeply opposed to the “prospect of American divisions scattered all over the world,” bogged down in endless local wars, unable to “get at the heart of the enemy’s power and support.”
  Rather than face that possibility, it might make sense to take more extreme measures:
The President again repeated his conviction that if the United States were to permit its ground forces to be drawn into conflict in a great variety of places throughout the world, the end result would be gravely to weaken the defensive position of the United States.  Before doing that, it almost appeared that we would have to choose between actually launching at attack on Soviet Russia or gradually permitting ourselves to be exhausted in piecemeal conflicts, as had been the fate of the British.

As he put the point a few months later, “if we are to have general war, he would prefer to have it with Russia, not China.  Russia can help China fight us without getting involved itself, and he would ‘want to go to the head of the snake.’”
  America, he seemed to feel, might have to go this route if the allies were not willing to stand up to the aggressor and the United States was forced to act unilaterally. “If our allies were going to fall away in any case,” he remarked at the April 29, 1954, NSC meeting, “it might be better for the United States to leap over the smaller obstacles and hit the biggest one with all the power we had.”
  And two months later, when he was told at another NSC meeting that America’s allies would not support a really tough policy, he said that “if this were indeed the situation, we should perhaps come back to the very grave question:  Should the United States now get ready to fight the Soviet Union?  The President pointed out that he had brought up this question more than once at prior Council meetings, and that he had never done so facetiously.”

The Communists, of course, had no way of knowing what the president was saying to his closest advisors, but they knew what Dulles and others were saying in public, they knew how American military forces were being deployed and armed, and they had a good sense (based on what was going on in NATO at this time) for what U.S. military strategy was and for the sort of thinking it was based on.
  The mere fact that Admiral Radford had been made JCS Chairman was an important indicator.  The New York Times published an article on Radford by James Reston when the admiral was appointed to that position in August 1953.  Radford, Reston noted, had said “many times” that “the United States will never be secure so long as the Communists retain power in China.”
  Radford also seemed prepared to go “all-out” in Indochina.  In May 1954, according to the Times, the JCS Chairman had told a “secret meeting of the House Foreign Affairs Committee on May 26” that “any United States intervention in Indochina should be on an all-out basis, including use of atomic weapons.”
  The fact that this story was based on a leak of secret testimony might have made it particularly credible. 
Radford’s colleague on the JCS, Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Robert Carney, also took a very bellicose position at about that time—that is, just as the crisis in Indochina was coming to a head.  In a speech he gave on May 27, he said America was approaching a fork in the road:  “the simple alternatives are these:  To do nothing;  to rush around plugging the dike;  or to take measures to lower the pressure against the dikes.”  It was not enough, he believed, to just come up with “a succession of minor strategies to deal with brush fires.”  Negotiations were hopeless:  how could anyone believe that “ephemeral negotiations” would put an “end to all our troubles”?  The Communists were on the march;  the balance of world power was shifting against America;  “we’re traveling at high speed and I don’t believe that much time will be vouchsafed us.”  Carney concluded with a question:  “Do we want to turn into the smooth dead-end”—that is, to pursue a relatively passive policy—“or take the rougher road that offers us a good destination if we have got the guts and strength to manage it?”
  The press had little trouble seeing what the CNO was saying.   “Carney Sees Choice:  Fight or Yield to Reds” was the title of the Washington Post’s article on his speech.  And the Post was careful to point out that Carney’s remarks “had been ‘cleared’ with higher authority.”

The Communists, in trying to see what American intentions really were, would certainly want to take these sorts of things into account.  They would of course not simply assume that Eisenhower and Dulles saw things the same way that Radford and Carney did.  But the fact that Radford had been made JCS Chairman and that Carney’s remarks had been approved in advance told them something about what the limits of acceptable discourse were during the early Eisenhower period.  The kind of thinking associated with the two admirals was evidently not viewed as out-of-bounds.  The fact that their views could be expressed in public and semi-public venues implied that the political leadership might perhaps be thinking along somewhat similar lines, or at least that it was inclined to take that sort of thinking seriously.  
Taken together with all the other indicators available to them, this sort of thing might well have suggested to the two major Communist powers that where there was smoke, there might be fire, and that they really should be worried about what the United States might do.   It was not that they had concluded that the Eisenhower administration had decided on war—and in fact it is clear looking back that Eisenhower was by no means eager for war with China.  But the U.S. political leadership had evidently not dismissed the idea of a preventive war against China, or even Russia, out of hand;  there was a certain chance that the U.S. government might come to think that a major war of that sort was its least bad option, or at least that it would find a policy of bringing matters to a head with the Communist powers attractive.  The administration, to be sure, had been careful to specify that it might attack China if that country overtly intervened in the war.  But given the general thrust of its policy, given Dulles’s warnings that an aggressor’s “sanctuaries” across the border might not be respected, and given also that U.S. leaders were already talking about the Chinese as “aggressors in spirit,” even a local intervention in Indochina might easily escalate, first to limited and then to massive attacks on China itself.
  The risk that events might take this course might have been viewed as relatively modest—say, only twenty percent or so, if the war was not settled.  But given what was at stake, Russia and China might feel it was prudent in such circumstances to pull in their horns and that a more moderate policy was in order.   They would not want to poke the tiger too hard through the bars of the cage, given that the tiger was in an angry mood and that the bars were now quite bendable.  It was not that they thought an American nuclear attack was imminent.  They just would not want to come anywhere near the point where an American nuclear attack could become a real possibility.  As Bernard Brodie put the point in 1963:  “We rarely have to threaten general war.  We threaten instead the next in a series of moves that seems to tend in that direction.”

So the Chinese not only resisted Viet Minh requests for a deeper military involvement in the war, but also put pressure on their Vietnamese comrades to accept a compromise settlement, one that would bring about a partition of their country.  And after a settlement of that sort was worked out at Geneva, Zhou Enlai, as Le Duan later wrote, “pressured us into not doing anything in regard to southern Vietnam.”  Mao Zedong himself made it clear that the Vietnamese Communists were not to take up “guerrilla war in the south”:  “Vietnam cannot do that.  Vietnam must lie in wait for a protracted period of time.”  And, as Le Duan noted, he and his colleagues had little choice but to give way:  “We were so poor.  How could we fight the Americans if we did not have China as a rearguard base?   [Thus], we had to listen to them, correct?”
  And why had the Chinese pulled back in that way?   Not because they had suddenly lost their interest in promoting revolution abroad, and not because they were particularly worried about what the United States might do in Indochina itself.  If the Americans came in and got bogged down in a long guerrilla war in the jungles of Vietnam, that in itself might not be the worst thing in the world from Mao’s point of view.  The real fear must have had to do not with what the Americans would do in Vietnam, but rather with what they might do to China itself.
As for the Soviets, as one scholar noted years ago, they “obviously took Dulles’s speech on massive retaliation very seriously.”
  They clearly did not view it as mere “cheap talk.”  And they had little trouble pointing to other indicators of what they saw as American aggressiveness—Radford’s views, Carney’s speech, Dulles’s March 29 speech on Indochina, and so on.
  They were, moreover, well aware of the fact that the strategic balance heavily favored the United States and that it was America’s strategic edge that enabled the Eisenhower administration to threaten nuclear escalation.
  Soviet leaders, looking back, referred to this period with obvious distaste as a time when (as Nikita Khrushchev himself put it in 1958)  “the imperialists could act from ‘positions of strength’ with impunity.”
  A few years later Khrushchev was even more explicit.  “There was a time,” he said, “when American Secretary of State Dulles brandished thermonuclear bombs and followed a position of strength policy with regard to the socialist countries. . . . That was barefaced atomic blackmail, but it had to be reckoned with at the time because we did not possess sufficient means of retaliation, and if we did, they were not as many and not of the same power as those of our opponents.”
 

The Fruits of the Exercise
“That was barefaced atomic blackmail, but it had to be reckoned with at the time because we did not possess sufficient means of retaliation”—what an extraordinary admission on Khrushchev’s part!   Here we have been told for over half a century now, by some of the most eminent authorities in the field, that nuclear threat-making cannot serve as an effective instrument of policy, except perhaps in the most extreme cases—that nuclear weapons are good only for deterrence, that nuclear coercion does not work, that the massive retaliation policy was essentially bankrupt from the start.  Here we have been told that the massive retaliation policy is not to be taken seriously—that America would never have launched a full-scale nuclear attack, except perhaps in the most extreme circumstances, and in particular could not have credibly threatened to attack China in order to keep Vietnam from falling into Communist hands.  As Kenneth Waltz put the point:  to use nuclear weapons “to serve distant and doubtful interests”—and Waltz refers specifically to the 1954 Indochina crisis in this context—“would have been a monstrous policy, too horrible to carry through.”  America’s “big words,” Waltz thinks, were not to be taken seriously:  given that the country’s vital interests were not being threatened, the administration’s threats were not credible.  Nuclear weapons, in his view, simply do not deter adversaries from attacking “one’s minor interests.”
  And yet it is quite clear that what the U.S. government was saying and doing in this area did affect the behavior of the Communist powers.  It did lead them to draw in their horns and accept a political settlement in Indochina that was less advantageous to them than circumstances would otherwise have warranted.

So nuclear coercion “worked” in 1954.  The Communists had drawn back and an anti-Communist state was set up in South Vietnam.  But to say that the American threats had a major impact on the behavior of the three Communist powers is not to say that U.S. policy should get high grades.  Indeed, if it were obvious that nuclear threats of the sort the U.S. government made in 1954 could not be carried out, one would not have to worry much about the problem.  It is only because they can affect the behavior of adversary powers that governments have an incentive to make them; and for that reason the problem has to be taken seriously.  And the real problem has to do with whether it made sense for Eisenhower and Dulles to pursue the policy it did.  For whatever the short-term benefits, they came at a price:  (a) American strategic overextension, which was bound to become increasingly obvious as the U.S. nuclear edge wasted away;  and (b) the teaching to their adversaries, and even to some of their successors, of certain lessons, which were perhaps not quite the sort of lessons a world trying to figure out how to live with nuclear weapons needed to learn.
The problem of strategic overextension should have been obvious from the start.
  The situation that resulted form the Geneva accords—a divided Vietnam, with the southern half under American protection—was viable only as long as the United States continued to enjoy a massive edge in terms of strategic nuclear power.  When that situation changed—and it was universally understood that it would not last forever—the position the Americans had acquired in Indochina could easily turn into a major strategic embarrassment.  When America could no longer threaten nuclear escalation and the Communists could no longer be cowed into acquiescence, the guerrilla war would start up again in the south;  and given popular support for the Viet Minh, it might be hard maintain the Saigon regime as an anti-Communist bastion.  But by that time America would be committed to South Vietnam, and it might be hard to walk away from that commitment.  That situation could easily lead to disaster—as it in fact did.  But all these things should have been foreseeable at the time.

The second problem, which has to do with basic choices that need to be made in a world where nuclear threats can be effective, is perhaps less obvious.  The fundamental issue here was quite serious:  should governments act selfishly and engage in nuclear threat-making when it is profitable to do so?   Or should they hold back and try to build an international system that treats nuclear coercion as essentially illegitimate and unacceptable?  

The approach that Eisenhower and Dulles adopted suggested that the first path was the way to go and other political leaders were prepared to follow their lead.  Khrushchev in particular admired Dulles and his policy of “brinkmanship.”  Dulles, he thought, was “a worthy and interesting adversary.”
  “He would reach the brink, as he himself put it,” the Soviet leader said, “but he would never leap over the brink, and [nevertheless] retained his credibility.”
  Khrushchev himself, as the principal maker of Soviet foreign policy in the late 1950s and early 1960s, ended up using those same tactics, especially during the long Berlin crisis period (1958-62).  Those “with the strongest nerves will be the winner,” he thought.  “That is the most important consideration in the power struggle of our time.  The people with the weak nerves will go to the wall.”
  
This was by no means an absurd view.  Bernard Brodie, in an important article written at the dawn of the thermonuclear age, pointed out that “all in all the situation is one that puts a premium on nerves.”
  That meant one could prevail by at least appearing to risk nuclear escalation, and in practice a number of major figures—not just Khrushchev but some U.S. leaders as well—were tempted to follow Dulles’s lead.  Richard Nixon, having observed both Dulles and Khrushchev, sought as president to pursue that sort of policy.  Nixon, in fact, considered Khrushchev “the most brilliant world leader” he had ever met;  he was particularly impressed with the fact that “he scared the hell out of people.”
  Lyndon Johnson did not go quite that far, but he took the view that the Dulles strategy had worked in southeast Asia, and that it was only after Kennedy came to power and the Communists “concluded there wasn’t going to be any massive retaliation no matter what they did” that the insurgency in South Vietnam heated up.

The real issue, however, is not whether nuclear coercion can be effective, but rather whether we would want to live in a world where tactics of this sort are used as a matter of course.  And I do think that one of the most amazing things about the way things have developed since 1945 is that despite the fact that nuclear threats can in principle be used for coercive purposes, such threats have come to be viewed as largely out-of-bounds.  A set of norms has come into being that has basically delegitimated all attempts to practice “atomic diplomacy.”
  But it would be a mistake to think that this regime is either self-enforcing or rock-solid;   norms can change, and often have changed, with surprising suddenness.
  Cooperative systems are often vulnerable to exploitation by actors who accept the protections the system offers but who feel no obligation to reciprocate by accepting the constraints that lie at the heart of the system;  indeed, if the system makes retaliation more difficult, that in itself would give such actors an incentive to exploit the regime in that way.  Such systems can easily unravel;  the collapse of the Locarno system in the late 1920s and of the Vienna system during the Crimean War period are good cases in point.  What this means is that the “moral firebreak”—the norms that keep states from using nuclear weapons and from making nuclear threats—might be breached more easily than we think.  And if were are too complacent about these matters—if we are too quick to jump to the conclusion that nuclear weapons are unusable for purposes other than deterrence—than we might be headed for real trouble, perhaps sooner than we think.  
So the analysis has come a long way from its starting point.  These thoughts about nuclear coercion and nuclear norms have little to do with audience costs.  But the goal of the analysis here was not so much to test a particular political science theory as to explore a set of issues about how intentions are assessed, about what makes threats credible, about how international politics and domestic politics interact with each other, and about how international politics works in crisis situations—and to explore those issues by looking at a single historical episode.  The theory itself is essentially a vehicle for bringing those issues into focus.  You can study even a single episode in the light of that theory, and when you do so, certain insights of a general nature emerge—but they take shape only because you have something specific to react to.  That’s why theories like the audience costs theory are of real value.  They serve as powerful instruments of analysis—and that’s true even when, or perhaps especially when, they turn out to be wrong.
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