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#*Made changes to some parts of the text.

Memorandum From James C. Thomson [##§ 4], Jr., of the National Security Council [H
424] Staff to the President’s Special Assistant for National Security Affairs (McGeorge
Bundy)

April 15, 1965.
SUBJECT '

The Taiwan Situation

(D The High Costs of Ambiguity*
I came away from Taiwan* deeply disturbed by the debilitating effects on both Chinese and
Americans of a non-credible but unquestioned myth*: the myth of return to f.he mainland.

On the face of it, the situation is rather eerie*: the GRC* knows that we don’t believe it; and we
know that they know we don’t believe it; and we suspect that some of them don’t believe it; but no one
says it. The result is that our every relationship is affected by the unmentionable dead cat on the floor.

I am most concerned by two costs that are paid out for continued ambiguity: the emotional and
intellectual cost, and a more tangible* cost in the allocation of econemic resources.

In the first category, the general effect of any over-riding myth is to make most serious discussion
impossible. In the case of Taiwan, the ambiguity is a breeding ground for continuing suspicion of the
U.S. and for latent anti-Americanism. As long as we make a pretense, by silence, of sharing their myth,
we are subject continually to the charge that we are not true believers—and, by extension, that we are
going to betray their interests. In permitting the ambiguity to linger, we hand to the GRC a considerable
instrument of leverage* against us: leverage to force us regularly to prove what cannot be proven, i.e.,
Ltlhat our hearts are in the right place on this issue. To assuage our guilt and sustain the ambiguity, we

ave to keep offering up bits and pieces of concessions. Finally, I might add, ambiguity permits some
U.S. officials to begin to believe in the myth.

The second category of cost relates to the first. As long as the GRC is tacitly encouraged to honor the
myth, its economic planning will be geared to implementing that myth through the maintenance of a
foolishly massive defense establishment. One of the tragedies of Taiwan is the fact that the resources do
indeed exist to make it a “garden spot”, a “beacon of free Chinese development”, and a “showcase” for
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he mainland and the rest of Asia. As one Chinese friend told me, “This place is obviously a paradise
relative to the mainland; but the tragedy is that it could have been and could be so much more—a free,
dynamic and prosperous alternative to the mainland.”

[Recommendations ' :

On the basis of the foregoing analysis, I would conclude that the U.S. has a major interest in
assuring that Taiwan’s apparent stability and prosperity become real stability and prosperity. I would
also conclude that we have certain instruments to achieve this result which we are not now using.
Specifically, I suggest the following actions:

End the present U.S. ambiguity regarding mainland return in his dealing with top GRC officials.
l(Such a move should be coupled with absolutely firm assurances of our proper unambiguous
commitment*: support for the continued free existence of Taiwan and the Pescadores*. We have many
friends and allies with regard to whose grandiose aims we have agreed to disagree; it is high time to do
the same with the GRC—it would be a far healthier arrangement, both for them and for us.)

* ambiguity: a word or expression that can be understood in two or more possible ways; the fact of something
having more than one possible meaning and therefore possibly causing confusion

1 came away from Taiwan: Thompson reported on a 2-week trip to Asian countries including Taiwan.

myth: an ancient story or set of stories, especially explaining the early history of a group of people or about
natural events and facts

eerie: strange in a frightening and mysterious way

GRC: the government of the Republic of China

tangible: real and not imaginary; able to be shown, touched, or experienced

leverage: the action or advantage of using a lever

commitment: the U.S.’ official promise or firm decision to do something

Pescadores: the Peng-hu Islands
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