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US State Department and Department of Defense Decision Mak-
ing Process in the 1958 Taiwan Strait Crisis
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Abstract

On August 23, 1958, the People's Liberation Army fired heavy artillery shells against
Quemoy. Soon after which, the US State Department and Department of Defense initiated
a series of diplomatic and military measures to lessen the military tension across the Taiwan
Strait. This paper aims to answer the following questions. First, within the State Department,
what were the disputes in defending the offshore islands before the crisis? What were the
proposals being raised in avoiding crisis escalation? What were the arguments in imple-
menting the reduction of the offshore islands' forces after the crisis? Second, within the
Department of Defense, what were the disputes in the defense of the offshore islands, in the
use of nuclear weapon before the crisis and in escorting Taiwan's vessels to the offshore
islands during the crisis? What were the debates in suspending escort mission after the cri-
sis? Finally, what were the arguments between State Department and Department of
Defense concerning the use of nuclear weapon? The main theme of this paper is that
based on President Eisenhower's mindset of “diplomatic first and military second” in
diminishing the crisis, the Department of Defense's high risk proposal of military response
were turned down by Eisenhower. Thus, the lower risk proposal of diplomatic measures rec-
ommended by State Department gained an upper hand in the decision making process.
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