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ABSTRACT

Between 1963 and 1968, Lyndon B. Johnson struggled to take advantage of
increasing instability in Eastern Europe. By negotiating Most Favored Nation trade treaties
and using the Import-Export Bank of America to finance “deferred payment” trade
arrangements, Johnson hoped to strengthen American and Eastern European relations.
Where Johnson failed to arrange new trade agreements he opted for broadening diplomatic
ties. Johnson believed advantages to this strategy included weakening Soviet hegemony in
the Warsaw nations, generating a new influx of trade to stabilize the American balance of
payments, and preventing Soviet expansion into third world nations. I argue that President
Johnson was unsuccessful in Eastern Europe because certain segments of Congress would
not support deeper ties with Communist nations. Congress’ refusal to treat with the Warsaw
Nations stemmed from two sources: a refusal to validate the Communist system and
increasing American involvement in the Vietnam War. President Johnson promoted
improved interactions, desiring stronger East- West ties and weaker Soviet control in the
region. Congress endorsed the international isolation of Communist nations, aiming to cause

economic collapse in the Communist governments.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION: THE ENVIRONMENT

On May 24, 1964, President Lyndon B. Johnson addressed an assemblage at the
Virginia Military Institute, in Lexington, Virginia.! The occasion commemorated the
dedication of the George C. Marshall Library. Rather than emphasizing the works of George
Marshall, Johnson declared it was time to look forward to a new era. Johnson refocused
American foreign policy with a few unassuming sentences: “We will continue to build
bridges across the gulf which has divided us from Eastern Europe,” said Johnson. “They will
be bridges of increased trade, of ideas, of visitors, and of humanitarian aid.”> The United
States would no longer demarcate the world based on simple definitions of Communist or
Non- Communist nations. Instead, Johnson declared his peaceful intentions toward the
Warsaw Pact Nations. Scarcely six months after taking office, Johnson began to pursue his
ambition to bring the Warsaw Nations into the fold of the industrialized Western world. He
pursued this goal through the entirety of his presidency, using trade treaties, consulate
expansions, executive orders, and efforts to improve communications among the nations.

Lyndon B. Johnson took the oath as President of the United States November 22,
1963, and immediately began implementing his ambitious domestic and foreign agenda. The
Civil Rights era and the Vietnam War encompass the majority of scholarly work regarding
the Johnson Administration. Foreign policy texts focus on his escalating commitment to the
Vietnam War and the adverse effects it had on his other initiatives. Johnson “put the highest
priority upon following the consensus of his senior advisers and never chose an alternative that

they would have [had] rejected,” wrote David Kaiser in 1994, representing conventional criticism.



“This tactic helped lead him into a full-scale war in Vietnam, and also helped make the years
1965-69 generally unproductive ones in East-West relations.” Frank Costigliola in the same
year wrote, “Johnson.....expected that bridge building would open arms of political,
economic and cultural contact with Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union,” but his was one of
few voices crediting Johnson with a positive foreign policy agenda.* Warren Cohen and
Nancy Tucker conclude with the same conventional wisdom that Kaiser embraced. President
Johnson was a poor foreign policy strategist, who lacked interest in the field and was heavily
dependent on the advice of his cabinet.’ Eric Goldman, a former Johnson advisor turned
historian, and Philip Geyelin both believed that President Johnson was not only inefficient at
foreign policy; he also actively sought to avoid it.°

This thesis challenges common perspectives by arguing that the disproportionate
attention paid to Vietnam has distorted the Johnson record. Indeed, historians have paid
scant attention to Johnson’s outreach programs to other countries, especially the Eastern
European satellites.” The abundance of newly released records from the Johnson White
House enables the scholar to understand how misrepresented Johnson was as a global policy
maker. Rather than an inefficient bungler, Johnson can now be viewed as a politically astute
grand strategist. Creating positive East-West Relations was a high priority for President
Johnson, stymied only by Congressional obstruction.

Johnson’s efforts to reach out to Communists in Europe rested on assumptions of
cooperation from Congress, which were not forthcoming. Initially limited to conservative
Cold Warriors, Congressional opposition spread to both sides of the aisle as the number of
American troops deployed to South Vietnam increased. Congress had significant legal

weight on its side.® Various laws enacted after the Bolshevik Revolution and World War 11



severely constrained U.S. trade with Communists. Other laws, not Communist-specific,
similarly hampered economic entanglements with any nation in default of its debts to the
United States. This comprised every Communist nation in Eastern Europe, with the sole
exception of Bulgaria. Congress utilized every law, closed all loopholes, and limited every
transaction within its control.

The 1964 elections delivered to President Johnson a large majority in the Senate, with
Democrats outnumbering Republicans 68 to 32. The House had a similar divide, with 295
seats going to the Democrats and 140 going to the Republicans.’ In theory, this meant nearly
unlimited power for President Johnson to enact his mandate. In reality, the demographic
makeup of the 1964 congress included a deeply divided Democratic party, reducing President
Johnson’s support base. With the exception of conservative congressional hawks, it was
often difficult to determine how a Congressman would vote regarding trade with Communist
nations. This became more predictable as the Vietnam War dragged on, but even before 1966
there was no predetermined base which was certain to either oppose trade with Eastern
Europe or support it. The House of Representatives was far more likely to introduce anti-
Communist legislation than the Senate. The majority of the bills attempting to restrict trade
with Eastern Europe originated in the House. !

Johnson endeavored to improve economic and cultural ties with Communist nations
in Eastern Europe. He advocated global arms control and cultivated lines of communication
with the USSR.!! Johnson accomplished this by skirting an unfriendly Congress, in some
instances resorting to executive orders. Congress did not accept such machinations lightly.
Over the course of five years, Congress stripped the Executive of its legal capacity to

unilaterally creating binding agreements with Communist nations.



CHAPTER TWO

JOHNSON AND EASTERN EUROPE

President Johnson’s ambitions in Eastern Europe followed a pattern, established
incrementally and non-linearly, in the years after World War II. Each newly elected
presidential administration took only sporadic action towards Eastern Europe until the arrival
of President Johnson. President Eisenhower extended trade treaties to Poland and relaxed the
trade embargo with the Eastern Bloc. 2 President Kennedy had requested and received from
Congress the legal right to sell surplus commodities to Eastern Europe, but traded primarily
with Poland and Yugoslavia.'* But there was no pattern to offers to trade. Some executives
decided to trade, some did not. Why was Johnson so interested in Eastern Europe? Though
the records do not specify one overarching motive the evidence suggests several interlocking
theories. One possibility is Johnson’s interest in expanding US trade globally, including most
of the continent of Europe.'* Johnson also wished to prevent Western European development
of nuclear weapons, in keeping with his reluctance to escalate the arms race with the USSR.!?

These policy initiatives notwithstanding, President Johnson also had another goal. In
order to limit the amount of resources the USSR exported, Johnson hoped to increase
consumer demand in Eastern Europe beyond the Soviet capacity to provide. Conceivably,
this could force European Communist nations into a slight Western turn, while decreasing
Soviet influence.'® It would also assist in limiting Soviet expansion into the Third World
nations. Soviet influence in South America concerned multiple American presidential

administrations, and Johnson was no exception to this.!” Johnson hoped to force the USSR to



divert goods heading toward developing nations to the Warsaw Pact countries. A significant
expansion in consumerism behind the Iron Curtain was unlikely, and for Johnson it was
never a goal. However, he was optimistic that a small increase in financial demands from
various Eastern European nations would exercise a noticeable impact on Soviet resources.
Poland, Bulgaria, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia were all beginning to experience, or
remained in, contracted economic conditions.!® The effect this had on the local populace was
not inconsequential. Each of the above nations was facing popular unrest to one degree or
another throughout the 1960s.'

Concurrently, Johnson hoped to weaken Soviet hegemony over its neighbors.?
Similar to American interference in South and Central America, the USSR put considerable
pressure on its satellites to conform to Soviet political interest. Ostensibly billed as acting in
the best interests of all involved, in fact the USSR indulged in protectionist policies designed
to propagate the Soviet interpretation of communism, whether beneficial to the local
population or not.?! Despite Soviet trade policies with the Warsaw-Pact nations, all of the
members to one degree or another were dependent on the USSR for a significant portion of
trade. Johnson hoped that equalizing the trade balance between Eastern Europe and the West
would weaken Soviet influence in the region. If it was possible for the United States to
produce even a slight crack behind the Iron Curtain, Johnson wanted to do so. This complex
strategy would weaken the Soviets while maintaining the “Containment” policy, expand
American trade, and slow the arms race with the USSR.

Despite opposition from Congress, Johnson successfully negotiated with Poland and
increased trade with Romania. He helped augment tourism in Bulgaria and opened

diplomatic channels with Hungary. He likewise met with Soviet Premier Alexi Kosygin.



Johnson took a personal interest in expanding trade relations and opening lines of
communication with the Warsaw Nations and the USSR.??> Memos and embassy notes show
direct lines of communication with President Johnson regarding lowering trade barriers and
expanding tourism with Eastern Europe.

Johnson deemed it an auspicious time for widening relations with Eastern Europe.
Nikita Khrushchev’s policies had created a power vacuum in the Warsaw Nations.?’
Khrushchev’s 1956 “Secret Speech” condemning Stalin’s purges and cult of personality
served to delegitimize many of Stalin’s most oppressive policies.>* Without Stalin’s iron
grip, many of the Eastern European nations began to focus on the needs of the individual
countries, rather than working as a bloc.?> Poorly planned economic policies in the Warsaw
Pact countries fomented popular unrest.?® Even nations still controlled by Stalinist rulers,
such as Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia, began searching for ways to ease the burden on its
populace.?’” The Warsaw nations needed more than the USSR could provide, and Johnson
sought to take advantage of this situation.

The Eastern Bloc nations reacted to United States overtures in a variety of fashions.
Poland and Romania pursued trade expansion aggressively. Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia
would trade only under specific conditions. Hungary was willing to consider trade with the
US, but was skeptical of the stability of such trade due to Congressional hostility. Johnson
never considered trade with Albania or East Germany a worthwhile endeavor. Albania
aligned itself with China in early 1960, and the Soviets broke relations with it in 1961.2% It
was also an undeveloped nation, with limited resources useful for trade. These factors made

trade with Albania undesirable. Trade with East Germany was nearly impossible, as the



United States did not formally recognize the existence of the Democratic Republic of
Germany.

Difficulties engaging in trade with Communist nations arose from more than
philosophical disagreements. There were technical matters that required attention as well.
Until 1962, the President could declare trade with any country to be in the “national interest,”
and offer them a Most Favored Nation treaty (MFN)?°. Dwight Eisenhower was the sole
president to utilize this for a communist country. Eisenhower granted a MFN to Poland in
1960°°. Congress allowed this presidential prerogative to exist until 1963, when President
Kennedy engaged in a trade for wheat with the Soviets. The USSR was experiencing a
severe wheat shortage in 1963, and Kennedy approved the sale of surplus wheat by private
enterprises to the USSR and the Eastern Bloc, with the use of Export-Import Bank of
America to guarantee against private losses®!.

Because of this trade, Congress removed the presidential discretion clause allowing
the offering of a MFN treaty to any communist nation. Furthermore, the 1963 Congress
completely stripped the MFN treaty from Poland and Yugoslavia.>?> Congress eventually
relented and allowed Poland and Yugoslavia to keep the treaties in late 1963, but not until
after President Johnson took office. Johnson was not responsible for the wheat trade with the
USSR, but much like successive American presidents after him, limitations enacted to punish
a previous administration hamstrung his ability to make truly concrete offers to the Warsaw
Nations. ** Congress would not grant him the power to unilaterally trade with any nation he
so desired, despite repeated requests.>* He had hopes for greater cooperation after the 1964

elections and a Democratic majority, but he never received it.



One solution to Johnson’s inability to offer loans for commodities to Eastern Europe
was to use The Export-Import (EX-IM) Bank of America as an insurance agent for private
capital. Franklin Roosevelt signed Executive Order 6581, creating the Ex-Im bank on
February 2, 1934.3% Its purpose was to aid global trade during the Great Depression.>® The
EX-IM’s function was to insure or guarantee sales of American exports to countries that
might constitute a credit risk. Businesses fearful of loss then had assurance of payment,
whether from the country in question or the US government. Should the country default, the
US government would reimburse the exporter.

The bank’s secondary purpose was to facilitate trade with the USSR.>” The EX-IM
never functioned as a trade agent between the USSR and the United States. The concurrent
passage of the Foreign Securities Act, commonly known as the Johnson Debt Act after its
sponsor California’s Republican Senator Hiram Johnson, effectively banned trade with the
USSR. The Johnson Debt Act prohibited trade with any nation in default on its debts to the
United States.’® The Bolshevik government had declared any Tsarist debts to be invalid,
including those with the United States. The United States did not accept a change in
government as a valid reason to repudiate one’s debts from any country.>* The result was a
loss of trade privileges for the USSR due to being in default on its loans. The EX-IM
became the main lending institution for the United States government instead.

After reviewing the Johnson Act in 1962, Attorney General Robert Kennedy declared
that while the United States government could not trade with much of Eastern Europe,
private businesses were exempt from this stricture.*’ Expanding further, he affirmed short-
term loans and “credit” to be disparate entities, thereby declaring the legality of EX-IM

insuring private capital against trade losses with Communist nations. Businesses previously



unable to risk trade with nations in default to the United States on its loans could now invest
their own capital in those same nations, with the guarantee of payment by the United States
government. Using this tool, Johnson hoped to encourage American businesses to broaden
trade with Eastern Europe.

President Johnson also openly supported the Nuclear Non Proliferation Treaty and
arms control more generally.*! In this, many of the Warsaw nations were in accord with him.
The Polish and Romanian heads of state spoke of tremendous apprehension over a nuclear-
armed Europe. Both countries advocated arms reduction and were against arming the
Western European nations.*> National leaders in Eastern Europe believed any further
weaponization would result in a greater Soviet presence in the Warsaw nations. Poland and
Romania both had engaged in a subtle independence movement from the USSR.** Economic
changes coupled with a relaxation of political oppression helped leaders of each country to
create power bases separate from Muscovite leadership. Polish and Romanian leadership
utilized that local support for their continued rule, and then proceeded to reach out to Western
Europe and the United States for a stronger relationship based on trade and cultural
exchanges. Neither Poland nor Romania wanted stronger economic or political ties with the
USSR; something they believed was inevitable with a nuclear armed Western Europe.

Johnson took the first steps of his agenda in late 1963. He initiated two key projects
with Romania. The first was to offer the use of the EX-IM bank. In 1963 and early 1964
Romania used the bank only for agricultural products.** The success of these ventures
encouraged Johnson and Romanian Premier Georgiou Dej to contemplate projects of a
greater magnitude. The principal obstacle was President Johnson’s inability to offer Romania

a Most-Favored-Nation treaty. Romanian tariff rates were nearly thirty-six percent, as
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opposed to rates of fourteen percent for countries with a MFN. * This effectively locked
Romania out of the American market, and prevented it from gaining a positive trade balance
with the US. The use of the EX-IM bank, while helpful, only offered short-term or medium
length loans. Realistically this meant loan lengths between eighteen months and five years.*
With no trade to accumulate capital, Romania could not ensure repayment of large loans in
such limited periods. While the EX-IM offered a short-term solution, it was no true
substitute for a MFN treaty.

There were other methods available to prove to Romania that Johnson was serious
about his offers of friendship. In May 1964 the State Department began to assist Firestone
Tire and Rubber Company in its negotiations with Romania about the sale of a rubber
factory. The process of approval took nearly a year. As the final agreement came to fruition,
public outcry in conjunction with Congressional disapproval, particularly from conservative
members opposed to any trade with Communists, caused the arrangement to collapse.*’
Organized by the Young Americans for Freedom, boycotts gained ground and protests at
Firestone retail branches became common. ** Protestors gaining support from one of
Firestones main competitors was the final touch, as Firestone could not viably accept the
economic loss.*’ Firestone abruptly backpedaled. Citing company dependence on retail
sales, Firestone recommended the Johnson administration approach a rival business with no
retail branch.® Lack of interest on the part of Firestone’s competitors meant this goal never
reached completion.

Concurrently Johnson’s administration began negotiations for the trade of modern
petroleum extraction equipment. Johnson and Secretary of State Dean Rusk did not

anticipate any difficulty with this, but events proved them mistaken. The Trade Control
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board balked instantly. 3! The grounds for their hesitation were multifaceted. American
political leaders could not conceive of a nation as insignificant and powerless as Romania
actively defying a nation of the USSR’s magnitude.>?> Congressional opinion, on both sides
of the aisle, denied Romanian ability to refute Moscow’s wishes. A case of transferred
“American Exceptionalism,” the minds of Congress could not accept a satellite nation with
its own agenda.™
The Trade Control Board deliberated the notion that the USSR directed the

Romanians to pursue the sale in order facilitate Soviet counterfeiting and production of
modern petroleum equipment based on American designs. American oil companies
possessed the most sophisticated machinery in existence at the time, while Soviet oil
equipment was becoming sadly obsolete.>* Discussions focusing on the possibility that
Romania would purchase equipment and immediately ship it to Russia occurred at length.>®
American petrochemical companies, and parts of the American government, concurred that
the risk for counterfeiting or transshipping was too high. The Trade Control Board approved
not a single aspect of the sale.® In 1965, Dean Rusk informed Romania’s new leader,
Nicolai Ceausescu, that America would not be able to accommodate its request.

In contrast, negotiations with Poland were as positive as one could hope for in Cold
War Europe. Poland could claim the dubious distinction of having experienced invasion by
both the Germans and the Soviets during World War II. This fact engendered a certain
amount of American sympathy. Over five million Poles died during the conflict, and
countless more died after the USSR usurped the county’s ruling body.>” Furthermore,
Poland's possession of a MFN treaty gave it an advantage over the other Warsaw-Pact

Nations. It could trade with the US at the same rates as any other trading partner, giving
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Poland the ability to create a positive trade balance with the United States. Poland had
negotiated a repayment of US debt, removing trade barriers from the Johnson Act. The
presence of a large and politically active Polish-American constituency encouraged positive
trade and cultural relations between the nations.

Johnson made two decisions that positively influenced relations with Poland. The
first was the curtailment of the Multilateral Force (MLF); an experiment began under the
Eisenhower Administration and continued under Kennedy.’® Conceptualized as a method to
control nuclear proliferation, among other things, it offered the use of American nuclear arms
to NATO controlled submarines and warships. Ships manned by NATO troops created a
transnational nuclear force, negating the need for national stockpiles. The United States and
its Western European allies never came to agreement terms on the subject. France
particularly was reluctant to accept internationally controlled nuclear weapons as a substitute
for a national supply, especially with West Germany’s inclusion in the force.> If such a force
was to exist, France wanted it to be under strictly European control, with treaties negotiated
between France and Germany.®® By 1965, it became clear that the program was causing
more problems than it could solve, and Johnson discontinued it.

The impact this had on relations Poland was significant. Wladyslav Gomulka, First
Secretary of the Central Committee in Poland, had expressed to Dean Rusk his trepidation
about a nuclear-armed Germany.®' Gomulka stated clearly that he felt negotiations between
NATO and West Germany put all nations at risk due to inherent German belligerency.
Germany’s inclusion in a nuclear-armed naval force created unnecessary tensions with
Poland. As a secondary concern, he also believed that the MLF was another step in the arms

escalation process.®> The USSR would certainly respond in some fashion, thus beginning a
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new round of tit-for-tat actions on the part of the superpower nations. Gomulka insisted that
the most reasonable plan of action was to focus on arms reduction and a nuclear freeze.®
Johnson’s announcement of the failure of the MLF, and its subsequent termination eased a
great deal of apprehension in Polish leaders.

Secondly, Johnson’s appointment of John Gronouski as ambassador to Poland in 1965
pleased both the Polish leaders in Warsaw and his Polish-American constituents. Previously
the Postmaster General, he was the first Polish American to hold a cabinet level position.**
His appointment enabled the Johnson administration to settle the long-standing problem of
looming Polish debt payments. Having a MFN trade treaty afforded Warsaw options other
Communist nations did not have. Poland could export goods to the United States, allowing it
to accumulate capital in exports to repay debts to America. Exporting goods to the US also
enabled Poland to accumulate capital for other ventures, namely imports from the United
States. Despite this, Poland was unable to begin paying on its US debt.

Gronouski’s tenure as ambassador could not have taken place at a more ideal time.
Lack of oversight from the USSR opened avenues for negotiations that simply weren’t
available previous to Nikita Khrushchev’s removal in 1964. This coupled with Poland’s
declining economic growth pressured Gomulka into making concessions he may otherwise
not have made.*> 1966 the Poles signed a trade agreement between the two nations that was
a clear US triumph. Gronouski negotiated a ten-year treaty that delayed Poland’s repayment
to the United States, but at a cost of radically increased American imports.’® Important in a
different fashion, one provision of the treaty exchanged Polish debt for the initiation of an
English language program at all schools and universities in Poland. Funding for this project

would come from Poland, in exchange for a reduction of foreign debt.®” The language
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requirements were a coup for spreading American culture in Poland, as Russian and Polish
were the only languages taught in Polish schools. The widespread teaching of English
opened the door to broader exposure to Radio Free Europe, Voice of America and various
publications designed to promote the American perspective of the Cold War. Though a long-

term goal, it was nonetheless a significant victory.
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CHAPTER THREE

JOHNSON VERSUS CONGRESS

Use of the EX-IM by Romania and Poland began the first Johnson era Congressional
debate on the topic of trade with Communists. Senator Karl Mundt, a Republican from
South Dakota, began the dialogue by introducing legislation that would codify Robert
Kennedy’s analysis of the Johnson Act, in November of 1963. % Mundt adamantly opposed
trading with Communists, and used any political maneuver necessary to prevent it. In his
amendment he concurred that private businesses could trade independently of government
oversight. Accordingly, any company that chose to accept risky foreign investments need not
turn to the United States government for rescue.® The American taxpayer should not be
responsible for private losses on overseas speculations. Using the EX-IM, a government
entity funded by taxpayers, was unnecessary. This legislation never passed in either house,
but it was indicative of what the future would hold. As Congress became more opposed to
trade with Communist Europe, attacks on the EX-IM would become more common.

Completion of the Polish treaty by John Gronouski brought a second round of
Congressional censure. Conservative Republican Congressional hawks such as
Representative Paul Findlay (Illinois) and conservative Democrats like Senator Robert Byrd
(West Virginia) forced themselves to accept the new treaty with Poland. Politically impotent
in the face of Poland’s MFN status, they had no choice. Poland was not technically an
aggressor nation, and Gronouski’s treaty removed the prohibitions against trading with debtor

nations by negotiating a settlement for repayment of Polish debt.
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Though Congress was powerless to prevent Johnson’s success in Poland, even liberal
democrats such as Arkansas’s J. William Fulbright agreed to make it increasingly difficult to
make those same offers to other Communist nations. The renewal in 1966 of the Foreign
Assistance Act of 1961 removed the Presidential discretion clause granting the President the
right to determine trade with a Communist country to be in the “national interest” of the
United States.”® Further amendments to the Foreign Assistance Act of 1966 mandated a
termination of trade with any nation shipping to North Vietnam, including Western allies.”!
The President’s office retained an executive prerogative clause to ignore that restriction upon
determination that trade with a non-Communist country engaged in trade with North Vietnam
was in the national interest of the United States.

The combination of Congressional reticence, legal hurdles, and public opposition put
Johnson in a difficult position. By all indicators he was negotiating in good faith, yet to other
countries, he looked inconsistent. Romania was not alone in questioning President Johnson’s
ability to produce what he offered. Failure to follow through began to impinge on Johnson’s
ability to begin a dialogue. The difference in governing style became radically apparent and
frequently the Communist countries did not accept that the President of the United States had
power limitations. Bulgaria openly questioned Dean Rusk on the topic, dismissing public
opinion as a smoke screen designed to protect President Johnson from any real obligations.”
As the years went on and Johnson had less and less to offer, the Warsaw nations began to
discount Johnson’s trade overtures as insincere.”> Western Europe placed no such hurdles on
trade, and Eastern and Western Europe continued the slow process of reconciliation.

President Johnson was unwilling to abandon his quest to build bridges to Eastern

Europe. He focused on his goal to expand demand for American goods in the Communist
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nations. To a limited degree, this was successful. Bulgaria went through a consumer
explosion in the mid to late 1960’s. Johnson, while unable to negotiate trade treaties in
Bulgaria, ably assisted in increasing American tourism. The impact this had on some
Bulgarian communities cannot be overstated. American tourists had, and still have,
expectations of certain standards of living. A lack of modern amenities and conveniences
causes the average American to choose different vacation locales.” For the first time since
the start of Communist rule in Bulgaria, privately owned hotels, taxicabs, and food vendors
became commonplace. A consumer class began to emerge, putting pressure on Bulgarian
leaders. Poland also went through a consumer class explosion. The country experienced this
due to Gomulka’s enactment of a national wage increase, but the effect was the same.
Ordinary citizens in Communist countries were experiencing, many for the first time, private
capital ownership and the benefits that accompanied it.

President Johnson sought to capitalize on this newly created consumer need. Because
Congress stymied his efforts to encourage trade behind the Iron Curtain, he turned to the use
of Executive Orders. At the National Conference of Editorial Writers in New York City,
President Johnson on October 7, 1966, announced that he had signed a presidential
determination declaring four new Communist countries eligible for loans from the Export-
Import Bank.”” He simultaneously removed four hundred items from the American
controlled trade list.”® The impact this had on actual trade was minimal. Nevertheless,
psychologically it was a vital boon to Johnson’s international reputation. Congressional
hamstringing of Johnson’s Eastern European agenda affected his credibility in the global
arena, leaving Johnson looking weak and politically impotent. By unilaterally declaring

minimal trade rights for Communist countries, Johnson boosted his image as a firm
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policymaker. A nearly universal improvement in relations occurred between America and the
Warsaw Nations. Bulgaria noted how pleased it was with the President’s attempts to equalize
trading rights, and Poland agreed to the refinancing of its looming debt. 7’

Congressional reaction to Johnson’s tactics was nearly instantaneous and intensely
critical.”® Many Democratic Congressional members considered Johnson’s high-handedness
an affront. Those Democrats previously willing to work with President Johnson despite not
agreeing with his position, such as New York’s Representative Edna F. Kelly, no longer gave
ground. Even Congressional members deeply sympathetic to the plight of Eastern European
countries such as Senator Claiborne Pell (D- Rhode Island) felt forced to concede that
Johnson overstepped the boundaries of executive privilege.” Rather than accede to
Congressional wishes, Johnson blatantly stepped around them. The House of
Representatives convened a committee the following day. Calling in various Cabinet
members to explain Johnson’s position, Congressional leaders ripped the unfortunate
officials to pieces.’’ Both parties participated in the questioning of Johnson cabinet
members.?!

Members of the House Foreign Affairs Committee were suspicious of hidden motives
on the part of the President. Cabinet officials attempted to paint Johnson’s use of executive
orders as simply a continuation of previous policy. Committee member Representative Edna

F. Kelly (D-NY) captured Congressional skepticism well when she said:

As usual the news of any policy changes appears first in the press and we
learn about it from that source. I do not consider what our government is proposing
in the field of East-West relations as a continuation of existing policy. I think it is
reaching for something that has been dormant for a good many years.®?

Conservative Republicans expressed outrage over the expansion of contact.®?
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Congressional disapproval stemmed from the method used to accomplish these ends,
not simply the actions themselves. Congressional allies discussed with President Johnson an
East-West Trade Bill as early as 1965. There was not enough support, even with a Democrat-
controlled congress.®* As the hearings continued, the Deputy Secretary of State explained to
Congress that the Johnson Administration had taken no new steps. Rather Johnson had
simply quickened current policy.®®> There had been bills in committee for months to the effect
of offering the use of the EX-IM bank to the other communist nations.*® Johnson had made
no secret of his intentions to trade with Eastern Europe , and Congressional roadblocks
decreased his international credibility. This rationalization did not impress House
Republicans.

Congressional actions of this nature did not stem from a lack of information on
events in Eastern Europe, but rather from ideological inhibitions.®” The men and women of
the Senate and the House knew very well the radical changes undergoing the nations behind
the Iron Curtain.®® Ultimately, it was a question of whether or not the United States should
entangle itself with nations pledged to the destruction of Western ideology.® Initially it was
the most conservative members of Congress who refused to relent on trade with any
Communist. By late 1966, Congress as a whole was beginning to balk, primarily due to the
Vietnam War. Members of the House Foreign Affairs Committee no longer overlooked
Eastern Europe’s trade with North Vietnam, or the cost of funding a war in Asia while
attempting to justify broadening trade ties and cultural interactions with Communists in
Europe.” The Johnson administration attempted to explain its “building bridges” strategy of
increased tourism and greater economic interdependence. The idea rested on assumptions of

slow but gradual shifts of political power. As a Communist nation became more deeply



20

intertwined with the capitalist world, it would eventually find itself sliding into a market
economy with the full support of its people.”! Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for
European Affairs Walter J. Stoessel Jr. explained to the House Foreign Affairs Committee on

October 18 1966:

If the question is asked as to why we are seeking to expand our trade and other economic
considerations with the Soviet Union and with Eastern Europe at the same time we are
fighting Communist aggression in Vietnam, I would say that resistance to such force is only
one part of our strategy in seeking a peaceful world. It is also equally our purpose to show the
Communist nations their best interests lie in promoting the wellbeing of their peoples through
peaceful, constructive relations with the free world.”

When arguments for soft power failed, Johnson attempted to convince Congressional
skeptics through stark economic figures.

The United States was in the midst of an economic contraction, combined with a
growing deficit. Balance of payment obligations had increased. 1964 showed a 1.6 billion
dollar shortfall, significantly more than the previously estimated 900 million.”® In the years
after World War 11, the United States economy expanded at an unprecedented rate, with the
US providing thirty-five percent of all exports in the world. By 1963, Western Europe had
recovered, and global trade had equalized. In 1964, the United States was supplying roughly
fifteen percent of the goods on the global market. The actual amount of American goods
exported in 1964 was only four percent of GDP.** Congress faced a choice. In order to meet
its balance of payment obligations the US needed to expand its exports to a rate of seven
percent each year. To continue to meet its domestic and foreign financial obligations, trade
expansion was a necessity.

The president of the EX-IM bank and the Secretary of Treasury testified before
Congress on October 18, 1966, in order to explain this fact, again, and to justify President

Johnson’s speech on October 7.”° The need for economic stability justified trade with
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peaceful nations, whatever their political structure. The Warsaw pact nations were
communists, true, but they were non-combative and exhibited a degree of internal political
freedom that distinguished them from the policies set by the USSR.?® There were even
nations such as Poland and Romania who were on the verge of a deliberate breakaway from
the USSR.?” Encouraging the weakening of Soviet imperialism was justifiable in its own
right.

A pivotal factor in increasing Congressional hesitation was the Vietnam War. Even
those Democrats who followed Johnson’s lead in civil rights and other dimensions of
Johnson’s “Great Society” began to balk at trade with communist nations. Representative
Wright Patman (D-Texas), was in favor of supporting the [Robert] Byrd Amendment during
the 1967 debate over amendments to the 1945 Export-Import Bank Act.”® The Byrd
Amendment was a radical proposition. It would amend the charter of the Export-Import
Bank, preventing the EX-IM from extending credit to any nation engaged in trade with the
North Vietnamese government.”® By including all of the United States Western Allies in its
scope, it attempted to force a global embargo of North Vietnam. Patman was a known
populist leader, a strong supporter of civil rights and an avid advocate of American troops.
His willingness to support the Byrd Amendment showed how distasteful trade with
Communists had become to the majority of Congress. Republican opinion came from those
like Representative Paul Fino (R-NY)) who stated:

“I do not hesitate to say I am shocked to hear the testimony this morning which seems to
place more concern for losses of dollars and cents and very little or no regard for lives being lost in
Vietnam. I would like to ask you gentleman what is wrong with penalizing any country, prohibiting
them from buying any US products if we knew such products would wind up in communist countries
and eventually in Vietnam.”!%

The Byrd amendment passed in both houses in March of 1968, softened by a

Presidential "national interest" clause. All commerce with any nation engaged in even the
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most innocent of trade with North Vietnam was now illegal, unless the President could prove
it was in the “national interest” to continue such trade. Congress’s culminating action on
East-West trade during the Johnson Administration slammed closed any remaining options
for extensive trade with the satellite nations. Johnson’s options for trade with Eastern Europe

disappeared with the passing of the Byrd Amendment in 1968.
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CHAPTER FOUR

ARMS CONTROL AND THE GLASSBORO SUMMIT

The crowning achievement of President Johnson’s efforts at “bridge-building” with
Communist nations was his June 1967 meeting with Soviet Premier Alexei Kosygin in
Glassboro, New Jersey. While not directly related to negotiations with Eastern Europe, it
supports Johnson’s publically declared interest in reducing intercontinental European tension.
A lessening of hostility would affect American and Western European ability to negotiate
with Eastern Europe.!®! The 1966 Arab-Israeli war gave the United States and the USSR the
opportunity to collaborate in the interests of preventing war in the Middle East.'®> On June 7,
1967, an emergency meeting of the UN was to take place to address the crisis in the Middle
East. Johnson considered the effects of a meeting with the man second in power only to
Leonid Brezhnev.

Johnson deliberated about the wisdom of a summit with the Soviet representative,
speaking in detail with his closest advisers. Robert McNamara, Dean Rusk, Walt Rostow,
and McGeorge Bundy agreed on the desirability of conversing with Kosygin.!®* Primary
consideration then became location and timing. The complexities of this historic meet were
not easily satisfied. The United States had to maintain its stance on the peace process in the
Middle East, especially during the tense period just after the Arab-Israeli War. The USSR
was in the same position, with the rest of the communist world and several of the non-aligned

nations expecting it to present a bold front on the question of Middle Eastern tensions. Any



24

meeting would have to take place after the UN council, removing pressure for political
posturing. %

On June 16, President Johnson gave American ambassador Llewellyn Thompson an
invitation to present to Premier Kosygin via Soviet Ambassador to the United States Anatoly
Dobrynin.!® As an opening gambit, President Johnson offered Camp David or the White
House as a possible setting. Kosygin was willing to meet but unable to agree to either of
those locations, simply due to the political overtones inherent in both locations.!®® Kosygin
dismissed various sites, including Maguire Air Base, out of hand. Kosygin believed any
meeting had to be in a neutral zone, in the interest of international credibility. A military base
was inherently too aggressive, and Camp David or the White House had too much
significance as American political symbols.!%’

It was the Governor of New Jersey, Richard J. Hughes, who suggested the final
location. Glassboro State College (now Rowan University), in Glassboro New Jersey, was
roughly equidistant from both New York and Washington. On June 23, 1967, at 11:30 am
EST, Premier Kosygin and President Johnson arrived at this small state college in central
New Jersey. Johnson and Kosygin began a series of discussions that lasted for two days.
The President of the United States and the Soviet Premier met with only their translators.
The most trusted advisors of each man sat in an anteroom waiting for them to emerge. The
reasons for this are undocumented; one can speculate that each political leader wished
privacy to be able to express their opinion without facing any pressure from their advisors.

President Johnson did not believe any sweeping changes would come about from this
summit. Neither man had the political power to resolve deep-seated philosophical issues.

His primary goal revolved around convincing Kosygin, and thereby the USSR, of the need
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for more stringent global arms control.!®® His secondary objective was a simple need to
speak with the Soviet Premier, face to face. President Johnson had great faith in man’s
ability to understand each other, given the time. The success of the Washington-Moscow
hotline during the Six-Day War proved to Johnson that the USSR and the US could
communicate and work in concert if needed. Johnson hoped to intensify peaceful
communications.'?

Johnson and Kosygin believed the limited time available to both men needed wise
utilization and should not be wasted arguing politics. Initially they discussed the recent
problems in the Middle East. Johnson immediately admitted US culpability in the
tensions.!!” In an effort to convince Kosygin of the need for global arms control, he stated
his belief that both the US and the USSR had erred in selling weapons to Egypt and Israel.
Johnson believed that the US and the USSR should have been more responsible regarding
arms dissemination. Had they done so, it was possible the recent conflict would not have
happened. Kosygin dismissed this as so much handwringing. He believed that weapons
were plentiful and easily purchased, if the USSR and the US failed to provide weapons
someone else would.!'!

Johnson did not allow himself to become discouraged. In the two days these
powerful men met, he raised the topic of nuclear armament limitations, prevention of
building anti-ballistic missile shields and limiting arms sales to developing nations no less
than five times.!'? Johnson was willing to send American representatives anywhere the
Politburo was willing to go to negotiate.''* Kosygin refused to take concrete steps to reduce
military stockpiles or consider negotiation locations, stating that in order for change first the

US must end the war in Vietnam.''* In that sense, this meeting was a failure. Johnson was
g



unable to convince Kosygin of the need to reduce intercontinental and global tensions by

limiting arms production.
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CHAPTER FIVE

CONCLUSION: JOHNSON’S UNFULFILLED AGENDA

LBJ’s Eastern European agenda was one more piece in a grand strategy intended to
reduce global tensions while simultaneously expanding the US trade base. Johnson's
repeated efforts toward global arms control challenges the popular misconception of him as a
warmonger. Johnson’s willingness to abandon the Multilateral Force and to engage in private
discussions with Kosygin regarding personal reluctance to build an anti-ballistic missile
system only reinforces Johnson's public commitment to limit the arms race. Though he was
responsible for the intensification of the conflict in Vietnam, Johnson did everything in his
power to lower hostilities in Europe. President Johnson’s attempts to crack the Iron Curtain
may not have been successful, but it was a legitimate and ongoing effort on the part of the
administration.

President Johnson took many steps toward promoting rational communication based
on individual nations, instead of narrow views of Communist or non-Communist political
systems. Rather than allowing political philosophies to bind him to a way of thinking,
Johnson depended on the power of persuasion to change opinions around the world,
persuasion he hoped to back up with concrete offers of increased commercial interaction and
cultural exchanges. In some cases, he settled for advancing diplomatic channels. In others,
he openly offered trade treaties. In every case, he focused on the nation in question, treating
each as an independent entity regardless of satellite standing with the USSR. Johnson was

willing to use open warfare to manage conflicts with Communist nations, made clear by his
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ever-deepening commitment to Vietnam. Nevertheless, he also attempted to use “soft
power” to accomplish his goals in Europe, often to his own political detriment. His greatest
challenge was convincing Congress and the American public to do the same. His rationale
for his actions revolved around lessening Soviet hegemony, expanding the US economy, and
reducing belligerency globally. He was not as successful as he hoped to be, due to
Congressional interference and Soviet intransigence.

Congress was to a large degree triumphant in its efforts to confound President
Johnson’s bridge building eastward. The legislature’s refusal to consider the 1966 East-West
trade bill and repeated attempts to prevent the EX-IM bank from extending credit to Warsaw
Pact nations added an element of instability to President Johnson’s foreign policy that was
difficult to overcome. Constant addendums to the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 slowly
made further offers of food or loans impossible to make. Trade with America created a sense
of instability between Eastern Europe and the US. Johnson offered treaties with one hand,
and Congress negated them with the other. Arguments from fiscally conservative economists
and business leaders, traditional allies of the Republican Party, could not sway anti-
communist ideology.!"® Liberal democrats willing to support trade with Communist Europe
gradually withdrew their support.

August 21, 1968 ended the Johnson administration’s experiments of peaceful
relations with the Warsaw nations. The Warsaw Pact nations invaded Czechoslovakia to
prevent a Czech breakaway from Moscow’s definition of Communism. A global outcry
accompanied this invasion, and any American goodwill or sympathy towards Soviet
satellites, except Czechoslovakia, vanished overnight.!'® Swiftly following the invasion was

the announcement of the Brezhnev Doctrine. This doctrine declared that the USSR had the
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right to define Capitalism and Communism, and unequivocally validated the USSR's right to
invade any “Socialist” country that strayed from the given definition.!'” Used to
retroactively justify the Czechoslovakian invasion, it indicated Moscow would not tolerate
“separate roads to socialism.” The Warsaw Pact nation’s willingness to follow Moscow’s
orders, even to the point of invading a neighboring sovereign country, showed Congress that
Johnson’s depiction of “peaceful” nations was incorrect.

Johnson’s failure resulted from three independent factors. The first was his ever-
deepening commitment to the Vietnam War. Secondly was the American Congress. Lastly,
Leonid Brezhnev's consolidation of power in Moscow clamped down on political
maneuvering by the Warsaw nations. These components eradicated any hope for a
reconciliation of East and West, at least under the Johnson administration. While a full shift
from communist to a capitalist system was unachievable, and never a goal, Johnson’s
administration could have conceivably assisted in moderating Communist practices in
Eastern Europe.

Johnson’s inability to convince Congress of the necessity to bring the full might of
American “soft power” to bear in Eastern Europe weakened his attempts at reconciliation
with European Communists. The critical years 1964-1968 provided Johnson with an
opportunity mostly free from Soviet interference. Had he taken the opportunity to focus on
tying the Warsaw Nations deeply to Western economies and culture, its possible Soviet
oversight in the area would have lessened. Unfortunately, Johnson focused his attention in
Vietnam to a larger degree than Eastern Europe. The Vietnam War increased opposition to
economic ties between the US and the Warsaw Pact nations from both the American

Congress and much of Eastern Europe. Moderate successes aside, Johnson never
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accomplished his full objectives of “bridge building” behind the Iron Curtain. Not due solely

to his own shortcomings, but due to Congressional roadblocks he was unable to overcome.
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