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“Another Such Victory™:
President Truman, American Foreign Policy,

and the Cold War*

As the twenty-first century nears, President Harry S. Truman’s reputation
stands high. This is especially true regarding his stewardship of foreign policy
although, ironically, he entered the Oval Office in 1945 untutored in world
affairs, and during his last year in the White House Republicans accused his
administration of having surrendered fifteen countries and five hundred million
people to communism and sending twenty thousand Americans to their “burial
ground” in Korea. Near the end of his term, Truman’s public “favorable” rating
had plummeted to 23 percent.'

Within a decade, however, historians rated Truman a “near great” president,
crediting his administration with reconstructing Western Europe and Japan,
resisting Soviet or Communist aggression from Greece to Korea, and forging
collective security through NATO. In the 1970s the “plain speaking” Truman
became a popular culture hero* Recently, biographers have depicted him as
the allegory of American life, an ordinary man whose extraordinary character
led him to triumph over adversity from childhood through the presidency, and
even posited a symbiotic relationship between “His Odyssey” from Inde-
pendence to the White House and America’s rise to triumphant superpower
status3 Melvyn P. Leffler, in his A Preponderance of Power, has judged Truman to
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have been neither a naif nor an idealist but a realist who understood the uses
of power and whose administration, despite serious, costly errors, prudently
preserved America’s national security against real or perceived Soviet threats.*

Collapse of the Soviet Union and Europe’s other Communist states, whose
archives have confirmed Truman’s belief in 1945 that their regimes governed
largely by “clubs, pistols and concentration camps,” has further raised the
former president’s standing’ This has encouraged John Lewis Gaddis and
others to shift their focus to Stalin’s murderous domestic rule as the key
determinant of Soviet foreign policy and the Cold War. As Gaddis has con-
tended, Stalin was heir to Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great, responsible
for more state-sanctioned murders than Adolf Hitler, and treated world politics
as an extension of domestic politics: a zero sum game in which his gaining
security meant depriving all others of it. For Gaddis and others, that 1s largely
the answer to the question of whether Stalin sought or caused the Cold War?

But as Walter Lakeber has said, to dismiss Stalin’s policies as the work of a
paranoid is greatly to oversimplify the Cold War? Indeed, historians of Stalin’s
era seem to be of the preponderant view that he pursued a cautious but brutal
realpolitik. He aimed to restore Russia’s 1941 boundaries, establish a sphere of
influence in border states, provide security against a recovered Germany or
Japan or hostile capitalist states, and gain compensation, notably reparations,
for the ravages of war. Stalin calculated forces, recognized America’s superior
industrial and military power, put Soviet state interests ahead of Marxist-
Leninist ideology, and pursued pragmatic or opportunistic policies in critical
areas such as Germany, China, and Korea®

Thus, the time seems ripe, given our increased knowledge of Soviet policies,
to reconsider President Truman’s role in the Cold War. As Thomas G. Paterson
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has written, the president stands at the pinnacle of the diplomatic-military
establishment, has great capacity to set the foreign policy agenda and to mold
public opinion, and his importance, especially in Truman’s case, cannot be
denied? But contrary to prevailing views, | believe that his policymaking was
shaped by his parochial and nationalistic heritage. This was reflected in his
uncritical belief in the superiority of American values and political-economic
interests and his conviction that the Soviet Union and communism were the
root cause of international strife. Truman’s parochialism also caused him to
disregard contrary views, to engage in simplistic analogizing, and to show little
ability to comprehend the basis for other nations’ policies. Consequently, his
foreign policy leadership intensified Soviet-American conflict, hastened the
division of Europe, and brought tragic intervention in Asian civil wars.

In short, Truman lacked the qualities of the creative or great leader who, as
James MacGregor Burns has written, must broaden the environment in which
he and his citizenry operate and widen the channels in which choices are made
and events flow." Truman, to the contrary, narrowed Americans’ perception of
their world political environment and the channels for policy choices and
created a nigid framework in which the United States waged long-term, ex-
tremely costly global cold war. Indeed, before we celebrate America’s victory
in this contest we might recall that after King Pyrrhus’s Greek forces defeated
the Romans at the battle of Asculum in 28¢c BC,, he reflected that “another such
victory, and we are undone.”

11

Truman’s parochialism and nationalism, dand significant insecurity, were
rooted in his background, despite his claim to have had a bucolic childhood of
happy family, farm life, and Baptist religiosity. In fact, young Harry’s poor
eyesight, extended illness, and “sissy” piano playing alienated him from both
his peers and his feisty father and fostered ambivalence in him toward powerful
men. On the one hand, Truman deferred to “Boss” Thomas Pendergast, his
dishonest political benefactor, and to Secretaries of State George Marshall and
Dean Acheson, whose manner and firm viewpoints he found reassuring. On the
other hand, he denounced those whose style or ways of thinking were unfamil-
iar. This included the State Department’s “striped pants boys,” the military’s
“brass hats” and “prima donnas,” political “fakirs” [sic] such as Teddy and
Franklin Roosevelt, and “professional liberals.” For Truman, Charles de Gaulle,
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Josef Stalin, Ernest Bevin, and Douglas MacArthur were each, at one time or
another, a “son of a bitch.”

Truman’s need to demonstrate his authority underlay his upbraiding of both
Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov in April 1945 for Russia’s alleged
failure to keep its agreements and his secretary of state, James Byrnes, for
allegedly exceeding his authority at the Moscow Conference of Foreign Min-
isters (CFM) that December. Truman naively likened Stalin to Pendergast,
who, like Harry’s father, always kept his word, but then took great umbrage at
the thought that the Soviet leader had broken his word over Poland, Iran, or
Germany. Truman also blamed MacArthur for misleading him at their Wake
Island meeting in 1950 about Chinese intentions in the Korean War, but this was
equally Truman self-deception.”

Truman’s self-tutelage in history derived largely from didactic biographies
of “great men” and empires. This enhanced his vision of the globe but provided
little sense of complexity or ambiguity and instilled exaggerated belief that
current events had exact historical analogues that provided the key to contem-
porary policy.® The new president was “amazed” that the Yalta accords were so
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“hazy” and fraught with “new meanings” at every reading, which probably
contributed to his “lackluster” adherence to them.# Shortly, Truman uncriti-
cally applied analogues about 1930s appeasement of Nazi Germany to diplo-
macy with the Soviet Union and crises in Iran, Greece, Turkey, and Korea.”

Further, young Harry’s Bible reading and church going did not inspire an
abiding religiosity or system of morals so much as a conviction that the world
was filled with “liars and hypocrites,” terms he readily applied to his presiden-
nal critics, and a stern belief, as he wrote in 1945, that “punishment always
followed transgression,” a maxim that he applied to North Korea and the
People’s Republic of China (PRC)

Truman’s early writings disdained non-Americans and minorities (“Chink
doctor,” “dago,” “nigger,” “Jew clerk,” and “bohunks and Rooshans”), and in
1940 he proposed to deport “disloyal inhabitants.” As president in 1945 he
questioned the loyalty of “hyphenate” Americans, and in 1947 he signed
Executive Order 9835, creating an unprecedented “loyalty” program that jetti-
soned basic legal procedural safeguards and virtually included a presumption
of guile”

Truman’s command of men and bravery under fire in World War | were
exemplary but not broadening. He deplored Europe’s politics, mores, and food
and sought only to return to “God’s country.” He intended never to revisit
Europe: “I've nearly promised old Miass Liberty that she’ll have to turn around
to see me again,” he wrote in 1918, and in 1945 he went reluctantly to Potsdam
to his first and only European summit.®

Nonetheless, Truman identified with Wilsonian internationalism, espe-
cially the League of Nations, and as a senator he supported President Franklin
Roosevelt on the World Court, neutrality revision, rearmament, and Lend
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Lease for Britain and Russia. He rightfully said “I am no appeaser.” But his
internationalism reflected unquestioned faith in American moral superiority,
and his foreign policy proposals largely comprised military preparedness. He
was indifferent to the plight of Republican Spain and too quickly blamed
international conflict on “outlaws,” “savages,” and “totalitarians.” After Ger-
many invaded the Soviet Union in 1941, he hastily remarked that they should
be Jeft to destroy one another — although he opposed Germany’s winning —and
he likened Russian leaders to “Hitler and Al Capone” and soon inveighed
against the “twin blights —atheism and communism.”*® Hence, while Truman
supported the fledgling United Nations and the liberalization of world trade,
the man who became president in April 1945 was less an incipient internation-
alist than a parochial nationalist given to excessive fear that appeasement, lack
of preparedness, and enemies at home and abroad would thwart America’s
mission (the “Lord’s will”) to “win the peace” on its terms.”

President Truman inherited an expedient wartime alliance that stood on
shaky ground at Yalta in February 1945 and grew more strained over Soviet
control in Romania and Poland and USS. surrender talks with German ofhicials
at Bern that aroused Stalin’s fears of a separate peace. Truman lamented that
“they didn’t tell me anything about what was going on.”** He also had to depend
on advisers whose views ranged from Ambassador Averell Harriman’s belief
that it was time to halt the Russians’ “barbarian invasion” of Europe to counsel
from FDR emissaries Joseph Davies and Harry Hopkins to try to preserve
long-term accord.”® Truman’s desire to appear decisive by making quick deci-
sions and his instinct to be “tough” spurred his belief that he could get “8¢
percent” from the Russians on important matters and that they could go along
or “go to hell.”*

Initially, the president’s abrupt style and conflicting advice produced incon-
sistent policy. His mid-April call for a “new” government in Poland and his
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“one-two to the jaw” interview with Molotov brought only a sharp reply from
Stalin, after which the United States recognized a predominantly Communist
Polish government® In May, Truman approved “getting tough” with the
Russians by suddenly curtailing Lend Lease shipments, but Anglo-Soviet
protests caused him to countermand the cutoffs** He then refused Prime
Minister Winston Churchill’s proposal to keep Anglo-American troops ad-
vanced beyond their agreed occupation zones to bargain in Germany and soon
wrote that he was “anxious to keep all my engagements with the Russians
because they are touchy and suspicious of us.”*

Sdll, Truman determined to have his way with the Russians, especially in
Germany. Tutored in part by Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, he embraced
the emergent War-State Department position that Germany was key to the
balance of power in Europe and required some reconstruction because a “poor
house” standard of living there meant the same for Europe, and might cause a
repeat of the tragic Treaty of Versailles history.® Truman replaced Roosevelt’s
reparations negotiator, Isador Lubin, with conservauve oil entrepreneur Edwin
Pauley, who brushed off both Soviet claims to Yalta’s $20 billion in reparations
and State Department estimates that Germany could pay $12—14 billion. Tru-
man also said that when he met with Churchill and Stalin he wanted “all the
bargaining power — all the cards in my hands, and the plan on Germany is one
of them.”

The other card was the atomic bomb, which inspired Truman and Byrnes
to think that they could win their way in Europe and Asia. Byrnes told the
president in April that the bomb might allow them to “dictate our terms” at the
war’s end and in May indicated his belief that it would make the Russians more
“manageable.”* Stimson counseled Truman that America’s industrial strength
and unique weapon comprised a “royal straight flush and we mustn’t be a fool
about how we play it,” that it would be “dominant” in any dispute with Russia
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over Manchuria, and a “weapon” or “master card” in America’s hand in its “big
stakes” diplomacy with the Russians.”

The president readily analogized diplomacy with his poker playing and, as
Martin J. Sherwin has shown, believed that use of his atomic “ace-in-the-hole”
would allow him to wrest concessions from Stalin.®* Truman had incentive to
delay a summit meeting until the bomb was ready and to take no steps to obviate
its use. In late spring he passed over proposals to modify unconditional
surrender that sought to induce Japan’s quick capitulation, and he would not
give the Japanese or Russians notice of the atomic bomb.®

Truman set sail for Potsdam highly disposed to atomic diplomacy, albeit not
“blackmail.” His nationalist perspective shaped his thinking. He aimed to
advance American interests only: “win, lose, or draw — and we must win.”** En
route, he approved Pauley’s policy to give “first charge” priority to German
occupation and maintenance costs over reparations. “Santa Claus is dead,”
Truman wrote, and the United States would never again “pay reparations, feed
the world, and get nothing for it but a nose thumbing.” Further, after Stimson
brought word on 16 July of the successful atomic test in New Mexico and urged
an early warning and offer to retain the Emperor as means to induce Japan’s
rapid surrender, Truman and Byrnes refused. That ended the last, brief chance
at atomic restraint.

After meeting Stalin on 17 July Truman wrote that he was unfazed by the
Russian’s “dynamite” agenda because “I have some dynamite too which 'm not
exploding now.” The following day he asserted that the “Japs will fold up” before
Russia entered the Pacific war, specifically “when Manhattan appears over their
homeland.” Truman agreed with Byrnes that use of the bomb would permit
them to “out maneuver Stalin on China,” that is, negate the Yalta concessions
in Manchuria and guarantee that Russia would “not get in so much on the kill”
of Japan or its occupation.® Assured by 24 July that the bomb would be ready
before Russia’s entry, the president had to be persuaded even to hint to Stalin
that he had a new weapon and afterward exulted in the mistaken belief that the
Russian leader had not caught on to the bomb. Truman then hastened to issue
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the Potsdam Declaration without Soviet signature on 26 July and signed his
“release when ready” order on the bombs on the 31st¥

News of the bomb’s power also greatly reinforced Truman’s confidence to
allow Byrnes to press European negotiations to impasse by refusing the Rus-
sians access to the Ruhr, rejecting even their low bid for $4 billion in industrial
reparations, and withdrawing the Yalta accords.#® Convinced that the New
Mexico atomic test would allow the United States to “control” events, Byrnes
pushed his famous 30 July tripartite ultimatum on German zonal reparations,
Poland’s de facto control over its new western border (including Silesia) with
Germany, and I[taly’s membership in the UN. “Mr. Stalin is stallin’,” Truman
wrote hours before the American-set deadline on 31 July, but that was useless
because “I have an ace in the hole and another one showing,” aces that he knew
would soon fall upon Japan.#

Truman won his hand, as Stalin acceded to zonal reparations. But Truman’s
victory was fraught with more long-term consequences than he envisioned. He
had not only equated his desire to prevent use of taxpayer dollars to help sustain
occupied Germany with the Russians’ vital need for reparations but also given
them reason to think, as Norman Naimark has written, that the Americans were
deaf to their quest for a “paltry” $10 billion or less to compensate for Germany’s
having ravaged their nation.* Further, America’s insistence on zonal repara-
tions would impede development of common economic policy for all of
Germany and increase likelihood of its East-West division.#
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argument that the Americans believed that their atomic bombs would allow them to control
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In addition, use of two atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki — the
second was not militarily necessary — showed that for Truman and Byrnes, the
prospect of political gain in Europe and Asia precluded serious thought not to
use the bombs. And this may have led the Russians to conclude that the bombs
were directed against them, or their ability to achieve their strategic interests.
But Stalin would not be pressured; he was determined to pursue a Russian
atomic bomb.#*

Shortly, Truman backed Byrnes’s “bomb in his pocket” diplomacy at the
London CFM, which deadlocked over Russian control in Eastern Europe and
American control in Japan. Truman told Byrnes to “stick to his guns” and tell
the Russians “to go to hell.”* The president then agreed with “ultranationalist”
advisers who opposed international atomic accord by drawing misleading
analogies about interwar disarmament and “appeasement” and by 1nsisting that
America’s technological-industrial genius assured permanent atomic suprem-
acy. Truman held that America was the world’s atomic “trustee”; that it had to
preserve the bomb’s “secret”; and that no nation would give up the “locks and
bolts” necessary to protect its “house” from “outlaws.” The atomic arms race
was on, he said in the fall of 1945, and other nations had to “catch up on their
own hook.”#¢

In the spring of 1946, Truman undercut the Dean Acheson-David Lilienthal
plan for international control and development of atomic resources by appoint-
ing as chief negotiator Bernard Baruch, whose emphasis on close inspections,
sanctions, no veto, and indefinite American atomic monopoly virtually assured
Russian refusal. Despite Acheson’s protests, Truman analogized that “if Harry
Stimson had been backed up in Manchuria [in 1931] there would have been no
war.” And as deadlock neared in July 1946, the president told Baruch to “stand pat.”+

Ultimately the UN commission weighing the Baruch Plan approved it on 31
December 1946. But the prospect of a Soviet veto in the Security Council
precluded its adoption. Admittedly, Stalin’s belief that he could not deal with
the United States on an equal basis until he had the bomb and Soviet insistence
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45. Entry for 12 August— September and 4 and 5 September 1945, Stimson Papers, Stimson
Diary; Truman to Byrnes, 22 and 25 September 1945, Truman Papers, PSE box 9.

46. JamesC. Forrestal memorandum, z1 September 1945, Truman Papers, PSE box157; Clinton
Anderson to Truman, 25 September 1945, and Fred Vinson and Kenneth McKellar to Truman, 27
September 1945, Truman Papers, PSE box 112; Truman Radio Report, 9 August 94y, in PPHST,
1945 (Washington, 1961), 431—38; entry for 18 September 1945, Davies Papers, Davies Journal; entry
for 18 September 1945, in Blum, ed., Price of Vision, 481; Truman news conference, 8 October 1945,
in PPHST, 1945, 383; Truman on armaments race, in Gregg Herken, The Winning Weapon: The Aromic
Bomb in the Cold War, 1945—1950(New York, 1981}, 39, and Lord Halifax to Foreign Office, 17 November
1945, FO. 371/44539.

47. Herken, Winning Weapon, 153—70, and Larry G. Gerber, “The Baruch Plan and the Origins
of the Cold War,” Diplomaric ITistory 6 (Winter 1982): 69—95; Truman quote on Stimson in “BMB
Memorandum of Meeting with the President and J. F. Byrnes, June 7,1946,” in Lloyd C. Gardner,
Architects of Wusion: Men and Ideas in American Foreign Policy, 1941—1949 (Chicago, 1970), 195; Truman
to Baruch, 10 July 1946, Truman Papers, PSE, box 113.

Copyright ©2000. All Rights Reserved.



“Another Such Victory” : 137

on retention of their veto power and national control of resources and facilities
may have precluded atomic accord in 1946. Still, Baruch insisted that the United
States could get its way because it had an atomic monopoly, and American
military officials sought to preserve a nuclear monopoly as long as possible and
to develop a strategy based on air power and atomic weapons.#® As David
Holloway has written, neither Truman nor Stalin “saw the bomb as a common
danger to the human race.”¥

Meanwhile, Byrnes’s diplomacy in Moscow in December 1945 had produced
Yalta-style accords on a European peace treaty process, Russian predominance
in Bulgaria and Romania and American primacy in China and Japan, and
compromise over Korea, with Soviet disputes with Iran and Turkey set aside.
But conservative critics cried “appeasement,” and in his famous but disputed
letter of 5 January 1946, an anxious president charged that Byrnes had kept him
“completely in the dark”; denounced Russian “outrage[s]” in the Baltic, Ger-
many, Poland, and Iran and intent to invade Turkey; and said that the Russians
understood only an “iron fist” and “divisions” and that he was tired of “babying”
them.* In fact, Truman knew of most of Byrnes’s positions; they had hardly
“babied” Russia since Potsdam; and no Russian attack was imminent. The letter
reflected Truman’s new “get tough” policy, or personal cold war declaration,
which, it must be emphasized, came six weeks before George Kennan’s Long
Telegram and Churchill’s Iron Curtain speech.”

Strong American protests in 1946 caused the Russians to withdraw their
troops from Iran and their claims to joint defense of the Turkish Straits. In the
latter case, Truman said he was ready to follow his policy of military response
“to the end” to determine if Russia intended “world conquest.””> Once again he
had taken an exaggerated, nationalist stance. No one expected a Russian
military advance; America’s action rested on its plans to integrate Turkey into
its strategic planning and to use it as a base of operations against Russia in event
of war”® And in September Truman approved announcement of a Mediterra-
nean command that led to the United States becoming the dominant naval
power there by year’s end.’*
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Meanwhile, Truman ignored Secretary of Commerce Henry Wallace’s
lengthy memoranda during March—September 1946 that sought to promote
economic ties with Russia and questioned America’s atomic policies and global
military expansiveness. The president then fired Wallace after he publicly
challenged Byrnes’s speech on 6 September in Stuttgart propounding West
German reconstruction and continued American military presence there. The
firing was reasonable, but not the rage at Wallace as “a real Commy” and at
“parlor pinks and soprano-voiced men” as a “national danger” and “sabotage
front” for Stalin.*

Equally withoutreason was Truman’s face value acceptance of White House
special counsel Clark Clifford’s “Russian Report” of September 1946 and
accompanying “Last Will of Peter the Great.” Clifford’s report rested on a hasty
compilation of apocalyptic projections of Soviet aim to conquer the world by
military force and subversion, and he argued that the United States had to
prepare for total war. He wrote in the “black and white” terms that he knew
Truman would like and aimed to justify a vast global military upgrade and
silence political critics on the left and right. Tsar Peter’s will was an old forgery
purporting to show that he had a similar design to conquer Eurasia. Truman
may have found the report so “hot” that he confined it to his White House safe,
but he belicved the report and the will and soon was persisting that the
governments of the czars, Stalin, and Hitler were all the same.®® Later he told
a mild critic of American policy to read Tsar Peter’s will to learn where Russian
leaders got their “fixed ideas.”’7

Tt was a short step, Clifford recalled, from the Russian Report to Truman’s
epochal request in March 1947 for military aid to Greece and Turkey to help
“free peoples” fight totalitarianism. Truman vastly overstated the global-
ideological aspects of Soviet-American conflict. Perhaps he sought to fire “the
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opening gun” to rouse the public and a fiscally conservative Republican
Congress to national security expenditures.” But he also said that this was “only
the beginning” of the “U.S. going into European politics,” that the Russians had
broken every agreement since Potsdam and would now get only “one language”
from him. He added in the fall of 1947 that “if Russia gets Greece and Turkey,”
it would get Italy and France, the iron curtain would extend to western Ireland,
and the United States would have to “come home and prepare for war.”"?

Truman’s fears were excessive. Stalin never challenged the Truman Doc-
trine or Western primacy in Turkey, now under U.S. military tutelage, and
Greece. He provided almost no aid to the Greek rebels and told Yugoslavia’s
leaders in early 1948 to halt their aid because the United States would never
allow the Greek Communists to win and break Anglo-American control in the
Mediterranean. When Marshal Josip Broz Tito balked, Stalin withdrew his
advisers from Yugoslavia and expelled that nation from the Cominform. Tito
finally closed his borders to the Greek rebels in July 1949.%°

Perhaps US. officials feared that Britain’s retreat from Greece might allow
Russia to penetrate the Mediterranean, or that if Greek Communists overthrew
the reactionary Greek regime (Turkey was not threatened) they might align
Athens with Moscow.® Still, the Truman administration’s costly policy never
addressed the causes of Greece’s civil war; instead, it substituted military
“annihilation of the enemy for the reform of the social and economic condi-
tions” that had brought civil war.® Equally important, Truman’s rhetorical
division of the world into “free” versus “totalitarian” states, as Gaddis once said,
created an “ideological straitjacket” for American foreign policy and an unfor-
tunate model for later interventions, such as in Korea — “the Greece of the Far
Fast,” as Truman would say — and in French Indochina.?

The Truman Doctrine led to the Marshall Plan in June 1947, but they were
not “two halves of the same walnug,” as Truman claimed. State Department
officials who drew up the European Recovery Plan (ERP) differentiated it from
what they viewed as his doctrine’s implications for “economic and ultimartely
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military warfare.”* The Soviets likened the Truman Doctrine to retail purchase
of separate nations and the Marshall Plan to wholesale purchase of Europe.*

The Soviet view was narrow, although initially they had interest in partici-
pating and perhaps even harbored dreams that the United States would proffer
a generous Lend Lease-style arrangement.®® But as the British quickly saw,
Soviet participation was precluded by American-imposed financial and eco-
nomic controls and, as Michael J. Hogan has written, by the integrated,
continental approach to aid rather than a nation-by-nation basis that would
have benefited war-devastated Russia.®” Indeed, in direct talks in Paris, U.S.
officials refused concessions, focused on resources to come from Russia and
East Europe, and insisted on German contributions to the ERP ahead of
reparations payments or a peace treaty — and then expressed widespread relief
when the Soviets rejected the ERP for themselves and East Europe.®®

The Marshall Plan proved to be a very successful geostrategic venture. It
helped to spur American-European trade and Western European recovery,
bring France into camp with Germany and satisfy French economic and
security claims, and revive western Germany industrially without unleashing
the 1930s-style “German colossus” that Truman’s aides feared.® The Marshall
Plan was also intended to contain the Soviets economically, forestall German-
Soviet bilateral deals, and provide America with access to its allies’ domestic
and colonial resources. Finally, as the British said, the Truman administra-
tion sought an integrated Europe resembling the United States, “God’s own
country.”7

The Marshall Plan’s excellent return on investment, however, may have cost
far more than the $13 billion expended. “The world 1s definitely split in two,”
Undersecretary of State Robert Lovett said in August 1947, while Kennan fore-
warned that for defensive reasons the Soviets would “clamp down completely on
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Czechoslovakia” to strengthen their hold on Eastern Europe.” Indeed, the most
recent evidence indicates that Stalin viewed the Marshall Plan as a “watershed”
event, signaling an American effort to predominate over all of Europe. This
spurred the Soviets into a comprehensive strategy shift. They now rigged the
elections in Hungary, proffered Andrei Zhdanov’s “ewo camps” approach to
world policy, created the Cominform, and blessed the Communist coup in
Czechoslovakia in February 19487 Truman, in turn, concluded that the West-
ern world confronted the same situation it had a decade earlier with Nazi
Germany, and his bristling St. Patrick’s Day speeches in March 1948 placed sole
onus for the Cold War on the Soviet Union.”* Subsequently, Anglo-American
talks at the Pentagon would culminate in NATO in April 1949.7

Meanwhile, the U.S. decision to make western Germany the cornerstone of
the ERP virtually precluded negotiations to reunify the country. In fact, when
Secretary of State Marshall proposed during a CFM meeting in the spring of
1947 to offer current production reparations to the Russians to induce agree-
ment to unify Germany, the president sternly refused. Marshall complained of
lack of “elbow room” to negotiate. But Truman would not yield, and by the
time of the next CFM in late 1947 the secretary showed no interest in Russian
reparations or Ruhr access.” Despite America’s public position, Ambassador to
Moscow Walter Bedell Smith wrote, “we really do not want nor intend to accept
German unification on any terms that the Russians might agree to, even though
they seemed to meet most of our requirements.”’¢

The Americans were by then onto their London Conference program to
create a West German state and, as Stalin said in February 1948, “The West will
make Western Germany their own, and we shall turn Eastern Germany into
our own state.””” In June the Soviet dictator initiated the Berlin blockade to try
to forestall the West’s program, but Iruman determined to “stay period.””® He
believed that to withdraw from Berlin would seriously undermine U.S.
influence in Europe and the ERP and destroy his presidential standing, and he
remained determined to avert military confrontation.
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But Truman saw no connection between the London program and the
blockade, as Carolyn Eisenberg has written. Further, his belief that “there is
nothing to negotiate” and accord with General Lucius Clay’s view that to
withdraw from Berlin meant “we have lost everything we are fighting for”
exaggerated the intent of Stalin’s maneuver and diminished even slim chances
for compromise on Germany, including Kennan’s “Plan A” for a unifed,
neutralized state with American and Soviet forces withdrawn to its periphery.
As Marshall said in August 1948, there would be “no abandonment of our
position” on West Germany.”

Eventually, Truman and the airlift prevailed over Stalin, who gave in to a
face-saving CFM in May 1949 that ended the blockade, with nothing else
agreed. The new secretary of state, Acheson, said that the United States
intended to create a West German government “come hell or high water” and
that Germany could be unified only by consolidating the East into the West on
the basis of its incipient Bonn Constitution.* Likewise Truman said in June
1949 that he would not sacrifice West Germany’s basic freedoms to gain
“nominal political unity.”

Long convinced that the United States was locked in “a struggle with the
USSR for Germany,” the president showed no interest when Stalin made his
most comprehensive offer on 10 March 1952, proposing a Big Four meeting to
draft a peace treaty for a united, neutral, defensively rearmed Germany free of
foreign troops.* Whether Stalin was seeking a settlement to reduce great power
conflict over a divided Germany has been debated.* His note came only after
the United States and its allies were near contractual accord on West German
sovereignty and Acheson had just negotiated his “grand slam” providing for
German forces to enter a proposed European Defense Community (EDC)
linked to NATO. Acheson held that Stalin had thrown a “golden apple” of
discord over the iron curtain to forestall a sovereign, industrially strong, and
rearmed West Germany joining an American-led alliance system.®
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Truman gave full sway to Acheson, who hesitated to reject Stalin’s offer out
of hand. But he insisted that the allies “drive ahead” with the German contrac-
tuals and EDC. He also got support from West German Chancellor Konrad
Adenauer to shape uniform allied replies, with conditions, such as UN-
supervised elections in all of Germany prior to negotiations and unified
Germany’s right to join any “defensive European community,” that he knew
Stalin would reject® Further, although Truman and Acheson had just coaxed
Kennan to become ambassador to Moscow, they never asked his advice or gave
him a policy clue despite meeting with him three times in April. This confirmed
Kennan’s view that “we had no interest in discussing the German problem with
the Soviet Government in any manner whatsoever.”*

Stalin, meanwhile, told East German leaders in April 1952 that the West
would never accept any proposal they made and that it was time to “organize
your own state” and protect its border®” The United States won the so-called
battle of the notes, although exchanges continued.® But the allies concluded
the German contractuals and the EDC in late May. And when the French then
reverted to proposing a four power meeting on Germany, Acheson said that
four power control was long past. He then shaped the note so that it “puts onus
on Sovs sufficiently to make it unlikely that Sovs will agree to mtg on terms
proposed.” He was right, and in September the note writing drew to its
anticlimactic closure.%

Prospect for accord based on Stalin’s note was remote, but not just because
Stalin wanted, as Vojtech Mastny has written, either a unified “pro-Soviet
though not necessarily communist” Germany or a full-fledged East German
satellite® Truman had no interest in a unified, neutral, or demilitarized
Germany and now believed that a rearmed FRG was as vital to NATO as West
Germany was to ERP. German unity was possible only on the basis of West
over East. Thus, Ambassador Kennan said after talking to U.S. officials linked
to NATO in the fall of 1952 that they saw no reason to withdraw U.S. forces
from Germany “at any time within the foreseeable future under any conceiv-
able agreement with Russia.” This meant that the “split of Germany and
Europe” would continue.?” And it did, for the next forty years.
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111

In Asia as in Europe the Truman administration pursued a policy of
containment that became “liberation” or “rollback,” with fearful consequences.
The president contributed significantly to the tragic conflicts that soon envel-
oped Asians and Americans through his lack of understanding of Asian politics,
his sense of superiority and impatience with Asians who did not bend to
American will, and his visceral anticommunism.

In the spring of 1945 Truman was content to continue aid to Jiang Jieshi’s
(Chiang Kai-shek) Guomindang (GMD) government and urge that it broaden
its political base in order to avert civil war with Mao Zedong’s (Mao Tse-tung)
Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Truman also came to see Jiang’s government
as the world’s “rottenest,” comprised of “corrupt bloodsuckers.””* He realized
that the GMD “would not fight it out,” and he likened aid to China to “pouring
sand in a rat hole.” But at the same time he deplored China’s “so-called
Commies” or “bandits,” alleged that they had aided the Japanese in the war, and
insisted that the (North) Chinese would “never be Communists.” Later he
branded the CCP a “cut throat organization” and “a bunch of murderers.” In
short, Truman’s parochial worldview led him to believe that Chinese society
would never adapt to Marxism, and he never saw the extent to which the CCP
had come to represent powerful aspirations of the Chinese people.®*

Most important, Truman could not perceive China’s civil war apart from the
American-Soviet Cold War. He was relieved to learn in early 1945 that Stalin
accepted GMD sovereignty over China, wanted only the Manchurian conces-
sions granted to him at Yalta, and would respect the Open Door Policy. But by
autumn Truman, relying on hard-line War Department advice, was insistent
that the United States had to take a strong stand in China, or Russia would
dominate Asia®" He sought to outmaneuver Stalin and Mao by moving five
hundred thousand GMD troops to occupy North China and providing major
military aid, including sixty thousand US. marines who occupied Beijing-
Tianjin (Tienstin) and skirmished with CCP forces. The president knew that
American action was one-sided but insisted that “my policy is to support
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Chiang K.C.” He ignored Secretary Byrnes’s proposal to seek mutual Soviet-
American troop withdrawal and denied involvement in China’s incipient civil
war by claiming that the United States could not “walk out” and leave one
million armed Japanese.*®

In December 1945 Truman leapt at a cabinet suggestion to send recently
retired Chief of Staff General Marshall to mediate in China. But the president
accepted Marshall’s call for a secret codicil assuring military aid to the GMD
even if it remained intransigent throughout negotiations, a fatal flaw in the
general’s near-impossible mission” Truman’s personal defensiveness also
caused him to deride criticism of his China policy as coming from people who
“are more loyal to the Russian government than they are to their own.” In 1948
he denied that efforts to get Jiang to broaden his government ever included
Communists, who believed only in a “totalitarian state.”*®

Later on, Truman said that common sense had held him from major military
intervention, given China’s size, Jiang’s weakness, and Mao’s consolidated
strength. True enough; but the president also feared that loss of American lives
and money would harm his 1948 election campaign and, perhaps most sig-
nificant, Jiang Jieshi, unlike his counterparts in Greece, did not request inter-
vention, which would portend American control of his regime’s army and
finances.”®

More important, Truman opposed dealing with Communists under any
circumstances. During debate in January 1949 over whether to continue Eco-
nomic Cooperation Administration (ECA) delivery of supplies and foodstuffs
to CCP-controlled areas if only to keep a door ajar to the Chinese people, he
ordered the cutoft on grounds that “we can’tbe in a position of making any deal
with a Communist regime.”° Shortly the president signed NSC policy papers
that recognized the inevitability of a CCP victory but arrogantly posited that
the Communists had just emerged from “caves to chancelleries” and had yet to
prove they could govern effectively, and that if their new government did not
remain independent of Moscow, the United States would foster a “new revo-
lution” that might come to a “test of arms” with the CCP. At the same time,
Truman persisted that he wished to maintain a “flexible” policy toward China."'
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Truman’s narrow perspective militated against flexibility. For example, in
early June 1949 Consul General O. Edmund Clubb and Ambassador J. Leighton
Stuart reported on an alleged split between Soviet-leaning CCP officials and a
more “liberal” faction led by CCP Foreign Minister Zhou En-lai (Chou En-lai),
who wished to talk to the Americans. Ultimately the report proved unfounded,
although before this was known Acheson agreed to limited contact. But Truman
imposed his strict sanction “not to indicate any softening toward the commu-
nists.”*

Then in late June the CCP invited Stuart to Beijing for talks. To be sure,
Mao and CCP leaders regarded the United States as the GMD’s ally and an
enemy of all revolutions. The Communists were in no hurry to seek recognition
unless the United States ended the so-called unequal treaties and cut its ties to
the GMD. And shortly Mao would declare that China had to “lean” to the side
of socialism and Russia."*}

Most revealing, however, Truman, without knowledge of Mao’s speech, not
only ordered that “under no circumstance” was Stuart to go to Beijing but that
he was to visit the GMD at their new Ghuangzhou (Canton) headquarters
before returning to America. Stuart persuaded the president to rescind his
directive. Sull, as a White House aide recorded, the president was on record as
saying that the Communists would not be recognized.’*

Even worse, the administration did nothing to halt the GMD’s indiscrimi-
nate bombings in American-marked planes of Shanghai and other cities. The
attacks began in June and intensified over the next year. Further, the president
repeatedly called for “strict adherence” to his acceptance of the GMD’s illegal
blockade of China’s major ports, a move that could not alter the war’s outcome
but could wreak havoc on civilians and harm evacuation of Americans.'™ As
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Consul General John M. Cabot in Shanghai complained in July 1949, the United
States had rejected every chance to put foreign points of view before “top
communists,” placed those who wanted relations with the West in “impossible”
situations, and failed to lessen dangerous misunderstandings.'*

Finally, Truman fully accorded with the counterproductive Acheson-State
Department White Paper of August 1949. Although this documentary compi-
lation was intended to mollify China lobbyists by demonstrating past U.S.
support for the GMD, Acheson’s letter of transmittal was a “diatribe” charging
that the CCP had foresworn its Chinese heritage and had no legitimacy to
govern.'” He urged the Chinese people to throw off their foreign Russian “yoke”
and not serve Soviet interests. This message ignored centuries of Russia-China
conflict and failed to recognize that Stalin had not supported the CCP revolu-
tion or provided meaningful military aid unul 1947—48 and had remained
interested in a CCP-GMD settlement as late as the spring of 1949. The White
Paper only incensed Mao, who published five articles excoriating American
aggression against China and prepared to lean more toward Moscow.'*®

Acheson now told the British that the United States intended to “play for a
split” between the CCP and the Soviets.® But when Mao proclaimed the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) on 1 October and called for relations on a
basis of equality with all nations, the American response was to close numerous
consulates. Shortly Truman, after meeting with Asia specialists, claimed to have
gained “new insight” and a “new way” of thinking about Communist success,
and he agreed on the need to encourage the PRC away from Russia."® But when
the PRC asserted its sovereignty and nationalism in January 1950 by requisi-
tioning foreign military barracks in Beljing, the Americans invoked treaty rights
based on a protocol drawn up after Western powers had quashed the Boxer
Uprising in 19o1. The standoff led to complete American withdrawal from China
in April 1950.”

Meanwhile Truman heartily approved Acheson’s denunciation of the Feb-
ruary 1950 Sino-Soviet Treaty, which included Soviet return of its Manchurian
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concessions by 1953, a small credit for the PRC, and mutual defense against
Japan and its allies. Acheson charged that the PRC had sold its sovereignty, but
Mao was able to say that he had expelled all foreigners from China and gained
a better treaty from Stalin than had Jiang in 1945 in fulfilling Yalta” Further,
the Truman administration now bowed to congressional pressure to continue
aid to the Taiwan-based GMD, whose bombings of the mainland led Philip
Sprouse, head of the Office of Chinese Affairs, to complain in February 1950
that it was “incredible” that the United States would allow a client state to “call
the turn” on its vital interests and cause it to be arraigned before the “bar of
opinion” in China. Acheson asked the State Department to weigh halting China
aid but soon admitted that the GMD had already told the administration to “go
to hell” with its bombing protests.™

The Truman administration involved itself more deeply in China’s civil war
in the spring of 1950 by allowing the Joint Chiefs of Staff to commit to Taiwan’s
defense, with abundant aid flowing to the GMD. Shortly Dean Rusk, head of
the Far Fastern Affairs Office, proposed to have US. naval and ground forces
“neutralize” Taiwan, stage a coup to be rid of Jiang, and put the island under
UN rtrusteeship, even at the risk of “early war” with the PRC and the Soviet
Union. Truman sent a family friend to Taiwan to assess matters, but before
action could be taken the Korean War began on 24 June*+ The president
promptly ordered the Seventh Fleet into the Taiwan Straits, which Mao
denounced as a violation of the Cairo and Potsdam accords and an act of war™
Perhaps it was not the latter, but President Truman’s China policies had already
fixed the matrix for long-term, counterrevolutionary policy toward the PRC,
whose complex origins and present concerns he never understood. From his
parochial perspective, as he said on 6 July 1950, the Chinese Communist
government was “nothing but a tool of Moscow just as the North Korean
Government is.”"

Truman made his most fateful decisions during the Korean War, which he
attributed solely to Soviet-inspired North Korean aggression against South
Korea, and not to bitter conflict between two regimes struggling for supremacy.
“If we let [South] Korea down,” he said, “the Soviets will keep right on going
and swallow up one piece of Asia after another,” and that would cause “collapse”
in the Near East and possibly Europe."” Stalin, of course, had supplied military
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plans and equipment for North Korea. But the invasion was the brainchild of
its leader, Kim I1-Sung, who spent a year persuading Stalin, and then Mao, that
victory would come swiftly and without American intercession."

Truman’s immediate intervention on 25 June to preserve South Korea’s
UN-recognized independence was logical, although it surprised the Commu-
nist leaders. He and other officials immediately analogized North Korea’s attack
to German and Japanese action in the 1930s and determined that this new
aggression could not go unchecked.™ But it is also true that Truman long
subscribed to the overblown conclusion of his special emissary to Seoul in 1946,
Ed Pauley, that Korea was the “ideological battleground” of the world, and
during 1947—1950 approved more military aid for South Korea than for Greece
In December 1949 he signed NSC-48/2, which extended containment to Asia
and exaggerated the link between America’s success in Korea and its global
security.” Truman’s movement of the Seventh Fleet into the Taiwan Straits
augured intent to deny Taiwan to the PRC and further involvement in China’s
civil war. He also had to be dissuaded from using Chiang’s troops in Korea.”
Further, Truman set a bad precedent and opened himself to charges of
“Truman’s war” by not pausing to gain congressional approval to act in June
1950, especially after he committed two divisions on 30 June. But as a White
House aide said, he was not of a mind to do 1t."3

Even more unfortunately, the president’s 19 July 1950 speech escalated a
U.S./UN “police action” against a “bunch of bandits” — or “pagan wolves” —into
an issue of American security and world peace.”* He now called for a major
military buildup and soon signed NSC-68, which proposed to spend 20 percent
of GNP on the military and wage global cold war.”* The president also quickly
acceded in August to hard-line views proposing to send U.S./UN forces across
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the 38th parallel to vanquish North Korea and to unify the Korean peninsula
militarily. From Truman’s perspective, this would demonstrate his biblical
conviction that “punishment always followed transgression.” Truman also
approved Acheson’s more imperial view that Korea would be used as “a stage
to show the world what Western Democracy can do to help the underprivileged
countries of the world.”?® In sum, containment would become “liberation” or
“rollback” and, as Leftler has argued, America would establish its preponderant
world power.”?

Truman ignored early warnings that the PRC would view as a security threat
MacArthur’s unconstrained northward march, or establishment of an anti-
Communist regime in North Korea. He also dismissed PRC worry that the
United States would build a rival Chinese regime on Taiwan, which MacArthur
had proclaimed vital to America’s defense perimeter during the summer.®
Truman disregarded PRC warnings of entry into the war in early October as
“blackmail” and never believed that it would fight” He was “highly pleased”
with his Wake [sland talks with MacArthur, which focused not on PRC actions
but on how soon the war would be won. Truman’s political myopia precluded
his grasping PRC determination to define and defend its vital interests, or its
likely fear that U.S. conquest of North Korea would allow it to dominate Asia,
where America, the British complained, acted like “a law unto itself.”3°

Major PRC attacks in late November 1950 forced America’s bitter retreat.
Truman’s ill-considered comment, or half-veiled threat, that use of the atomic
bomb was always under consideration caused British leaders to fly to Washing-
ton intent to preclude wider war™ In fact, atomic attack against Russia was first
hinted at on 26 June and Truman had sent nuclear-configured bombers (with-
out atomic cores) to England and Guam in July, but they had returned.® The
issue of atomic strikes arose again in a cabinet meeting on 1 December and
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several times thereafter. But they were resisted chiefly because they were seen
to be ineffective, would alienate NATO allies and Asian nations, and perhaps
incur Soviet retaliation.”? Still, ac his December summit with Prime Minister
Clement Attlee, the president would give only his “man’s word” that he would
consult before using atomic weapons. And despite Attlee’s view that PRC
leaders could be both Marxist and nationalist and “not bow to Stalin,” Truman
clung to his view that China’s new leaders were “complete satellites” of Russia
who sought to conquer Korea and Southeast Asia.3*

The Americans soon soughtto halt the costly Korean conflictif only because,
as Acheson said, they did not want to fight the “second team,” the PRC, when
the “real enemy” was the Soviet Union.”s But the president stubbornly refused
compromise in early 1951: no negotiations with the PRC before a cease-fire; no
recognition of the PRC, or a UN seat; and no halt of American aid to the GMD.
Further, if the PRC drove America from Korea, the United States would
mobilize the GMD), blockade China, and attack by air™ Truman also pressed
the UN to brand the PRC an “aggressor” in February 1951, hampering prospects
for an early settlement.”’

Truman then faced MacArthur'’s apparent intent to “sabotage” the admini-
stration’s cease-fire efforts when the general publicly demanded on 24 March
that the PRC capitulate to him or face destruction.™ Then on 5 April House
Minority Leader Joseph Martin released a deliberately nonconfidental letter
from MacArthur stating that there was “no substitute for victory.” Truman
displayed courage in firing his larger-than-life field commander on 11 April. But
MacArthur’s insubordination was not the sole cause of the crisis. The admini-
stration had shied from rebuking him for provocative public comments and
battefield tactics since August 1950, and Truman’s 6 December 1950 directive to
all military commanders to clear statements with the Defense Department was
not pointed enough at MacArthur'# Further, the president’s view of the PRC
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and North Korea, and his early war aims, were not dissimilar from MacArthur’s;
their basic disagreement derived from Truman’s political realization that he
had to quit the war. Nor were MacArthur’s proposals to strike at the PRC too
different from recent JCS ideas."

Further, to gain JCS support while firing MacArthur, as well as to respond
to a PRC buildup, Truman again deployed atomic bombers and nuclear
weapons to Guam and approved a directive for retaliation against air attacks
from outside Korea. He then sent another nuclear deployment to Asia and gave
his new military commander, General Matthew B. Ridgway, qualified authority
for atomic strikes in the event of a major attack from the PRC.# MacArthur
meantime electrified Congress and the nation with speeches stating that the
purpose of war was victory.'#

Finally, the president’s personal diplomacy obstructed armistice talks. In
October 1951 he overrode standard military practice, and U.S. commitment to
the 1949 Geneva Convention provisions, and rejected “all for all” compulsory
exchange of prisoners of war (POW) unless the PRC made a “major conces-
sion.”# Then in February 1952 he insisted on simply voluntary repatriation of
POWs. He did so partly for moral reasons but equally to embarrass and to
coerce the PRC. He believed that he could gain his way either by promising to
permit repair of North Korea’s airfields or by brutal conventional bombing.
Seven months later he agreed with Lovett's contention that “we can tear them
[the Chinese and Koreans| up by air”# But the president’s narrow view
succeeded only in transforming the POW issue from one that could have been
resolved in a few months of hard bargaining to one that produced indefinite

1950 to the Veterans of Foreign Wars that proclaimed Taiwan the center of America’s Pacific
defense perimeter and declared Jiang a vital ally; the general also skirted his military orders not
to send non-Korean forces close to Russian and Chinese borders in October 1950 and pressed the
administration to allow him to bomb closer to the PRC borders than it desired; his public criticism
of Washington’s refusal to allow him to bomb Manchuria led to the December directive to clear
public statements with the Defense Department, as well as Truman’s later reflection that he
sholuld have fired MacArthur “then and there,” see Truman, Years of Trial and Hope, 384; Truman
and his aides wished to fire MacArthur after he demanded that the PRC surrender to him, but
feared to act until they had no choice in April.
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stalemate.#® Fighting would continue until President Dwight Eisenhower’s
administration gained a compromise in July 1953 that turned nonrepatriated
POWs over to a neutral commission."y

In the meantime, beneath the facade of calm crisis management in 1952,
Truman fantasized about giving Russia and China ten days to quit Korea or
face “all out war” in which he would destroy their major cities from “St.
Petersburg” to Moscow to Vladivostok, and from Peking to Shanghai. “This is
the final chance for the Soviet Government to decide whether it wants to survive
or not,” he fumed. Truman may not have intended atomic war, but he had
created a dangerous situation, especially for a heated election year+*

Korean War costs were staggering: §4,000 Americans dead and 100,000
casualties; combined dead and wounded for the PRC and Korea exceeded 2.5
million. The United States spent $70 billion on the war, and Truman’s military
budget for fiscal Year 1953 was $53 billion, almost quadruple that of Fiscal Year
1950, and nearly equal to NSC-68’s proposals. The stage was also set for a
long-term political-military commitment to South Korea, the GMD on Tai-
wan, and the French in Indochina, while U.S.-PRC relations were embittered
for a generation to come. Meantime, the Fair Deal was dead, McCarthyism was
rampant, and Truman departed the presidency with low public regard and with
America on a Cold War footing at home and abroad.'#

1v

No one leader or nation caused the Cold War. The Second World War
generated inevitable Soviet-American conflict as two nations with entirely
different political-economic systems confronted each other on two war-torn
continents. The Truman administration would seek to fashion a world order
friendly to American political and economic interests, to achieve maximum
national security by preventing any nation from severing US. ties to its
traditional allies and vital areas of trade and resources, and to avoid 1930s-style
“appeasement.” Truman creditably favored creation of the UN, fostered for-
eign aid and reconstruction, and wished to avert war, and, after he recognized
his “overreach” in Korea, he sought to return to the status quo ante.””°

Nonetheless, from the Potsdam Conference through the Korean War, the
president contributed significantly to the growing Cold War and militarization
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of American foreign policy. He assumed that America’s economic-military-
moral superiority assured that he could order the world on its terms, and he
ascribed only dark motives to nations or leaders who resisted America’s will.
Monopoly control of the atomic bomb heightened this sense of righteous power
and impelled his use of atomic bombs partly to outmaneuver the Russians in
China and over Japan. Truman also drew confidence from the bombs that he
could deny the Soviets any fixed sum of German reparations despite their
feasibility, the Yalta accords, and the apparent disregard of Russia’s claim to
compensation for its wartime suffering. American-imposed zonal reparations
policy only increased the East- West divide and diminished prospects to reunite
Germany, although Stalin evidently remained open to the idea of a united and
neutralized Germany until 1949 and conceivably as late as 1952. But Truman,
as Marshall learned in the spring of 1947, had little interest in negotiating such
an arrangement, and his administration’s decision that year to make western
Germany the cornerstone of the Marshall Plan and Western Europe’s recon-
struction virtually precluded German unification except by melding East into
West. Formation of NATO and insistence that a unified Germany be free to
join a Western military alliance reinforced division of Germany and Europe.

[t is clear that Truman’s insecurity with regard to diplomacy and world
politics led him to seek to give the appearance of acting decisively and
reinforced his penchant to view conflict in black and white terms and to divide
nations into {ree or totalitarian societies. He shied from weighing the complexi-
ties of historic national conflicts and local or regional politics. Instead, he
attributed nearly every diplomatic crisis or civil war — in Germany, Iran,
Turkey, Greece, and Czechoslovakia — to Soviet machination and insisted that
the Russians had broken every agreement and were bent on “world conquest.”
To determine his response he was quick to reach for an analogy, usually the
failure of the Western powers to resist Germany and Japan in the 1930s, and to
conclude that henceforth he would speak to the Russians in the only language
that he thought they understood: “divisions.” This style of leadership and
diplomacy closed off both advocates and prospects for more patiently negoti-
ated and more nuanced or creative courses of action.

Truman also viscerally loathed the Chinese Communists, could not com-
prehend Asian nationalism, demonized Asian opponents, and caused the
United States to align itself with corrupt regimes. He was unable to view
China’s civil war apart from Soviet-American conflict. He brushed off criticism
of America’s intervention in behalf of the frightful GMD, refused to open
channels of communication with the emergent PRC, and permitted the American-
armed, Taiwan-based GMD to wage counterrevolutionary war against China’s
new government, whose sovereignty or legitimacy he never accepted. The
Korean War then overtook his administration. The president decided to pre-
serve South Korea’s independence but set an unfortunate if not tragic precedent
by refusing to seek formal congressional sanction for war. His decision to punish
North Korea and implement “rollback,” and his disdain for the PRC and its
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concerns before and after it entered the war, brought unnecessary, untold
destruction and suffering to Asians and Americans and proved fatal to his
presidency. Stll, in his undelivered farewell address Truman insisted that
“Russia was at the root” of every problem from Europe to Asia, and that
“Trumanism” had saved countless countries from Soviet invasion and “knocked
the socks off the communists” in Korea.'s!

In conclusion, it seems clear that despite Truman’s pride in his knowledge
of the past, he lacked insight into the history unfolding around him. He often
could not see beyond his immediate decision or visualize alternatives, and he
seemed oblivious to the implications of his words or actions. More often than
not he narrowed rather than broadened the options that he presented to the
American citizenry, the environment of American politics, and the channels
through which Cold War politics flowed. Throughout his presidency, Truman
remained a parochial nationalist who lacked the leadership to move America
away from conflict and toward détente. Instead, he promoted an ideology and
politics of Cold War confrontation that became the modus operandi of succes-
sor administrations and the United States for the next two generations.
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