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APPRAISING AMERICAN COLD WAR POLICY
BY ITS MEANS OF IMPLEMENTATION

Edward Pessen

The cold war has been discussed in a literature so massive, much of it so
excellent, that it takes what may be a foolish intrepidity for a nonspecialist to
venture into the scholarly controversy over the great conflict.’ And yet, con-
vinced from my earlier reading of the hundreds of foreign travelers who vis-
ited the United States in the nineteenth century that some newcomers to a
place can offer interesting insights that had not occurred to longtime resi-
dents,? I trust that a relative newcomer in this instance to a historical theme
may also be capable of offering an approach to it that is not hackneyed. My
recent attempts to absorb the cold war literature suggest that one way of ap-
praising the foreign policy of the United States since the end of World War II
is to address a question that has not often been asked: what light is thrown
on that policy when we focus on the means American leaders have relied on
to implement it??

What a nation’s leaders call its policy is after all only its stated policy. More
revealing of what a government is up to than its professed purposes are the
things it actually does ostensibly to realize these purposes. That statesmen
may be completely sincere in affirming the lofty goals of the policies they
pursue provides no assurance that these policies are in fact congruent with
their professed objectives. Policymakers are not immune to self-delusion. The
biblical adage that by their deeds shall we know them, does not brush off
human motives as insignificant. Its wisdom lies in its recognition that, since
people are inclined to put their own actions, no matter how sordid, in the
best possible light, these actions are better understood by their actual con-
sequences, when these consequences could have been foreseen, than by the
hopes, conscious or subconscious, of those performing the actions. (Unan-
ticipated consequences are not helpful in this context.)

Let me proceed then to an examination of some of the important means by
which the United States has waged cold war and the implications of its reli-
ance on these means. Exigencies of space dictate that the discussion that fol-
lows be both selective and concise. I shall appraise the justifications offered
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by the nation’s leaders for waging cold war against the Soviet Union; the
nuclear weapons buildup; the exorcising of pro-Soviet “subversion” at home;
and covert operations against international “subversion” (I have placed apos-
trophes around the word subversion because of the impreciseness of most
references to it).

Fach of these means of implementing American policy has not only been
variously interpreted but, in many instances, positively interpreted.* Even
the most determined naysayer would be hard-pressed to deny that some fea-
tures of American cold war behavior have, by any fair or ideology-free read-
ing, been praiseworthy. If the discussion that follows emphasizes the de-
plorable nature of the postwar actions of the United States, it does so not
because the author is an iconoclast but because patent atrocities are not can-
celled out by unexceptionable acts.

In the wake of the Gorbachevean Soviet Union’s dramatic retreat from the
domestic and foreign policies supported by Soviet leaders from Stalin through
Chernenko, influential leaders in both the West and the East have recently
been proclaiming that the cold war is over. Certainly the superpowers’ bitter
rhetorical denunciations of one another appear to have ceased. But if the for-
eign policy of the United States is more clearly revealed by the American gov-
ernment’s behavior than by the lofty justifications offered for this behavior,
announcements of the cold war’s end may turn out to be premature, for INF
treaty notwithstanding, the United States has not abandoned the nuclear op-
tion. Nor is there reason to think that the CIA has ceased performing “plau-
sibly deniable” covert operations to promote the nation’s ever more elastically
defined “vital interests.” Whatever the future may hold, the cold war behav-
ior to date of the United States continues to warrant critical investigation.

Government-directed propaganda is an important means of engineering
the popular consent necessary to successful prosecution of a foreign policy
certain to require large public sacrifices. It becomes all the more important
when that policy is directed against a nation that only yesterday had been
our brave ally whose great suffering, loss of life, and military feats had en-
abled the United States to emerge relatively unscathed from a war against a
frightful foe. In the aftermath of World War II, American leaders propagated
a series of charges against what they called —and increasingly treated as—
the Soviet enemy.

The chief accusations were that, despite the end of the war, the Soviet
Union had expanded the size of the Red Army, obviously to engage in mil-
itary aggression abroad; they planned to conquer Turkey and Iran; they were
responsible for civil war in Greece; they violated the Yalta pact; they had bru-
tally taken over eastern Europe, preliminary to launching an attack on central
and western Europe; their control and manipulation of the Communist par-
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ties of France and Italy constituted indirect aggression that, if it resulted in
Communist electoral victories in these countries would, according to Presi-
dent Harry S. Truman and State Department adviser George F. Kennan, com-
pel the United States to intervene militarily; they were responsible for launch-
ing a deadly nuclear weapons arms race by rejecting the unselfish American
Baruch Plan for international control of atomic energy; they were responsible
for Communist subversion all over the world; they were slavish devotees to
fanatical doctrines of world revolution that threatened world peace and se-
curity; their internal order was so pernicious and inhumane as to constitute
an unacceptable threat to the United States; they harbored intentions so ma-
levolent that their occasionally moderate actions had to be discounted as
Machiavellian subterfuge; and they were no less loathesome and evil than
Nazi Germany but more dangerous because their demagogy was more se-
ductive.®

What is particularly fascinating about the American indictment of the Sov-
iet threat is that every one of the charges in the above catalogue was either
groundless, absurd, false, or known by those making the charges to be false.

After the war, as American intelligence knew, the Soviets had substantially
reduced the size of the Red Army. In the Middle East, as Melvyn P. Leffler
has shown, they had no plans for military conquest.® Probably to assure con-
tinued British acceptance of Soviet security interests in Eastern Europe, Stalin
lifted not one finger to aid the Greek Communists. As Diane S. Clemens, the
leading authority on Yalta has shown, for all their military superiority at the
time, the Soviets made the greatest number and the most important conces-
sions at the Crimean conference; Leffler has recently shown that they hon-
ored the commitments they made at Yalta at least as fully as did the United
States and the West.” Not Soviet aggression but French and Italian admira-
tion, both of the USSR for its role in defeating the Axis powers and of the
French and Italian Communist parties’ role in waging underground war
against Nazi occupiers, accounted for Communist popularity in these coun-
tries. That someone as intelligent and knowledgeable as George F. Kennan
could recommend initiating World War III on the basis of an interpretation so
absurd testifies to the power of cold war emotions to overrule sober, rational
thought. That someone as powerful as Harry S. Truman could even contem-
plate sending American troops to war in western Europe on the basis of a
premise so flimsy testifies to the amazing arrogance cold war emotions en-
couraged in the leader of the world’s most powerful nation.

As Gregg Herken, other scholars, and leading American nuclear scientists
have revealed, the Baruch Plan was far from unselfish; in rejecting it, the
USSR did what American insiders expected them to do, in the face of the
plan’s one-sidedness.® What was called Communist subversion in Third

This content downloaded from 61.172.236.162 on Wed, 07 Sep 2016 13:24:52 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



456 REVIEWS IN AMERICAN HISTORY / DECEMBER 1990

World countries was most often nationalistic and poor people’s movements
that was Communist subversion only in the undocumented allegations of
American propagandists. As American leaders had reason to know, the op-
portunistic and nationalistic Stalin regime slavishly adhered to no philosoph-
ical doctrine—except in its sometime rhetoric. What Stalin called “socialism
in one country” animated the Soviet dictator far more than did the interna-
tional revolution espoused by some of his ideological enemies. The appeal of
Marxist ideas of equality and social justice to tens of millions of evidently
decent western European Catholic working people and to many millions
more outside of the Soviet orbit, belied the unserious State Department, CIA,
and FBI appraisals of the theory. The NSC notion that the very Soviet order
constituted an unacceptable threat to the United States was inconsistent in
view of our earlier coexistence and even cooperation with that order, contrary
in spirit to the principle of international law that a nation’s internal arrange-
ments provide no basis for intervention by foreign states, and appallingly
arrogant.®

The charge that evil intentions underlay every Soviet act was clever prop-
aganda, since it could not be disproven. It was also a cavalier charge, put
forward not because there was good reason to think it true but because there
was good reason to think that Western publics had been sufficiently indoc-
trinated to believe that the Soviets could do no right. As the anti-Communist
Swedish historian Géran Rystad has persuasively shown, the USSR, unlike
Hitler Germany, had no military blueprint for military conquest of Europe
and the world. If the Soviets had what it takes to charm admired artists, in-
tellectuals, and others outside its boundaries, that was because its theory and
even its practices were no match for Nazi barbarism.’® And since in American
judicial precedent, the only enemy of the United States is a nation with which
it is at war, the Soviet Union did not qualify.™

That the American justifications for cold war were dubious does not ex-
onerate the Stalin government for its repellant postwar actions within and
without Soviet borders. In his great farewell address, Washington had indi-
cated that the characteristic brutal behavior of great powers toward their own
and foreign peoples was no reason for the United States to adopt hostile pol-
icies toward them, so long as their misbehavior was not directed against us."
Soviet brutalities do not exonerate American postwar leaders for mounting a
warlike campaign on the basis of dubious allegations against a vaguely de-
fined Soviet camp and doing so in the absence of a direct threat to the United
States.

What President Truman called the “centerpiece” of United States military
strategy for defeating the Soviet Union in the war that many American leaders
said was not only inevitable but imminent was nuclear bombs.** High gov-
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ernment officials had in 1945 spoken of The Bomb's capacity to compel Soviet
acquiescence to America’s postwar diplomatic demands.* In the early cold
war, the Truman Administration launched a nuclear weapons buildup, per-
fected secret plans for destroying Soviet industrial and population centers,
and spoke openly of initiating nuclear war in response to Soviet misdeeds.
According to presidential science adviser Jerome B. Wiesner, Nobel laureate
physicist Hans Bethe, Kennan, and other informed Americans, the United
States was subsequently responsible for almost every escalation in the nuclear
arms race and in the destructiveness of nuclear weapons. And unto the pres-
ent day, it is the United States alone that threatens if it sees fit to launch a
nuclear strike against the other side.*

The American nuclear weapons policy is at odds with world opinion. The
great religions and the great majority of nations are on record opposing the
use of nuclear weapons under any circumstances.’® Aware of the near uni-
versal condemnation of weapons capable of destroying hundreds of millions
of innocent people, American leaders sought to mollify the world public. The
Eisenhower Administration, noting that rifle bullets killed people no less than
did nuclear bombs, tried to win public acceptance of the ordinariness of the
new weapons. The deterrence argument assured the world that our purpose
in making, deploying, and threatening to use the bombs was to dissuade the
vile Soviets from attacking western Europe or from launching their nuclear
missiles on American and Western targets. Neither of the American argu-
ments is impressive.

Nuclear bombs, unlike rifle bullets, are aimed not at individual soldiers but
at mass populations, noncombatants as well as combatants. They irreversibly
poison the atmosphere and earth as other weapons do not. That is why the
world loathes and condemns The Bomb and the threatened use of The Bomb.
American atomic and later hydrogen bombs were built and deployed not to
deter a Soviet attack (that few Western leaders believed was likely) but to
destroy the USSR for what we said were their unacceptable prior actions,
beliefs, intentions, and way of ordering their society. Deterrence, as Admiral
Gene R. LaRocque has noted, was an afterthought, designed to camouflage
the actual plans of the United States government to resort to nuclear weapons
in what American leaders said was the imminent war with the Soviet Union.
Former Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara has recently pointed out
that if deterrence were truly the purpose of the American nuclear weapons
buildup, no more than two hundred warheads would suffice. For, as Soviet
leaders best know, such an arsenal would destroy most of their people and
their country. The more than ten thousand nuclear bombs the United States
has put in place testify to a different purpose than deterrence.”

The American nuclear weapons buildup inevitably induced the USSR to
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create a massive arsenal of their own, which they have promised to unleash
in full against any American nuclear strike, no matter how “surgical.” The
American fascination with the “winning weapon” thus brought the nation as
well as the rest of the world insecurity, stupefying expenditures that no peo-
ple could afford, the poisoning of the earth, and the frightful anxiety and
tension resulting from the manufacture, testing, and deployment of weapons
that could trigger a holocaust, whether by accident or design.*®

In order to wage cold war against an alleged enemy that had neither at-
tacked nor threatened the United States, America’s postwar leaders sought
to engineer the popular consent necessary to ensure the success of their un-
precedented policy. To separate taxpayers from the enormous sums neces-
sary to finance war preparations against the Soviet threat, the USSR had to
be depicted in lurid terms. American cold war propaganda, of course, did
just that. And the better to ensure that the policy would be neither deflected
nor its execution delayed by the sharp public questioning that any new policy
is likely to engender, American leaders took steps to inhibit such criticism.
They did so by stigmatizing harsh critics as dupes, puppets, or agents of the
Soviet Union, if not out and out traitors.

George Washington turned out to be amazingly prescient. In the farewell
address, he had warned that the day might come when the “real patriots”
who challenged a bad but popular foreign policy would be “suspected and
odious” for their temerity. When President Truman’s advisers convinced him
to denounce former Vice President Henry A. Wallace as a puppet of the Reds
for criticizing the Administration’s anti-Soviet policy, they indeed helped
make critics of the cold war “suspect and odious.”*® Proclaiming that the re-
public was in mortal danger, threatened from abroad by the Soviet Union and
athome by the American Communist party and its supporters—a Soviet “fifth
column” — American political leaders mounted a crusade against domestic
“Communist subversion” that paralleled their war on the international “Com-
munist conspiracy” abroad. A substantial scholarly literature has demon-
strated the enormities perpetrated in fighting the Red Menace at home by
presidents and congresses, government bodies at the national, state, and lo-
cal levels, the FBI, the House Un-American Activities Committee, schools,
colleges, and universities, unions, veterans’ organizations, the media, the
entertainment industry, conservatives and liberals, self-appointed superpa-
triots. The Constitution was brushed aside, men and women were branded
traitors not for what they had done but for what informers said their words
meant, individuals were imprisoned, their reputations ruined on the basis of
the doctored testimony of admitted liars and perjurors.?

The “second Red Scare” succeeded in wrecking the Communist party, wip-
ing out almost entirely its always slight membership, destroying its influence.
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It destroyed much more than the Communist party, however. In an era in
which J. Edgar Hoover, the greatly admired head of the FBI, could indict lib-
eralism as akin to communism, a political atmosphere took shape that was
uncongenial not only to Marxist thought but to socialist, radical, even reform
thought. What a British scholar called the “Great Fear” was so pervasive, so
intimidating, that President Dwight Eisenhower at one point withheld praise
of George C. Marshall to avoid incurring the wrath of the most demagogic of
all anticommunists, Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin.?® McCarthy’s
recklessness embarrassed more fastidious antisubversives, eventually doing
him in. But unthinking anticommunism survived McCarthy. Fearful of being
labeled “soft on Reds,” liberal Democrats often outdid conservative Repub-
licans in demonstrating their antipathy to communism, their readiness to
pass unconstitutional laws they had not read, in defending the country from
the Red Menace.

The hard questions that should have been asked about the nation’s cold
war policy went largely unasked. When governmental actions became too
questionable to ignore, as in Vietnam, most critics refrained from suggesting
that culpability for that debacle may have possibly rested with the anti-Soviet
policy the nation’s Vietnam engagement had been made to implement.
Knowledgeable persons aware of the questionable premises of the nation’s
cold war policy but lacking in what it took to state the fact, evidently took
comfort in convincing themselves that the Soviet “enemy” was truly a re-
pellant state. That obvious truth, however, was neither cause nor justification
of America’s unlawful and unconstitutional actions. In the cold war political
and intellectual atmosphere, crimes and atrocities committed by the FBI and
other government agencies went unchallenged, justified in the name of na-
tional security.? Regulation and punishment of business malpractices have
been largely forsaken, abandoned by opportunistic pols all too aware of how
easily such policies could be smeared as anticapitalist and therefore pro-Com-
munist.

James Bryce long ago observed that the American presidency was typically
occupied by other than great men. Not the least fateful consequence of cold
war anticommunism has been the rise to the nation’s highest office of men
whose chief claim to attention was their anticommunism, men almost em-
barrassingly lacking in the capacity, knowledge, integrity, and respect for law
characteristic not only of superior presidents but of those once regarded as
mediocre.

The most notorious means employed by the United States in waging cold
war has been covert actions. Although the agency undertaking most of those
actions was created ostensibly to gather, assess, coordinate, and disseminate
intelligence, the CIA, as the world knows, appears to have devoted most of
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its efforts to a variety of secret actions.? (The world knows this primarily
because of the reports issued in 1976 by the Church Committee established
by the U.S. Senate in the wake of the Watergate crisis to investigate “intelli-
gence activities.”)** Itis hard to speak with precision about the nation’s covert
operations because of the secrecy surrounding them and their funding. That
the executive branch in control of the CIA insisted on the principle of “plau-
sible deniability” suggests that the agency was expected to perform morally
and legally questionable acts. The revelations by the Church Committee, the
Rockefeller Commission, and the former CIA agents and officials grown dis-
enchanted with the agency, make clear that the CIA indeed fulfilled the ex-
pectation that it would regularly be up to no good.?

Since its founding in 1947, the CIA has engaged in clandestine operations
that were in violation of American and international law. It hired and pro-
tected Nazi war criminals, falsified their records, employed them to promote
the subversion of the Soviet bloc, spirited some of them into the United States,
where citizenship was conferred on them. It spent untold millions of dollars
bribing foreign nationals and heads of state. It subsidized publishers and ed-
itors in the United States and overseas and created its own ostensibly private
corporations. It induced major American corporations to undertake covert
CIA projects. It engaged university administrators, scholars, journalists,
union leaders, and other Americans to serve CIA purposes abroad. It dissem-
inated false information or disinformation purportedly prepared or written
by the sources that such “black information” was designed to embarrass or
destroy. It financed and organized operations designed to undermine, de-
stabilize, and overthrow governments of which it disapproved, not drawing
the line at assassination of uncongenial individuals and government leaders.
It trained foreign police and military forces in the techniques of torture and
murder of “subversives.” It helped organize and in some cases participated
in clandestine invasions of and actual wars against nations with which the
United States was at peace. And in blatant violation of the law creating it, the
CIA kept files and spied on American citizens, tampered with and opened
the mail of hundreds of thousands, and conducted drug experiments on un-
witting American victims.?

The United States has of course sought to justify its illegal actions, invoking
a variant on the principle that the ends justify the means. The [Herbert] Hoo-
ver Commission appointed by President Eisenhower reported in September
1954 that “hitherto acceptable norms of human conduct do not apply [in the
cold war]. If the United States is to survive [it] must . . . learn to subvert,
sabotage, and destroy our enemies.”? Detached observers might find it hard
to understand that the survival of the United States required it to undermine
or overthrow non-Communist governments in Iran, Guatemala, the Domin-
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ican Republic, Chile, Brazil, Indonesia, Zaire, and other countries. The ar-
gument that we were doing it for democracy is weakened, alas, by American
unpleasant covert operations against democratically elected governments
that American leaders did not fancy. As a most influential American said
about Chile, we could not permit a country to go “Communist” because of
the irresponsibility of its people.

A more comprehensive examination of the means of implementing the cold
war policy of the United States would include the nation’s treaties and mili-
tary alliances, the Marshall Plan, and the wars we fought in Southeast Asia.
And yet this glance at the American propaganda of justification, its nuclear
arms policies, its war on domestic “subversion,” and its diverse covert actions
reveals a great deal about what the United States has been up to during the
cold war.

Justifying cold war against the Soviet Union on grounds that American
leaders themselves knew were unserious, in some cases outright lies, sug-
gests that they pursued the policy for reasons other than those they stated
publicly.?® One suspects that a state that keeps secret its actual reasons for
pursuing a fateful policy believes that these reasons could not withstand crit-
ical scrutiny or marshall public support. Divorced from the lofty rhetoric de-
signed to sugarcoat the policy, the American buildup, deployment, and read-
iness to use nuclear weapons betrayed appalling moral callousness; William
F. Buckley on no account could criticize American political and military lead-
ers as he criticized antinuclear Catholic priests, of encouraging an “idolatrous
veneration of human life.”?* The war on domestic subversion revealed the
little faith and the equally little respect for the freedom of thought and the
right to criticize of those who paid lip-service to these freedoms even as they
suppressed them. And the covert actions that the executive branch directed,
congressional overseers usually refrained from overseeing, and the media
regularly asked few questions about, revealed that the post-World War II
American government had become frighteningly amoral and arrogant as well
as deceitful.*® The objects of its detestation were for the most part nationalists
who, unfortunately for them, stood in the way of American designs for their
countries.

At a time when many Americans are assuring themselves that the United
States has won the cold war, it is not modish to criticize or deplore the Amer-
ican actions that appear to have induced the Soviet Union to have altered their
behavior in the ways demanded by American leaders. But as all responsible
scholars know, our task is to say not what is modish but what we think is
truthful. If John Quincy Adams was right, as I think he was, in reminding us
that “the historian must have no country,” then conscience, a love of truth,
and what George Washington called “real patriotism” compel us to lay bare
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and condemn unworthy actions by our own government.*! The most rigid
relativism cannot deny that our government’s flagrant lies, plans to incinerate
much of the world, secret wars, and arbitrary assassinations are unworthy
actions.

American cold war policy is better understood by the means the United
States has relied on to wage it than by the rhetoric American leaders have
relied on to justify it. One can only hope that the gloomy thought expressed
by George Mason at the Constitutional Convention is not invariably true:
nations that commit great atrocities will suffer great calamities. For, sad to
say, the American cold war actions that have been catalogued here are indeed
atrocities.
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(cited in Charles Warren, “What is Giving Aid and Comfort to the Enemy?” Yale Law Journal
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Defense,” Appendix, Section 2).
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16. Encyclopaedia of the United Nations and International Agreements (1985), pp. 574-75; The
Catholic Almanac (1986), pp. 213-14; New York Times, April 16, 1983 and Dec. 26, 1985; and
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Estimates of the appalling effects of the dropping of hydrogen bombs on population centers
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Scientists was placed at two minutes before the midnight of nuclear holocaust. The recent
INF treaty and the improved relations between the two superpowers have induced the
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19. Richard M. Freeland, The Truman Doctrine and the Origins of McCarthyism: Foreign Policy,
Domestic Politics, and National Security, 1946-1948 (1971); Kenneth O’Reilly, Hoover and the
Un-Americans: The FBI, HUAC, and the Red Menace (1983); Athan Theoharis, Seeds of Repres-
sion: Harry S. Truman and the Origins of McCarthyism (1971); and Frank J. Donner, The Age of
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Universities (1986); Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky, Manufacturing Consent: The Po-
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and the Great American Inquisition (1988); and Richard Gid Powers, Secrecy and Power: The Life
of ]. Edgar Hoover (1987). Caute, The Great Fear, and O'Reilly, Hoover and the Un-Americans
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and Thomas B. Ross, The Invisible Government (1961).
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With Respect to Intelligence Activities (Washington, D.C. 1976). On the conflicts within the
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Senate Intelligence Investigation (1985).

25. U.S. Senate Select Committee, Covert Actions in Chile, 1963-1973 (1976); Rockefeller
Commission, Report to the President by the Commission on CIA Activities Within the United States
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the Company: A CIA Diary (1975); John D. Marks and Victor Marchetti, The CIA and the Cult
of Intelligence (1974); John Stockwell, In Search of Enemies: A CIA Story (1978); and Frank
Snepp, Decent Interval (1977).

26. This catalogue of CIA “horrors” is based on the sources cited in note 25 above and
on Thomas Powers, The Man Who Kept the Secrets: Richard Helms and the CIA (1979); John
Loftus, The Belarus Secret (1982); Seymour Hersh, “Huge CIA Operation Reported in the
United States Against Anti-War Forces and Other Dissenters in Nixon Years,” New York
Times, December 22, 1974; A. ]J. Langguth, Hidden Terrors (1978); Stansfield Turner, Secrecy
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policymakers, among them Richard ]. Barnet, Gabriel Kolko, Seymour Melman, and Noam
Chomsky. A recent brilliant and provocative attempt is Thomas J. McCormick, America’s
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29. Buckley’s comment is cited in The Progressive, January 12, 1988, p. 12.

30. On congressional reluctance to exercise its oversight function, see Johnson, A Season
of Inquiry.

31. See Edward Pessen, “ ‘A Historian Must Have No Country’: John Quincy Adams’
Standard for Historians,” OAH Newsletter 16 (February 1988): 2-3.
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