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Preface 

This book shows what happens when curiosity and serendipity combine with 

shameless opportunism. The curiosity grew out of my sense that an earlier and 

conceptually more ambitious analysis of postwar United States national se¬ 

curity policy* had nonetheless left certain questions unresolved: What exactly 

had Americans found threatening about Soviet behavior at the end of World 

War II? Did Washington really want a sphere of influence in postwar Europe, 

or did it not? How was it that the Truman administration endorsed, but then 

almost immediately backed away from, a strategy of avoiding military com¬ 

mitments on the Asian mainland? Why did the United States refrain from 

using nuclear weapons during the decade in which it was immune to any 

possibility of a Soviet retaliatory attack? Did American officials really believe 

in the existence of an international communist “monolith” ? How did Russians 

and Americans fall into the habit of not attempting to shoot down each other’s 

reconnaissance satellites? And, most important, why, given the unprecedented 

levels of super-power tension that have existed since 1945, has World War III 

not occurred? 
The serendipity came in three forms: First, the progress of declassifica¬ 

tion brought about the release, in vast quantities, of once-secret American and 

British documents that made it possible to begin to answer these questions. 

Second, it has been my good fortune to have participated in a series of con¬ 

ferences and symposia—in locations as diverse as Kiev, Beijing, Oslo, Palo 

* Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of Postwar American National Security 

Policy (New York: 1982). 
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Alto, and Mount Kisco—which provided opportunities to present findings, test 

hypotheses, and secure the always valuable (if not always followed) sugges¬ 

tions of colleagues in my own and related fields. Third, as a consequence of 

having prepared papers for these occasions, I found myself in the surprising 

but pleasing situation of having written a book without quite having set out 

to do so. 

The opportunism resides in the fact that I am, to an extent, republishing 

myself. Three of the essays included in this volume have already appeared 

in slightly different versions as articles in journals or conference volumes; 

three others are to be published in that latter format at some point in the 

future. The difficulty with such publications, though, is that what appears in 

them necessarily stands apart from what one has published on related topics 

elsewhere and is not, therefore, easily connected with one’s wider concerns. 

If that sounds like a flimsy excuse for reworking old material, I will not 

wholly deny the charge. But I can plead in my defense the established eco¬ 

logical soundness of the principle of recycling, together with the fact that I 

am not, I believe, the first historian to have discovered it. 

My intention in pulling these essays together in one place is to make sev¬ 

eral interconnected points: that the sources now exist for producing carefully 

documented studies in “contemporary history”—that is, the period that falls 

in between what journalists write about and what history textbooks teach; 

that what is contained in these sources modifies, at times in striking ways, our 

perception of the recent past; and that an awareness of how recollections of 

“what happened” differ from “what actually happened” can provide new and 

at times valuable angles of vision from which to comprehend, and perhaps 

even to attempt to modify, the present/’ 

I should like here to express my gratitude to those who made possible the 

occasions upon which these essays in their original form were presented: spe¬ 

cific individuals and organizations are identified at the beginning of each 

chapter. None of them, I hasten to add, is to be held responsible for what 

resulted. I am indebted as well to the librarians, archivists, and editors with¬ 

out whom we who write about the recent past would be totally adrift: in 

particular, to those at the Office of the Historian in the Department of State, 

which produces the indispensable series, Foreign Relations of the United 

States; the Diplomatic and Modern Military Branches at the National Ar¬ 

chives; the Public Record Office, London; the Harry S. Truman and Dwight 

D. Eisenhower Libraries; the Seeley G. Mudd Library at Princeton Univer¬ 

sity; and, not least, the Ohio University Library, where the staff have long 

since learned to brace themselves when they see me coming. 

Publishing with Sheldon Meyer and the Oxford University Press has be¬ 

come a pleasant habit, not only for me but for several of my colleagues in the 

History Department at Athens. I am particularly grateful this time around 

* For an engaging and thoughtful elaboration of this last point, see Richard E. Neustadt 

and Ernest R. May, Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for Decision-Makers (New 

York: 1986). 
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to Leona Capeless for a superlative job of copy-editing. For permission to 

use previously-published material under their copyright, my thanks as well 

to the Norwegian University Press (Chapter Three), and the Columbia Uni¬ 

versity Press (Chapter Four). 

Barbara, Michael, and David have tactfully pointed out to me that readers 

who remember nothing whatever about the substance of my books nonetheless 

tend to recall, years afterward and with unnerving precision, what I write in 

prefaces about my family. Lest I mark them all for life, therefore, I will say 

here only that all are well and happy, thank goodness, and (as our Finnish 

friends say) send regards. 

Two people who deserve special credit for this book are Richard Barr, of 

Vere Smith Audio-Visuals, who patiently introduced me to the multiple bene¬ 

fits of word processing, and Robert Martin, of Martin Builders, who with 

great care and competence constructed the study in which most of it was 

composed, and in which the all-important computer now resides. 

The dedication is my way of paying respect—and expressing gratitude— 

to two individuals whose long, full, and fruitful lives have greatly enriched 

the town in which I live and the university in which I teach, but whose vision 

extends to much wider things as well. 

Athens, Ohio J. L. G. 

February, 1987 
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1 

Legacies: 

Russian-American Relations 

Before the Cold War 

ThE HISTORY of Russian-American relations* * is of sufficient duration, 

complexity and ambiguity that it is capable of sustaining remarkably different 

interpretive perspectives. The first full-length account of that relationship to 

be published in the United States, that of Foster Rhea Dulles, which appeared 

at the height of wartime cooperation in 1944, concluded that there existed no 

permanent basis for hostility between the two countries: They have had no 

grounds for conflict that have involved them in war against each other, and 

they should be able to continue to live together in harmony.”1 But by 1950, 

another American historian, Thomas A. Bailey, had drawn from roughly the 

same set of experiences the conclusion that “Czarism was about as antipa¬ 

thetic ideologically to democracy as is present-day Stalinism. Coexistence, for 

Americans, required keeping “our heads clear, our nerves steady, and our 

powder dry.”2 Nor is this phenomenon of deriving differing conclusions from 

the same body of evidence limited to historians in the United States. Soviet 

This paper was originally prepared for the Fifth Colloquium of Soviet and American 

Historians, co-sponsored by the Soviet Academy of Sciences and the American Historical 

Association, and held in Kiev in June, 1984. It is a distillation of certain themes devel¬ 

oped in my 1978 book, Russia, the Soviet Union, and the United States, but it has not 

been previously published in this form. 

* Throughout much of this chapter I shall use, purely for reasons of convenience, the 

term “Russian-American relations,” fully cognizant of the fact that neither “Russia” nor 

“America” are accurate or wholly satisfactory appellations for the countries and peoples 

involved. 

3 
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historians have had their own firmly held viewpoints on this subject, and these 

have at times differed markedly from those of their American counterparts.3 

That this is so should not be at all surprising. Historians bring to the writing 

of history a considerable quantity of intellectual baggage, made up not only of 

their own personal experiences and their own understanding of the past but also 

of the political and social context from which these derive. When that context 

differs as much as it does in the case of the Soviet Union and the United 

States, it becomes “no accident,” as the Russians like to say, that we view 

history from such different perspectives. Certainly that has happened in the 

area of Russian-American relations in which I concentrate my own work— 

and on which this book concentrates—the period of the Cold War. 

But relations between Russia and the United States did not begin with the 

Teheran Conference, or with Yalta, or even with Harry S. Truman’s famous 

confrontation with Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov less than two 

weeks after Franklin D. Roosevelt’s death. Americans and Russians have been 

dealing with one another, at various levels, and with varying degrees of amica¬ 

bility and hostility, since the latter part of the 18th century. If we are to 

understand the relationship that has so preoccupied us during these past four 

decades, then we ought not to cut ourselves off from the eighteen or so de¬ 

cades of Russian-American contacts that preceded them. 

I 

There is, in fact, a long tradition of Russian-American “friendship,” although 

unfortunately it manifested itself more during the early history of our rela¬ 

tions than during the latter. It began with Francis Dana’s unsuccessful mission 

to St. Petersburg in 1780 in search of recognition for the new American re¬ 

public, and ended shortly after the sale of Russian-America, or Alaska, in 

1867. The Soviet historian N. N. Bolkhovitinov, whose work on the first half 

of this period has not been surpassed in either of our countries and is not 

likely to be, has reminded us that we should not “present an idealized picture 

and create an impression that no disagreement or antagonism existed between 

Russia and America.” For him, the lesson of early Russian-American relations 

“consists not in the absence of differences and conflicts, but in the fact that 

history testifies to the possibility of overcoming them.”4 

Cynics might find this platitudinous. Given the infrequency of contacts be¬ 

tween Russia and America in the 19th century, they might observe, the 

“friendship” that existed between these two countries was about as remarkable 

as that which prevails today between, let us say, Swaziland and Iceland: there 

just were not that many opportunities for antagonism in the first place. 

But that is a narrow view. There were potential areas of conflict: one 

thinks of the ideological challenge to monarchism posed by the first successful 

republican revolution in modern history; or rivalries over territory and fish¬ 

ing rights in the Pacific Northwest; or the threat of Russian support for the 
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restoration of European colonial rule in Latin America; or even the possi¬ 

bility of small but critical “tilts” in the balance of power at delicate moments 

during the Crimean War or the American Civil War. There were, in addition, 

recurring irritations over the treatment of each other’s citizens and diplomatic 

representatives, as well as complaints over what appeared in each other’s 

press. It is worth inquiring how these 19th-century antagonisms were man¬ 

aged in such a way that they had so little impact upon the relatively cordial 

relations that existed between Russia and the United States for so many 

years. 

The principal explanation, to borrow from a more recent terminology, 

was a mutual willingness to tolerate the coexistence of states with differing 

social systems. As the late Professor Nikolai Sivachev has observed, one could 

hardly have found a more striking disparity between the political organiza¬ 

tion, class structure, and ideological orientation of the United States under 

Andrew Jackson and Russia under the Tsar Nicholas I.5 And yet, upon ar¬ 

riving in St. Petersburg in 1832, American minister James Buchanan found 

that “the Emperor is very willing to be upon good terms with the most free 

people upon earth, and ... is still more gratified at their disposition to cul¬ 

tivate his friendship.” One reason for this, Buchanan reported, was the Ameri¬ 

can tradition “of attending to our own affairs, and leaving other nations to 

do the same,” a way of doing things that “has had the happiest influence 

upon our foreign relations.”6 Indeed, Americans of that era did feel little 

compulsion to attempt to alter—or even to comment officially upon—political 

or social conditions inside other countries. Foreign policy, for diplomats of 

that generation, was a means of promoting the interests of own s own state, 

not an instrument for seeking to reform others. 

But Buchanan’s dispatch hinted at another reason as well for the relative 

absence of conflict in early Russian-American relations: this was the realiza¬ 

tion on Russia’s part that “Europe is at this time a vast magazine of gun 

powder,” that “the first spark applied to it will probably produce an explo¬ 

sion which may shake all it’s [sic] thrones to their centre, ’ and that, in 

such contest, she is well aware, that England and France must be arrayed 

against her.”^ Americans of that era—or at least their leaders were hardly 

innocents when it came to world politics. Fully sensitive to the workings of 

the international balance of power, they did not make the mistake of assuming 

that geography had exempted the United States from its effects; within the 

limits of their capabilities, they were determined to make use of that balance 

to promote American interests. What this meant, insofar as relations with St. 

Petersburg were concerned, was cooperation with the Russians where this 

could be expected to counterbalance the threats both nations saw from the 

British and the French. 
Thus it was that these two very different countries offered modest help 

to one another in the course of major crises encountered by each during the 

mid-19th century. The Americans, during the Crimean War, maintained a 

benevolent neutrality toward the Russians that caused noticeable uneasiness 

in London.8 More significantly, the Russians, during the American Civil War, 
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refused to cooperate with Great Britain and France in imposing a mediated 

settlement advantageous to the Confederacy.9 It may well be that one fruit of 

this subtle cooperation was the amicable transfer of Russian-America in 1867, 

one could hardly have expected that Alaska would not eventually come under 

the influence of the United States, but this might not have happened so soon 

or with such ease had relations between Washington and St. Petersburg been 

cooler. Certainly that episode reflects yet a third tendency that can be said 

to have facilitated friendly relations during that period: the Russian govern¬ 

ment’s realism in recognizing its own inability to compete for influence with 

the Americans in any part of the Western hemisphere. " 

Professor Bolkhovitinov is right: we ought not to romanticize the early 

19th-century Russian-American “friendship,” for it was really not that at all, 

but rather a relationship of mutual advantage, based upon non-intervention in 

the internal affairs of the two countries and upon a joint recognition of com¬ 

mon external dangers. One senses how important these principles were when 

one looks at the thoroughness and rapidity with which Russian-American rela¬ 

tions deteriorated, late in the 19th and early in the 20th century, in their 

absence. 

II 

The responsibility for this deterioration of relations prior to 1917 rests to 

a considerable degree with the government—and the people—of the United 

States. The attitude of the Russian government toward Washington did not 

change all that much during the fifty years that separated the purchase of 

Alaska from the overthrow of the Tsar. Nor is there evidence that the tradi¬ 

tional ambivalence with which Russian observers had always viewed the 

United States had evolved toward perceptibly greater hostility by the turn 

of the century.10 

But American policies and attitudes had changed, in two very important 

ways. First, technological developments, together with the existence of a 

power vacuum in East Asia, had by 1900 tempted the United States into an 

assertion of authority well beyond its borders in such a way as to bring it 

into conflict with the perceived geopolitical interests of the Russian Empire. 

Second, the United States government during this period had gradually aban¬ 

doned its traditional view that the internal character of other states should 

have no bearing upon the external relations it maintained with them. A new 

approach to diplomacy had set in, based upon an assumed linkage between 

domestic institutions and foreign policy and particularly upon the view that 

autocracy at home was inconsistent with the practice of tolerance, restraint, 

and mutual cooperation in the world at large. 

* Similar considerations had led the Russians not to make an issue of American claims 

in the Pacific Northwest at the time of the proclamation of the Monroe Doctrine in 1823. 



Legacies 7 

Because the first of these developments has been adequately—though not 

recently—dealt with,11 it is not necessary to say a great deal about it. One 

might note only the curious coincidence in the way new technologies simul¬ 

taneously brought Russians and Americans into conflict in Northeast Asia 

at the beginning of the 20th century: first by giving the Russians the means, 

through the Trans-Siberian Railroad, to project significant economic and 

military power into that part of the world; and then by encouraging the 

United States to use its new naval strength, along with other major European 

states and Japan, to compete with the Russians for influence in an arena left 

vacant by the decline of Chinese political authority. It would not be the last 

time technological innovation would lead the two countries to discover previ¬ 

ously unsuspected vital interests, or to assume that if quick action was not 

taken to guard them, some ill-defined harm would result. 

Washington’s response, of course, was the Open Door policy, as clear an 

example of the pursuit of self-interest through the proclamation of disinterest 

as we have in our history. One may differ, as American historians have, over 

whether that strategy reflected naive idealism or crafty calculation—there may 

have been some of both in it.12 But there can be no question that this assertion 

of an American interest in economic access to and in the territorial integrity 

of China ran up against the sphere of influence the Russians had constructed 

through their own arrangements with the Chinese dating from 1896, arrange¬ 

ments they had unilaterally expanded upon four years later in the wake of the 

Boxer Rebellion. 

Another important consequence of the Open Door was its implied align¬ 

ment of American interests with those of Great Britain. Here, too, historic 

trends had been reversed. One of the constants in earlier Russian-American 

relations had been shared antipathy for the British: this common adversary 

had bound the two countries together throughout most of the 19th century 

in a loose but nonetheless perceptible congruence of interests. But the Open 

Door Notes reflected the rapprochement that had taken place between Britain 

and the United States since 1895; that trend would evolve all the more to 

Russia’s disadvantage when Britain with President Theodore Roosevelt s tacit 

approval signed an alliance with Japan in 1902, and when the outbreak of 

war between Russia and Japan two years later left St. Petersburg diplo¬ 

matically isolated. Roosevelt’s intervention on behalf of the Russians at the 

Portsmouth peace conference grew out of his determination to maintain a 

balance of power that could have been threatened either by unchallenged 

Japanese dominance in Northeast Asia or by social disintegration inside Rus¬ 

sia itself, but it did not reflect any particular sympathy with, or affinity for, 

the Russian Empire.13 It remained for Roosevelt’s successor, William Howard 

Taft, to alienate both Russia and Japan through his ill-considered schemes 

for promoting American economic influence in Manchuria:14 as a result, the 

geopolitical ties that had linked Russian and American interests in the past 

had, by the outbreak of World War I, almost wholly disappeared. 

The change in American attitudes toward the internal structure of the 
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Russian Empire is something that has been much less adequately studied. 

What it involved was nothing less than a shift from the view that Americans 

could coexist with states of differing social systems to the conviction that 

this might no longer be possible. There had always been, in the United States, 

a keen awareness of the extent to which that nation s domestic system dif¬ 

fered from that of most others. There had always been a great deal of pride 

in that system, and a belief that other states, in time, might come of their 

own accord to emulate it. But at no point before the late 19th century did 

the United States embrace as a matter of fundamental national interest the 

idea that it had an obligation to try to change the internal systems of other 

countries: indeed, precisely such coercion, it was thought, could corrupt the 

system Americans were trying to preserve, based as it was upon the principle 

of freedom of choice.15 It is significant that despite its sympathies the United 

States made no formal efforts to intervene on behalf of national independence 

movements in Latin America and Greece in the 1820’s, or the liberal move¬ 

ments in Europe that were crushed in the revolutions of 1848.16 As late as 

1863, Secretary of State William H. Seward could refrain from official ex¬ 

pressions of support for an uprising in Poland because of Washingtons 

geopolitical interest in maintaining the Russians’ good will.17 

All of this changed in the last decades of the 19th century. By the 1880 s, 

the United States had begun to protest persecution, not just of Jews traveling 

in Russia on American passports, but of Jews inside Russia itself.18 By the 

1890’s, there was widespread pressure for Washington to speak out on the is¬ 

sue of political prisoners in Russia—pressure instigated in no small part by 

the books and lectures of the first George Kennan.19 By 1903, the Roosevelt 

administration had publicly condemned the Tsarist government for the po¬ 

grom at Kishinev, and by 1911, bowing to overwhelming public and Congres¬ 

sional pressure, the Taft administration had abrogated a commercial treaty with 

the Russians that dated back to the mission of James Buchanan in 1832. By 

1915 President Woodrow Wilson had come to share the view of his personal 

confidant, Colonel Edward M. House, that a German defeat might pave the 

way for the domination of Europe by an autocracy at least equally inimical 

to American interests, that of the Russian tsar.20 

This was a striking change in the American government’s position, and we 

really do not know as much as we should about what caused it to occur. 

There are several possible explanations: the expansion of public education 

and literacy; the rise of a mass-circulation publishing industry; the growth 

of travel and of interest in it; and the emergence of what the historian Nor¬ 

man Saul has called “a concerned core of individuals, whose mission was to 

improve public knowledge . . . , some simply as a profession, others with the 

zeal of socially concerned critics.”21 These new sources of information about 

Russia began to flourish in the United States just in time to chronicle the 

repression that followed the assassination of Alexander II in 1881: one has 

the impression that the cheap newspapers, popular magazines, and well-attended 

lectures of that day had something of the same effect in sensitizing Americans 
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to the nature of autocracy as television reporting from Vietnam did years 
later in bringing home the brutality of war. 

But we must go beyond the question of how information was disseminated 

to explain the change in attitudes toward Russia: one must also take into 

account shifts in the structure of American politics. Certainly there was 

nothing new, in the late 19th century, about the habit of exploiting foreign 

policy for domestic political purposes. This was an old and distinguished tra¬ 

dition that extended back at least to debates between the Federalists and their 

Jeffersonian rivals in the 1790’s. For reasons related both to the psychological 

satisfaction of rebelling against one’s elders and to the presence within the 

United States of a substantial number of Irish immigrants, this tendency to 

play politics with diplomacy had been directed chiefly against the British 

throughout most of the 19th century. But by its later decades, millions of im¬ 

migrants from Russia and Eastern Europe had made those parts of the world 

tempting targets as well; reinforcing this trend was the fact that one of the 

groups most discriminated against in Russia—Jews—now had co-religionists 

in powerful positions within the American political and economic establish¬ 

ment. It was almost certainly in deference to these groups that Roosevelt for¬ 

mally protested the pogroms at Kishinev;22 similar considerations led the 

Taft administration in 1911 to yield to pressures—of which the late Senator 

Henry Jackson would have thoroughly approved—to abrogate the 1832 com¬ 

mercial treaty.23 
There is reason to think, as well, that the rise of the progressive reform 

movement in the United States had something to do with this new and less 

friendly attitude toward Russia. The relationship between reform movements 

and foreign policy, although much debated, is not well understood. Still, it 

seems clear that the progressives attached a high priority to certain quali¬ 

ties—efficiency, honesty, order, social justice—that were not prominent fea¬ 

tures of life in tsarist Russia. It is significant that Roosevelt privately de¬ 

nounced the Russians during the Portsmouth peace negotiations for being not 

only “treacherous” “tricky,” and “shifty,” but also “corrupt,” “incompetent,” 

and “inefficient.”24 From him, this was the supreme indictment. 

Professor Sivachev suggested, in his recent analysis of these events, that it 

really did not make much difference whether American “monopolists” were dis¬ 

pleased about conditions in Russian prisons, or for that matter whether the Tsar 

was upset by the lynching of blacks in the United States. The real rivalries, 

he argued, were economic in character, and they focused primarily upon East 

Asia.25 Here I must respectfully enter a dissent. Without questioning the im¬ 

portance of the competition for influence in that part of the world, it seems to 

me of critical importance to grasp the nature of the change in American 

attitudes toward internal conditions in other states that took place during these 

years. From a tradition of coexistence among states of differing social systems 

we fell into the habit of trying to reform such systems along lines congenial 

to ourselves. We did so at considerable cost and with little success, not only 

Taft’s experience with Russia but Wilson’s with China, Mexico, Central Amer- 
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ica, and the Caribbean amply testifies to this. And in each of these cases 

intervention for purposes of reform quite often worked against prevailing and 

potential economic interests, which is precisely why the Republican adminis¬ 

trations of the 1920’s abandoned such policies. 

We will not advance very far toward understanding the nature of Ameri¬ 

can foreign policy—or, for that matter, of the American people—unless we 

grant that both are, from time to time, motivated by more than considerations 

of mere profit; that the “humanitarian” instinct in American dealings with 

the rest of the world is real, however misguided, impractical, or self-interested 

it may at times seem; and that this, along with a considerable number of other 

factors of which economic interest is unarguably one, must be taken into 

account if we are to explain the puzzling behavior Americans so often exhibit 

to the rest of the world. 

Ill 

But if candor compels acknowledgment of United States responsibility for the 

deterioration of Russian-American relations prior to World War I, and if we 

can attribute this development in large part to the ineffectual efforts of Ameri¬ 

cans to reform the Russian Empire, then it seems fair to say that after 1917 a 

different pattern of events began to emerge. To be sure, the United States and 

its allies in the months following the October Revolution intervened more 

directly and more purposefully in Russian internal affairs than ever before. 

That intervention has been the subject of extended comment among scholars 

in the West, and even more so in the Soviet Union. Few historical topics have 

been approached from so many different angles; few have occasioned ex¬ 

planations that swing as wildly as these do between extremes of complexity on 

the one hand—that Wilson was out to promote self-determination in Russia, 

or to monitor the behavior of his allies, or to defer to his allies’ wishes, or to 

rescue embattled Czechs, or that he was the victim of diplomatic preoccupa¬ 

tions, poor communications, and deteriorating health26—and utter simplicity 

on the other—that he hated Bolshevism and all its works and was determined 

from the first to do it in.27 

This debate over the motives for intervention misses an important point, 

though, which is that Wilson and his allies saw their actions in a defensive 

rather than an offensive context. Intervention in Russia took place in response 

to a profound and potentially far-reaching intervention by the new Soviet 

government in the internal affairs, not just of the West, but of virtually every 

other country in the world: I refer here, of course, to the Revolution’s chal¬ 

lenge—which could hardly have been more categorical—to the very survival 

of the capitalist order. 

Soviet historians have argued, to be sure, that there was nothing incon¬ 

sistent about calling for the overthrow of capitalism throughout the world 
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while simultaneously advocating “peaceful coexistence.”28 But it is a bit much 

to expect this subtlety to have filtered through to a group of Western states¬ 

men who, in the course of desperately fighting a total war, found an impor¬ 

tant ally suddenly in the control of a small band of revolutionaries bent not 

only on negotiating an immediate peace but on promoting international class 

warfare. Such a situation would have tried the patience of statesmen of almost 

any political complexion; it is not at all surprising that Wilson, Lloyd George, 

and Clemenceau reacted in the way that they did. Representatives of old 

orders, however enlightened they may be, do not normally respond with 

warmth and enthusiasm to efforts by revolutionaries to overthrow them. 

And yet, Soviet historians in their writing about these events—like some 

key Soviet officials at the time—appear to have found it shocking, unnatural, 

and even a violation of the legal norms that should exist between nations that 

the United States and its allies should have taken the October Revolution 

seriously and reacted to it in this wholly predictable manner.29 One cannot 

have it both ways. One could not complain vigorously—as the Soviet govern¬ 

ment did—about Western and particularly American intervention in the in¬ 

ternal affairs of Russia, and yet expect placid acquiescence and an eagerness 

for “business as usual” when the most profound revolutionary challenge of 

the century was mounted against the West. Human nature just does not work 

that way. 

From this perspective, the interesting question regarding Western inter¬ 

vention in Russia after the Bolshevik Revolution is why it was such a half¬ 

hearted, poorly planned, and ulitmately ineffectual enterprise, given the seri¬ 

ousness of the threat it sought to counter. Here one might cite all the standard 

reasons: the distractions of fighting a major war and then negotiating a diffi¬ 

cult peace; the erosion of Wilson’s political authority in the face of resurgent 

domestic isolationism; the failure of the various forces fighting the Bol¬ 

sheviks to unite in any meaningful way; the ability of the Bolsheviks them¬ 

selves to rally popular support. All of these have merit. 

But there is one other explanation as well that bears looking at: this has 

to do with Wilson’s own profound ambivalence about revolutions and how to 

deal with them. Fairness obliges us to recognize that he was himself a revolu¬ 

tionary in the sense of seeking to overturn the existing structure of interna¬ 

tional relations: indeed, no single individual in this century has come closer 

to accomplishing just that. He manifested as well a greater degree of sym¬ 

pathy for revolutionary movements inside other countries than any other 

modern American president with the possible exception of Franklin Roosevelt. 

He had learned from painful experience in Mexico something of the counter¬ 

productive effects of intervention;30 he was determined above all else to secure 

self-determination in Russia, and supported intervention only when con¬ 

vinced—however precariously—that such action would enhance the prospects 

for achieving it. 

One ought not through these arguments to try to excuse the intervention, 

which was from the start ill-conceived, as Wilson himself recognized. But it 
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may not be out of place to suggest that Wilson’s own reservations about the 

actions he ultimately sanctioned had something to do with their failure: that 

his surprising reluctance to authorize anything other than a very limited use 

of force grew in part from his own recognition of how counterproductive such 

intervention usually is. From this perspective, Wilson was not so much an 

enemy of revolutions as a manipulator of them: a statesman who sought to 

channel revolutionary energies into safe—which, for him, meant democratic 

directions. 

Here one can see the linkage between Wilson’s policy and what preceded 

and followed it. Wilson represented more clearly than anyone else the men¬ 

tality that had grown up in the United States in the late 19th and early 20th 

century: that authoritarianism within a state produced aggressive behavior 

toward other states. This was a fundamental departure from the traditions of 

18th- and 19th-century American diplomacy, but it has been a persistent ele¬ 

ment in American thinking about foreign affairs since Wilson’s time. The 

combination of “democratic centralism” with “proletarian internationalism,” 

however Lenin and the other founders of the Soviet state may have under¬ 

stood these concepts, came across in the West as precisely a confirmation of 

the relationship that had been thought to exist between authoritarianism and 

aggression. It is hardly surprising that the response was less than cordial. 

This brings up another point worth thinking about in the context of our 

current difficulties. One of the perpetual irritants in Soviet-American relations 

has been each side’s tendency to take the other’s rhetoric literally. Americans 

listened for years to Moscow’s revolutionary exhortations to “proletarians in 

all countries,” and eventually took them seriously, despite subsequent assur¬ 

ances that all that was meant was that the proletarians should organize a 

revolution themselves, without outside help. Russians in turn listened for years 

to American rhetoric about the “evils” of communism and eventually took it 

seriously, despite subsequent indications that these outbursts were intended 

chiefly for domestic audiences and were not meant to challenge the legitimacy 

of the Soviet state. Sophisticated observers in both countries may know 

enough to apply to such rhetoric the discount it deserves, but policy is not 

always made by sophisticated observers. 

IV 

Another recurrent theme in Russian-American relations has been the connec¬ 

tion—or, to be more precise, the absence of a connection—between political 

and economic policy. The pattern originated during the years 1914-1917, a 

period that American scholars have almost entirely neglected—although 

Professor R. Sh. Ganelin has contributed substantially to our understanding 

of it from the Soviet side.31 The years that separated the outbreak of the war 

from the overthrow of the tsar witnessed a coolness in political relations that 
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approximated a much more recent time, and for some of the same reasons, 

notably American concern about human rights inside Russia. It is an indica¬ 

tion of how bad relations were that the tsarist government rejected the first 

two ambassadors President Wilson sought to send to St. Petersburg, though 

probably with good reason given the quality of Wilson’s early diplomatic 

appointments. And yet trade between Russia and America flourished as never 

before, as the tsarist government placed orders for war materials in the United 

States and as American financiers, working indirectly through the British and 

the French, made those purchases possible. At a time when political relations 

were frozen as they had rarely been, United States factories were providing 

about two-thirds of all outside military assistance received by the Russian 

Empire.32 

This pattern of disconnection between political and economic relations 

became even more obvious in the 1920’s, much to the surprise of the early 

Soviet leadership. Lenin and his colleagues were not prone to make sharp dis¬ 

tinctions between political and economic matters: they had hoped to use eco¬ 

nomic incentives to bring about an end to intervention and the establishment 

of normal diplomatic relations with the West. Washington’s persistent refusal 

to take up such offers puzzled Soviet leaders because it failed to fit their as¬ 

sumptions about the primacy of economic motivation in human affairs. As 

Foreign Minister Georgii Chicherin noted in 1922: “It would seem that every¬ 

thing should urge [the United States] towards meeting our desire for a 

rapprochement and for entering into close economic relations. . . . Up to 

the present the new American administration has not fulfilled these hopes.”33 

The economic incentives the new Soviet government offered were consid¬ 

erable. With or without Washington’s approval, many Americans took ad¬ 

vantage of them in the 1920’s and early 1930’s, to such an extent as to come 

close to fulfilling Lenin’s prophecy that the capitalists would provide the 

means necessary to consolidate Soviet power.34 And yet, the Republican ad¬ 

ministrations of Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover repeatedly rebuffed Moscow’s 

attempts to build a political relationship upon this promising economic base 

long after other Western countries had granted diplomatic recognition. It is 

worth asking why this disconnection between political and economic relations 

persisted, why the United States failed to link the two together in the way 

Soviet leaders had anticipated. 

The answer, it appears, is that purely economic considerations did not 

then, anymore than they do now, drive American foreign policy. Whatever the 

potential profits involved, Washington officials were still too concerned about 

what they perceived to be the Soviet ideological threat—a threat they saw as 

the ultimate form of intervention in the internal affairs of other countries—to 

seek to capitalize directly upon those economic opportunities. As Joan Hoff- 

Wilson has pointed out, ideology prevailed over economic self-interest.35 

But if the principle of noninterference by foreigners in the internal affairs 

of the United States could be used to justify non-recognition, so too could the 

equally weighty principle of non-interference by government in the private 
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affairs of individuals be used to justify the remarkable level of trade and in¬ 

vestment with the Soviet Union that had developed by the end of the 1920 s. 

Here we see the workings of the American laissez-faire tradition. For although 

foreign policy fell within the unquestioned responsibility of the government, 

its scope was narrowly defined. Issues of trade and investment remained 

matters for individual businessmen to decide according to traditional stan¬ 

dards of profit and loss. Government might provide information and assist 

businessmen in carrying out their decisions, but the idea that government 

should tell businessmen where to invest and with whom to trade was distaste¬ 

ful in the extreme. 

As a result, the Republican administrations of the 1920’s avoided the 

political risks of recognizing—and thus appearing to sanction—what was, to 

them, a repugnant ideology. But at the same time they left the way open for 

American business to exploit the very considerable economic opportunities 

made possible through Soviet industrialization. As the journal Business Week 

put it in 1930: “the common-sense proceeding seems to be to sell the mis¬ 

guided fanatics all they are willing to pay for—business being what it is just 

now.”36 

The establishment of formal diplomatic relations between the United States 

and the Soviet Union has received more than ample treatment by historians,3' 

and needs no further elaboration here. But this phenomenon of disconnection 

between political and economic policy does come up again in the immediate 

wake of recognition, and is worth making brief reference to. One is struck by 

the fact that American exports to the Soviet Union as a percentage of total 

American exports reached their highest level during the depression year of 

1931—4.2 percent—and then dropped off precipitously, to the point that in 

the first full year of diplomatic relations, 1934, they came to less than one 

percent. At no point before the beginning of World War II would exports rise 

to the level they had attained during the final years of non-recognition.* 

Joan Hoff-Wilson has suggested that establishing diplomatic relations may 

actually have impaired economic relations by linking the provision of credits 

to the old issue of the Provisional Government’s war debt.38 Certainly the 

Roosevelt-Litvinov agreements created expectations on both sides—not just 

with regard to economic but strategic cooperation as well—that neither was 

prepared to fulfill. The formalization of relations may well, in this case, have 

contributed to their deterioration. 

The point is that economic relations do not always run neatly along the 

channels into which political leaders seek to direct them. Surely this is what 

Lenin meant when he said, quite accurately as it turned out, that whatever the 

attitudes of their governments, the capitalists would provide the means to 

* Exports to Russia as a percentage of total U.S. exports were as follows: 1929: 1.54% ; 

1930: 2.89%; 1931: 4.24%; 1932: .78%; 1933: .53%; 1934: .70%; 1935: 1.08%; 1936: 

1.36%; 1937: 1.28%; 1938: 2.07%; 1939: 1.81%; 1940: 2.16%. [Based on U.S. Depart¬ 

ment of Commerce, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1933, 1937, 1941 (Washing¬ 

ton: 1933, 1938, 1942).] 
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industralize and to feed Russia. This phenomenon is not unknown even in our 

own time. But the evidence of the 1920’s and 1930’s suggests that the reverse 

side of the equation holds up as well: politics do not always run neatly along 

the channels determined for them by economic interests. Soviet attempts to 

use economic incentives to influence American foreign policy have turned out 

no more successfully than American attempts to impose political controls on 

the activities of businessmen. Economics and politics, it would appear, occupy 

discrete spheres, and coordinating the connections between them is often more 

difficult than statesmen assume. 

V 

There is yet another area as well where the Soviet Union and the United 

States have found it difficult to coordinate their interests: this has to do with 

the larger international environment in which they exist. Not the least of the 

ironies surrounding the events of 1933 was the sharp deterioration, not just in 

the economic sphere but in relations at all levels, that immediately followed 

recognition. This development was all the more surprising given the joint 

interest both nations had in containing the rising power of Germany and 

Japan. After all, common threats had produced complementary responses at 

various times in the earlier history of Russian-American relations; they would 

do so again, most emphatically, less than a decade hence. And we now know 

from Soviet documentation what the American sources had previously only 

hinted at: that in their private discussions Roosevelt and Soviet Foreign Min¬ 

ister Maxim Litvinov gave at least as much attention to the geopolitical as to 

the economic justifications for recognition.39 

And yet, such cooperation was not forthcoming: a whole decade was lost 

in which the international balance of power was allowed to shift against both 

Soviet and American interests, without either Washington or Moscow doing 

anything effective to halt the process. The reasons have largely to do with the 

subordination, in both countries, of “external” to “internal” concerns. 

For Franklin D. Roosevelt, the chief priority during his first years in office 

was to secure the legislation necessary to bring about domestic recovery. How¬ 

ever sensitive he was in private to external geopolitical considerations—and 

the evidence suggests that he was in fact very sensitive to them40—he could 

not exhibit in public the slightest inclination to involve the United States in 

overseas responsibilities without dissipating the domestic coalition necessary 

to sustain the New Deal.41 His discussions with Litvinov regarding Soviet- 

American cooperation against Germany and Japan reflected his private geo¬ 

political musings, but no viable basis for public policy. There was, accord¬ 

ingly, less than met the eye in his pronouncements: internal concerns, for 

Roosevelt, remained predominant. 

Precisely for that reason, there was more than met the eye in the Presi- 
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dent’s somewhat casual handling of the question of debts and Comintern 

activities inside the United States. Litvinov no doubt got the impression that 

these issues were window-dressing, brought out to satisfy domestic constitu¬ 

encies but not likely to stand in the way of the geopolitical and economic 

cooperation the Soviet Union primarily wanted. The President, though, could 

no so easily dismiss them: Congress and the public took the question of debts 

very seriously indeed, and they were apt to look with even less favor upon 

indications that Moscow was not honoring its pledge, made as part of the 

agreement on recognition, to forgo support for the Communist Party of the 

United States. 

One can only sympathize with Litvinov in his negotiations with F.D.R. 

When one is dealing with a man who is casual about everything, it is difficult 

to know when to take him seriously and when not to. Still, it ought not to 

have required too extensive a study of American domestic politics to realize 

that the President might have had difficulty making good on his implied 

promises of joint cooperation against the aggressors, and that he might have 

found it difficult to compromise on such issues as debts and Comintern activi¬ 

ties. There was here a tendency, repeated more than once in the subsequent 

history of Soviet-American relations, for Moscow to attribute too much power 

to the president of the United States, and to neglect the domestic constraints 

under which he operates. 

There is no reason to doubt the Soviet Union’s desire for cooperation with 

the United States and the other Western democracies to counter growing Ger¬ 

man and Japanese power. But internal constraints operated in that country 

too, and one cannot ignore the effect they had in undercutting the prospects 

for such cooperation. One of these had to do with the simple physical treat¬ 

ment of diplomats inside the Soviet Union. Despite the fact that there was 

historically little that was new about this phenomenon, Americans who served 

in Moscow after 1933 could not help but be affected by the officially sanc¬ 

tioned suspicion of foreigners, a suspicion that took the form of surveillance, 

travel and currency restrictions, and the discouragement of informal contacts 

with Soviet citizens. This is hardly the place to speculate on the reasons for 

such treatment, but its effects were clear enough: a whole generation of career 

diplomats whose training had inclined them to question the possibility that 

the United States might have interests in common with the Soviet Union42 

had those preconceptions thoroughly reinforced. 

The inconveniences suffered by diplomats had little immediate effect, 

though, upon public, Congressional, or administration attitudes toward the 

U.S.S.R., all of which had become more favorable in the wake of recognition. 

What did affect those attitudes, and very much for the worse, were the purge 

trials of the mid-1930’s. That series of events shocked Americans, but in a 

way that reflected more upon the nature of the Soviet system than upon the 

threat with which those trials were supposed to be dealing. Old suspicions 

about correlations between autocracy and aggression resurfaced, sustained now 

by a fear of communism as well.43 
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Roosevelt did not give up on his efforts to improve Soviet-American rela¬ 

tions in the light of these difficulties, as his appointment of the relentlessly 

uncritical Joseph E. Davies as ambassador in 1936 indicates. Nor did the 

Soviet government lose interest in the possibility of some form of military 

cooperation with the United States, a fact made clear by Stalin’s remarkable— 

and little-known—efforts between 1936 and 1939 to have American shipyards 

construct warships for the Soviet Navy.44 But the internal impediments to this 

pursuit of a common external interest were, in the end, too great. Both na¬ 

tions witnessed the outbreak of World War II from positions of hostility 

toward one another; it would take the efforts of Adolf Hitler himself to over¬ 

come this mutual suspicion and make possible the joint geopolitical enter¬ 

prise Roosevelt and Litvinov had so optimistically discussed almost a decade 

before. 

VI 

World War II confirmed an important—and, these days, too easily forgot¬ 

ten—characteristic of the Russian-American relationship: that for all their 

mutual suspicions, the United States and the Soviet Union have never been 

such bitter rivals as to blind themselves indefinitely to the emergence of com¬ 

mon threats, or to the necessity of devising cooperative means by which to 

oppose them. Admittedly, that principle was not immediately apparent as the 

war began: Stalin, with what appeared to be cold-blooded realism but in fact 

was one of the most astonishing displays of naivete in the history of diplo¬ 

macy, took it upon himself in August of 1939 to extend a most uncharacteris¬ 

tic quality—trust—to a most unlikely recipient—the German Fuehrer—in the 

hope of purchasing Russian immunity from the impending conflagration. 

Roosevelt, too, hoped to keep the United States out of the fighting, but not at 

the price of neutrality: he was prepared from the spring of 1940 to risk war 

in order to ensure an outcome consistent with American interests, and unlike 

his Soviet counterpart he did not exclude the possibility of cooperation be¬ 

tween Moscow and Washington in that effort.45 

It took nothing less than Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union in 

June, 1941, to bring home to Stalin the dangers of relying on trust alone to 

guarantee national security: one has the impression that neither he nor his 

successors ever made that mistake again.46 But Hitler’s attack also opened the 

way for alignment with the United States. American military assistance began 

to flow to the Soviet Union even before Pearl Harbor; once the United States 

had joined that country and Great Britain as an active belligerent in Decem¬ 

ber, 1941, there quickly evolved the most potent great-power alliance in 

modern history, one whose creation could hardly have been anticipated on the 

basis of the previous relationship between those three states. 

The “lessons” of 1939-41, though, also limited the cordiality—and, ulti- 
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mately, the durability—of that relationship. Stalin was at no point prepared 

to assume on the part of his British and American allies the same good faith 

he had so mistakenly perceived in Hitler: the result was an oddly asymmetri¬ 

cal coalition that saw two of its partners—Roosevelt and Churchill—develop 

the most intimate relationship between heads of government in this century, 

while Stalin remained a distant and by no means trusting third party. The 

Soviet leader was determined as well to retain the gains, territorial and other¬ 

wise, of his pact with Hitler: his insistence on that point did nothing to facili¬ 

tate more cordial ties with his Western allies, or to simplify the problem of 

reconciling his war aims to theirs. 

Still, it has to be recognized that, with all these difficulties, the Grand 

Alliance did hold together for four difficult years: long enough, as it turned 

out, to vanquish with unprecedented thoroughness the threat that had brought 

it together. However much the Cold War experience may have caused Rus¬ 

sians and Americans to romanticize or to patronize their World War II co¬ 

operation—and it has had both of those effects—it is still worth recalling that 

we have, at least once within living memory, encountered dangers and over¬ 

come threats we both saw as posing greater risks to our respective national 

interests than those we ourselves have become accustomed to posing to each 

other. 

VII 

Are there patterns that emerge from this review of Russian-American rela¬ 

tions during the century and a half when that relationship was not the most 

critical issue in world politics? One, in particular, seems to stand out: 

Where Russians and Americans have pursued interests that derive from 

their respective positions in the world at large, there have been remarkably 

few conflicts. Despite profound differences in internal systems, common 

threats have forced cooperation, whether against Britain throughout most of 

the 19th century, or against Germany twice in the first half of the 20th, or, by 

somehow managing to preserve the peace since 1945, against the very real 

threat of mutual annihilation. We may not have found this cooperation easy 

to arrange or to sustain. There have been times when one might have wished 

for cooperation in different forms, or with different results. But the fact is, we 

have cooperated when we have had to, and that fact alone says something 

about where our ultimate interests lie. 

Antagonism between our two countries has most often arisen, not so much 

from our internal differences, substantial though those have been, but rather 

from attempts by one side somehow to change the internal system of the 

other. Both sides have made such efforts in the past: the United States in 

the form of a generalized concern with human rights; the Soviet Union in the 

form of a generalized call for world revolution. Neither side has been sue- 
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cessful, or is likely to be, in achieving those ambitious objectives. But we 

have managed, through these outward manifestations of internal preoccupa¬ 

tions, to make action in pursuit of common interests at the level of world 

politics more difficult than it might otherwise have been. 

One need not go into detail to make clear the extent to which this ten¬ 

dency persists to this day. One can only hope that the pendulum will, in time, 

swing back toward a greater awareness of what history has shown to be our 

joint responsibilities, and away from our unfortunate mutual habit of letting 

the distractions that come from trying to change one another get in the way. 
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The Insecurities of Victory: 

The United States and the 

Perception of the Soviet Threat 

After World War II 

ThE COLD WAR, whatever else one might say about it, has been a remark* 

ably durable phenomenon. It has already exceeded in length the Peloponne¬ 

sian War, the First and Second Punic Wars, the Thirty Years’ War, the Wars 

of the French Revolution and Napoleon, and what Winston Churchill called 

the second Thirty Years’ War that began with an assassin’s gunshot at Sara¬ 

jevo and ended with mushroom clouds over Hiroshima and Nagasaki.1 Al¬ 

most half of the 20th century has now been taken up by one aspect or an¬ 

other of that conflict, a rivalry made all the more striking by the fact that at 

no point in its long history have its major antagonists actually come to blows. 

“De quoi s’agit il?” Marshal Foch used to ask his subordinates in World 

War I. “What is it all about?” The passage of time has made this no easy 

question to answer. The great antagonism between the United States and the 

Soviet Union has become encrusted, over the years, with successive layers of 

routine, custom, tradition, myth, and legend. Few of the men who shaped the 

affairs of nations at its outset are still alive; fewer still are able to recall with 

any precision what impelled them to act as they did at that time. Documents 

on the origins of the Cold War abound in Western archives—though almost 

none are available in the Soviet Union—but these sources provide no guaran- 

This essay was originally prepared for the Harry S. Truman Centennial Symposium at 

the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington, D.C., September 

7-8, 1984. It is to be published, in a somewhat different form, in a forthcoming volume 

containing the proceedings of that conference. I am indebted, for helpful comments, to 

Alonzo Hamby, Michael Hogan, Michael Lacey, and Voj tech Mastny. 
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tee that those who use them will be able to reconstruct the past “as it actually 

happened.” Historians, like most other people, are prone to see what they 

seek; they do not always take care to insulate their accounts of what trans¬ 

pired from their concerns with what is transpiring. 

To recapture what was in the minds of Western leaders as the Cold War 

began requires, in addition to traditional methods of historical research, 

something of an imaginative leap. One must get a sense of how things looked 

at the time. One must free one’s vision from the accumulated impressions of 

the more recent past, from the tyranny of knowing what came next. One must 

avoid at all costs imposing a contemporary frame of reference upon those who 

were in no position to anticipate the contemporary world. There are standards 

of judgment in history, but they should be standards derived from a range of 

historical experience that goes beyond what happened last month, or last year, 

or even in the last decade. 

What follows is an attempt, in the spirit of this approach, to answer a 

single simple question: what was there in the behavior of the Soviet Union 

immediately after World War II to convince American statesmen that the 

security of the United States was once again in danger, as it had been in 1917 

and again in 1940-41? Of the fact that they were so convinced, there can be 

no doubt: alarm, when projected so widely and when sustained for so long, 

would be difficult to feign. The reasons for that alarm, though, are not at all 

clear at this distance. It is necessary to reconstruct them if we are to under¬ 

stand. 

I 

Early in November, 1945, subscribers to Life picked up their copies of the 

magazine to find depicted there, in lurid detail, a mushroom cloud rising over 

Washington, a view from space of rockets raining down on other American 

cities, an anti-ballistic missile system responding to the attack while retalia¬ 

tory rockets were launched toward enemy targets from underground silos, an 

invasion of the United States by gas-masked airborne troops equipped with 

infrared goggles, and, finally, after the successful American counterattack, a 

depiction of weary technicians checking for radioactivity in front of the New 

York Public Library’s marble lions, the only recognizable feature of the city 

left intact amid the rubble. The occasion for this apocalyptic vision was 

General Henry H. Arnold’s final wartime report of Army Air Force activi¬ 

ties, a document that pointedly looked as much to future dangers as to past 

victories.2 The successful conclusion of the war had brought with it no guar¬ 

antee of lasting security, both Arnold and the editors of Life seemed to be 

saying: it was as if the United States had finally assumed a decisive role in 

world affairs, only to find that the price of preeminence is vulnerability. 

This sense of vulnerability is basic to an understanding of how Americans 
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perceived their interests—and potential threats to them—in the postwar 

world. Prior to World War II, the dominant view had been that the security 

of the United States required little more than insulating the Western hemi¬ 

sphere from outside influences. This “continentalist” vision arose from several 

sources: traditional American isolationism, reinforced in the 1920’s by dis¬ 

illusionment with the results of World War I; an assumption of economic 

self-sufficiency, intensified in the early 1930’s by a self-centered preoccupation 

with economic recovery; and, by the mid-1930’s, the fear of new conflicts in 

Europe and Asia in which Americans appeared to have no visible stake.3 It 

is an indication of the strength of this attitude that Franklin D. Roosevelt, 

who never wholly shared it, felt obliged nonetheless consistently to defer to it 

during his first two terms in office.4 

The fall of France and the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor provided a 

painfully abrupt education on the inadequacies of “continentalism.” Isola¬ 

tionist arguments that events overseas would never imperil the security inter¬ 

ests of the United States could hardly have been more thoroughly discredited. 

In their place, there arose a new “globalist” consensus among opinion-shapers 

both within and outside government: that the primary American postwar 

interest now lay, not just in securing the Western hemisphere, but in keeping 

its Eastern counterpart as well free from control by a single potentially hos¬ 

tile power. 

The idea, of course, was hardly a new one. Such a strategy of denial had 

formed the basis of England’s policy toward Europe since at least the days 

of the Spanish Armada, and as early as 1904 the British geopolitician 

Sir Halford Mackinder had extended the concept to imply that the world bal¬ 

ance of power depended upon preserving Eurasian “rimlands” free from 

domination by the Eurasian “heartland.”5 What was new in the 1940’s was 

the conversion of influential Americans to this viewpoint, with all that it 

implied for a more active postwar role by the United States in world affairs. 

“The most important single fact in the American security situation is the 

question of who controls the rimlands of Europe and Asia,” Frederick Sher¬ 

wood Dunn, Director of the Yale Institute of International Studies, wrote late 

in 1943. “Should these get into the hands of a single power or combination 

of powers hostile to the United States, the resulting encirclement would put 

us in a position of grave peril, regardless of the size of our army and navy.”6 

Dunn’s colleague at Yale, Nicholas John Spykman, had provided the earliest 

and most thorough statement of this argument in his 1942 book, America’s 

Strategy in World Polities, and in a second shorter volume, The Geography 

of the Peace, published in 1944 shortly after his death. Drawing on Mac¬ 

kinder’s insights, Spykman pointed out that North and South America were 

in effect islands, possessing slightly over a third of the Old World’s land area 

but only a tenth of its population. Throughout its history the United States 

had depended for its security upon the maintenance of a balance of power in 

Europe and Asia. Previous challenges to that balance had elicited Anglo- 

American cooperation to restore it—tacitly at the time of the Monroe Doc- 
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trine in 1823, overtly in 1917. World War II had again called the balance 

into question: its outcome would determine “whether the United States is to 

remain a great power with a voice in the affairs of the Old World, or become 

merely a buffer state between the mighty empires of Germany and Japan.”7 

Spykman’s professorial arguments refuted continentalism effectively 

enough, but not at a level likely to reach a mass audience. That task was left 

to Walter Lippmann, whose brilliant 1943 popularization of the Mackinder- 

Spykman thesis, U. S. Foreign Policy: Shield of the Republic, became one of 

the most influential books published during the war. With characteristic dis¬ 

dain for his own previous Wilsonianism, Lippmann now found support in the 

writings of the Founding Fathers for a strategy based on an explicit recog¬ 

nition of power realities. “[L]ike the idle rich who regard work as something 

for menials,” Americans had too easily come to believe “that a concern with 

the foundations of national security, with arms, with strategy, and with 

diplomacy, was beneath our dignity as idealists.” In fact, “the first concern of 

the makers of foreign policy in a sovereign national state must be to achieve 

the greatest possible security.” This required the projection of powTer beyond 

national borders: “the strategic defenses of the United States are not at the 

three-mile limit in American waters, but extend across both oceans and to all 

the trans-oceanic lands from which an attack by sea or by air can be 

launched.” It also required allies, because “[t]o be isolated is for any state the 

worst of all predicaments.”8 

This new determination to base foreign policy upon the facts of power 

implied no necessary rejection of the campaign to commit the United States 

to membership in a new collective security organization after the war;9 indeed 

“internationalists” and “realists” emphatically shared the goal of undercutting 

isolationism, whatever their differences as to the nature of the postwar world. 

But the new geopolitics did insist upon the continuing importance of power in 

international affairs, however effective the new world body might turn out to 

be.10 And, indeed, architects of the United Nations themselves seemed to ac¬ 

knowledge the point by building into the structure of that organization ex¬ 

plicit provision for permanent big-power membership on the Security Council, 

with the right of veto guaranteed.11 

President Roosevelt himself had always been at least as sensitive to con¬ 

siderations of power as his more forthright colleagues in the Grand Alliance, 

Churchill and Stalin. Despite his deference to isolationist opinion in the 1930’s, 

F.D.R. had never accepted the argument that events in the Old World had 

no bearing upon the security of the New. As early as January, 1939, he had 

privately described the “first line of defense for the United States as requir¬ 

ing the continued independence of those European states not then under Ger¬ 

man control and denial to Japan of islands from which that nation might seek 

to dominate the Pacific.12 By 1941, Roosevelt was discussing a postwar settle¬ 

ment based upon joint action by the Four Policemen the United States, 

Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and China—to keep the peace.13 Although the 

President would later incorporate his “Four Policemen” concept into a collec- 
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tive security framework acceptable to Wilsonian idealists, he never lost his 

own insistence upon the importance of power relationships. “We cannot deny 

that power is a factor in world politics,” he noted in his last State of the 

Union address in 1945, “any more than we can deny its existence as a factor 

in national politics.”14 

Military planners too moved during the war toward a recognition of global 

responsibilities. The Navy, under the influence of Alfred Thayer Mahan, had 

never questioned the importance of overseas bases, especially in the Pacific, 

an attitude now strongly reinforced by Pearl Harbor and the loss of the 

Philippines.15 Of greater significance was the conversion of Army strategists, 

who in the interwar period had been prepared to deny the existence of vital 

American interests in both Europe and Asia, to an active concern with the 

balance of power in these areas. “General Eisenhower . . . does not believe 

that it would be in our interest to have the continent of Europe dominated 

by any single power,” the American Embassy in Paris reported late in 1944, 

“for then we would have a superpowerful Europe, a somewhat shaken British 

Empire and ourselves.” The Joint Strategic Survey Committee had reached 

similar conclusions about Asia a year earlier.16 Intelligence analysts agreed 

with these assessments: as an Office of Strategic Services study put it in the 

summer of 1944, “our interests require the maintenance of a policy designed 

to prevent the development of a serious threat to the security of the British 

Isles (and of the United States), through the consolidation of a large part of 

Europe’s resources under any one power.”17 

But the most persuasive arguments in favor of a global rather than a con¬ 

tinental perception of postwar interests came from the Army Air Force, which 

to the irritation of its ground- and sea-based counterparts was not hesitant to 

stress the strategic implications of the new technology of warfare. “Bombers 

can now range the world,” General Arnold pointedly noted in his final report 

that so impressed the editors of Life; moreover, improved versions of the 

German V-2 rocket capable of reaching the United States from Europe or 

Asia were not at all impractical. The V-2 “is ideally suited to deliver atomic 

explosives because effective defense against it would prove extremely diffi¬ 

cult.” It was entirely possible, Arnold concluded, “that the progressive devel¬ 

opment of the air arm, especially with the concurrent development of the 

atomic explosive, guided missiles, and other modern devices, will reduce the 

requirement for or employment of mass armies and navies.” But it would also 

create permanent vulnerability, because even with existing equipment an en¬ 

emy air force could, “without warning, pass over all formerly visualized 

barriers or ‘lines of defense’ and . . . deliver devastating blows at our popu¬ 

lation centers and our industrial, economic or governmental heart.”18* 

* Curiously, Arnold coupled his vision of future warfare with an enthusiastic account of 

Army Air Force experiments in the field of hydroponics. These had produced, without 

soil, gratifying quantities of “tomatoes, radishes, lettuce and cucumbers.” [The War Re¬ 

ports of General of the Army George C. Marshall, General of the Army H. H. Arnold, 

Fleet Admiral Ernest J. King (Philadelphia: 1947), pp. 465-66.] 
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The demonstrated feasibility of atomic weapons, together with the long- 

range bombers and—in the not too distant future—the rockets necessary to 

carry them, created a security problem for postwar planners that went beyond 

concern for the Eurasian balance of power: it involved nothing less than the 

physical safety of the United States itself. No longer, it appeared, would 

Americans enjoy the luxury of mobilizing their strength after threats had 

materialized; military force now would have to be maintained on a permanent 

basis, and in a manner that would make possible its quick use. As Arnold put 

it in his report: “real security against atomic weapons in the visible future 

will rest on our ability to take immediate offensive action with overwhelming 

force. It must be apparent to a potential aggressor that an attack on the 

United States would be immediately followed by an immensely devastating 

air-atomic attack on him.”19 

All of this seemed to confirm, then, the wisdom of a postwar strategy based 

on denying control of the Eurasian continent to any potentially hostile power. 

As the experiences of 1917 and 1941 had shown, it was a strategy with deep— 

if not always clearly perceived—historical roots. Nor was it inconsistent with 

the objectives for which Americans liked to think of themselves as fighting: 

after all, maintaining a balance of power could only enhance the opportuni¬ 

ties for self-determination, liberal trading policies, and collective security 

called for in the Atlantic Charter and in innumerable other wartime justifi¬ 

cations for the wielding of military force. Americans, it appeared, could re¬ 

spond to their new-found preeminence in world affairs by following the de¬ 

signs of both Wilson and Mackinder at the same time.20 

II 

“The most important political development during the last ten years of local¬ 

ized and finally global warfare,” columnist C. L. Sulzberger noted in the New 

York Times a week after Japan’s surrender, “has been the emergence of the 

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics as the greatest dynamic and diplomatic 

force on the vast Eurasian land mass which stretches from the Atlantic to the 

Pacific oceans.”21 No one could quarrel with the conclusion, which had been 

foreseen for some time. Nor could there be any doubt that this situation car¬ 

ried with it profound implications for the future of American foreign policy, 

given the widespread consensus that the security of the New World now de¬ 

pended upon what happened in the Old. Interestingly, though, this concern 

with the postwar balance of power did not automatically translate into a con¬ 

viction that the Soviet Union posed the most likely threat to it. 

The danger in World War II, after all, had come from the Germans and 

the Japanese, not the Russians; it is significant that in 1943 Mackinder him¬ 

self had modified his thesis, pointing out the hazards of “rimland” domination 

of the “heartland” and not the other way around.22 American geopoliticians, 



26 THE LONG PEACE 

noting Moscow’s vigorous participation in the war against Germany and po¬ 

tential assistance against Japan as well, followed his lead. As Spykman him¬ 

self put it: “The heartland [has become] less important than the rimland and 

it is the co-operation of British, Russian, and United States land and sea 

power that will control the European littoral and, thereby, the essential power 

relations of the world.”23* Lippmann agreed, pointing out that the primary 

American interest was to allow no European power to become capable of com¬ 

mitting aggression outside of Europe. “Therefore our two natural and perma¬ 

nent allies have been and are Britain and Russia.”24 

Certainly this was the viewpoint of the Roosevelt administration. “I per¬ 

sonally don’t think there’s anything in it,” F.D.R. commented early in 1944, 

when asked about rumors that the Russians were out to dominate all of Eu¬ 

rope. “They have got a large enough ‘hunk of bread’ right in Russia to keep 

them busy for a great many years to come without taking on any more head¬ 

aches.”26 Roosevelt had built his whole strategy upon the expectation that the 

wartime alliance would survive the end of the war. He had sought to ensure 

this through public deference to Soviet security interests, mixed with subtle 

behind-the-scenes pressures to encourage Moscow’s cooperation. Although 

concerned during the last months of his life about the increasing frequency 

of misunderstandings with the Russians, he at no point sought to contest the 

substantial expansion of Soviet influence in Europe and Asia that the end of 

the war would bring. Rather, he hoped to maintain a balance of power by 

convincing the Russians that security could best be attained through coopera¬ 

tive rather than unilateral efforts to counter potential threats.26 

Despite obvious differences in personality and style, Harry S. Truman con¬ 

tinued Roosevelt’s policy upon coming into office. A more dedicated Wilsonian 

than his predecessor, the new Chief Executive held high hopes that the United 

Nations would provide workable mechanisms for resolving world tensions. 

During his first months in office he firmly rejected proposals from Winston 

Churchill and from some of his own advisers that would have denied the Rus¬ 

sians previously agreed-upon occupation zones in Central Europe and North¬ 

east Asia.27 “I was having as much difficulty with Prime Minister Churchill as 

I was having with Stalin,” the new President noted in May of 1945. As late as 

the fall of that year, both Truman and his new Secretary of State, James F. 

Byrnes, were still relying upon the establishment of a personal relationship 

with Stalin as the best way to overcome the difficulties that had already begun 

to emerge in the Soviet-American relationship.28 

The State Department followed this lead, though from a somewhat differ¬ 

ent perspective. Still very much under the influence of the recently retired 

Cordell Hull, it saw potential threats to world order as arising, not specifically 

* Although Spykman in 1942 had raised the possibility that the United States and Britain 

might seek to preserve some form of German power to balance Soviet influence in Eu¬ 

rope, because “a Russian state from the Urals to the North Sea can be no great improve¬ 

ment over a German state from the North Sea to the Urals.” [Nicholas John Spykman, 

America’s Strategy in Warid Politics (New York: 1942), p. 460.] 
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from Soviet ambitions, but from spheres of influence in general. Any such 

perpetuation of power politics could set off new international rivalries, weaken 

the United Nations, and, worst of all, provoke a disillusioned American pub¬ 

lic into a reversion to isolationism like the one that had followed the First 

World War. These dangers could arise as easily from British as from Russian 

activities, the Department warned in July, 1945: any attempt by London to 

lure Washington into supporting a spheres of influence settlement in Europe 

would “represent power politics pure and simple, with all the concomitant dis¬ 

advantages. . . . Our primary objective should be to remove the causes which 

make nations feel that such spheres are necessary to build their security, rather 

than to assist one country to build up strength against another.”29 

Military planners too saw the United States more as a mediator between 

Britain and Russia than as a permanent ally of either one of them.” The Joint 

Chiefs of Staff had noted in the spring of 1944 that Soviet influence in postwar 

Europe would far exceed that of the British: indeed, the shift in power was 

more comparable “with that occasioned by the fall of Rome than with any 

other change occurring during the succeeding fifteen hundred years.”30 But 

the Chiefs did not draw from this the conclusion that the United States itself 

should step in to redress the balance. Intelligence estimates tended to down¬ 

play the likelihood of Soviet hostility even as they acknowledged the probabil¬ 

ity of Soviet hegemony: however repugnant it might be for those on the re¬ 

ceiving end, the expansion of Russian influence would be taking place more 

for defensive than offensive reasons. Moreover, overt attempts to build coun¬ 

tervailing power in Europe might have the effect of a self-fulfilling prophecy, 

reinforcing the Kremlin’s suspicions and perpetuating its inclination toward 

unilateralism.31! Since public opinion seemed likely to insist in any event 

upon the withdrawal of American forces from Europe after the war, there 

seemed to be few means by which the United States could expect to challenge 

the Russians on the ground there, even if it should become desirable to do so. 

Nor did Moscow appear to possess the potential to threaten the United 

States directly. Concern about the new technology of warfare had the para¬ 

doxical effect of reassuring American military planners about the Russians 

because they had so little of it: their navy was little more than a coastal de- 

* President Truman himself was publicly describing the United States as an “umpire” 

between Great Britain and the Soviet Union as late as April, 1946. [Press conference, 

April 18, 1946, Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 1946 (Washington: 

1962), pp. 211-12.] 

t For evidence that American military planners did not begin thinking seriously about 

trying to secure permanent bases on the European continent until the summer of 1945, see 

Elliott Vanvelnter Converse III, “United States Plans for a Postwar Overseas Military 

Base System, 1942-1948” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Princeton University, 1984), pp. 90-98, 

137-38, 151-54. As late as December, 1945, General Eisenhower informed the War Cabi¬ 

net that “a General Zhukov [had] told him that Russia was determined to make friends 

with the United States, to raise its standard of living, and to live up to every agreement 

made.” [War Council minutes, December 3, 1945, Robert P. Patterson Papers, Box 23, 

Library of Congress]. 
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fense force; their air force had no capability for long-range bombing; and 

there seemed to be no imminent prospect of their building an atomic bomb.* 

“Our Allies of today may be leagued against us tomorrow,” an Army Air 

Force study had cautiously concluded in 1944, but it might well take from 20 

to 100 years for “an Eurasian nation to grow into an aggressive-minded 

power.”33 As late as July, 1945, General Arnold himself, the most visible 

alarmist on the subject of technological vulnerability, could rule out the Rus¬ 

sians as a serious threat because of the primitive nature of their military 

power.34 The next war, Pentagon planners assumed, would be much like the 

last, with the danger more likely to come from a resurgent Germany or Japan 

than from a defensive and technologically backward Soviet Union.35 

It is true that military planners attached a high priority to the acquisition 

and indefinite retention of overseas bases. But there is reason to think that 

these postwar base requirements were determined more by a generalized sense 

of vulnerability (and perhaps as well by the need to justify a large peacetime 

defense establishment) than by any specific perception of the Soviet Union as 

an immediate threat, f The locations chosen for these bases suggested a con¬ 

cern with defending the east and west coasts of the United States and main¬ 

taining a sphere of influence in the Pacific, but little apparent interest in the 

fact that the shortest air route to and from the U.S.S.R. lay to the north, or in 

the potential advantages of having bases in Europe and the Near East. Not 

until the summer of 1945 did consideration of the Russians as likely adver¬ 

saries begin to influence the actual selection of bases, and even then inter¬ 

service disagreements, the anticipation of tight postwar budgets, and delays 

in the negotiation of base rights severely retarded the process of acquisi¬ 

tion.36:!: 

But the main reason both diplomatic and military planners failed to fore¬ 

see the full implications of the shift in the balance of power that World 

War II was bringing about was precisely the fact that the war was still on, 

that the Soviet Union was still an ally, and that its cooperation was still needed 

to assure victory over Germany and Japan. Common enemies constituted the 

glue that held the Grand Alliance together, and until they had been laid low, 

the presumption in relations between Washington, London, and Moscow had 

* General Leslie R. Groves, never one to be complacent about the Russians, thought it 

would take them up to twenty years to develop an atomic bomb. [Gregg Herken, The Win¬ 

ning JFeapon: The Atomic Bomb in the Cold War, 1945-1950 (New York: 1980), pp. 

98-99.] 

t Similar considerations led Air Force planners to give enthusiastic support to the con¬ 

cept of a postwar international police force, administered by the United Nations, that 

would depend heavily on air power to keep the peace. [Perry McCoy Smith, The Air 

Force Plans for Peace, 1943-1945 (Balitmore: 1970), pp. 43-51.] 

J Converse argues that the Air Force was fully aware of the strategic importance of the 

polar regions, but did not push for bases there because of the technical difficulties of op¬ 

erating at such latitudes. [“United States Plans for a Postwar Overseas Military Base 
System,” pp. 71-74, 204-11.] 
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to be in favor of cooperation rather than competition. Too candid a consid¬ 

eration of possible postwar antagonisms could impair prospects for victory in 

the war that was going on at the time; no one was yet prepared to let long¬ 

term geopolitical realities overwhelm the immediate necessity of victory. 

Ill 

Wartime lack of concern over the powerful position the Soviet Union would 

occupy in the postwar world had been predicated upon the assumption that 

the Russians would continue to act in concert with their American and British 

allies. So long as the Grand Alliance remained intact, Western statesmen could 

assure each other, Moscow’s emergence as the dominant Eurasian power would 

pose no threat. But during the final months of the war, there began to appear 

unsettling indications of a determination on Stalin’s part to secure postwar 

interests without reference to the corresponding interests of his wartime as¬ 

sociates. It was these manifestations of unilateralism that first set off alarm 

bells in the West about Russian intentions; the resulting uneasiness in turn 

stimulated deeper and more profound anxieties. 

“I am becoming increasingly concerned,” Secretary of State Hull warned 

Ambassador W. Averell Harriman early in 1944, “over the . . . successive 

moves of the Soviet Government in the field of foreign relations.” Hull went 

on to observe in this message, drafted by Soviet specialist Charles E. Bohlen, 

that whatever the legitimacy of Moscow’s security interests in Eastern Eu¬ 

rope—“and as you know we have carefully avoided and shall continue to 

avoid any disputation with the Soviet Government on the merits of such ques¬ 

tions”—unilateral actions to secure those interests “cannot fail to do irrepara¬ 

ble harm to the whole cause of international collaboration.” The American 

people would not be disposed to participate in any postwar scheme of world 

organization which would be seen “as a cover for another great power to pur¬ 

sue a course of unilateral action in the international sphere based on superior 

force.” It was “of the utmost importance that the principle of consultation and 

cooperation with the Soviet Union be kept alive at all costs, but some measures 

of cooperation in relation to world public opinion must be forthcoming from 

the Soviet Government.”37 

This document reflects as well as any other the point from which American 

statesmen began to develop concerns about the postwar intentions of the So¬ 

viet Union. The United States had not challenged Moscow’s determination to 

retain the boundaries it had secured as a result of Stalin’s unsavory pact with 

Hitler in 1939, nor had it questioned the Russians’ right to a postwar sphere 

of influence in what remained of Eastern Europe. It was prepared to grant 

similar concessions in East Asia in return for eventual U.S.S.R. participation 

in the war against Japan. But because the Roosevelt administration had justi¬ 

fied American entry into the war as a defense of self-determination, and be- 
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cause it had committed the nation to participation in a postwar world collec¬ 

tive security organization as a means of implementing that principle, it required 

from the Soviet Union a measure of discretion and restraint in consolidating 

these areas of control. Unilateral action seemed likely to endanger the balance 

of power, not by allowing the Russians to dominate areas beyond their bor¬ 

ders—that domination was assumed—but rather by weakening the American 

capacity for countervailing action in the postwar world by provoking, first, 

public disillusionment and then, as a consequence, a revival of the isolationism 

the President and his advisers had fought so long and so hard to overcome.3 

The Russians, to put it mildly, were less than sensitive to these concerns. 

As their armies moved into Eastern Europe in 1944 they immediately set out 

to undermine potential sources of opposition, not just in the former enemy 

countries of Rumania, Bulgaria, and Hungary, but most conspicuously of all 

in Poland, which had been, after all, an ally. The callousness with which the 

Red Army allowed the Germans to decimate the anti-coinmunist resistance in 

Warsaw late that summer shocked Western statesmen; meanwhile British and 

American representatives on Allied Control Commissions in the Balkans found 

themselves denied any significant influence in shaping occupation policies 

there as well.* Moscow had interpreted Western restraint as a sign of weak¬ 

ness, Harriman reported in September: “Unless we take issue with the present 

policy there is every indication that the Soviet Union will become a world 

bully wherever their interests are involved. . . . No written agreements can 

be of any value unless they are carried out in a spirit of give and take and 

recognition of the interests of other people.”39 

Franklin Roosevelt made valiant efforts at Yalta to make Stalin aware of 

the need to observe the proprieties in Eastern Europe, but these proved un¬ 

successful almost at once when the Soviet leader interpreted agreements made 

to hold free elections there as in fact license to impose still tighter control on Po¬ 

land and Rumania. “Averell is right,” Roosevelt complained three weeks be¬ 

fore his death. “We can’t do business with Stalin. He has broken every one of 

the promises he made at Yalta.”40 F.D.R. had not been prepared, on the basis 

of these difficulties, to write off all possibilities of postwar cooperation with 

the Russians. But Soviet unilateralism does appear to have convinced him, by 

the time of his death, that efforts to win Stalin’s trust had not worked; and 

that future policy toward the Soviet Union would have to be based on a strict 

quid pro quo basis.41 

Harry S. Truman emphatically agreed. Although the new Chief Executive 

had had no direct experience in the conduct of foreign affairs, he could hardly 

have believed more firmly in the importance of keeping one’s word. “When I 

say I’m going to do something, I do it,” he once wrote, “or [I] bust my in¬ 

sides trying to do it.” It was characteristic of him that he did not believe in 

divorce because “when you make a contract you should keep it.”42 Convinced 

* Although, on this point, the Russians could with some justice claim only to be follow¬ 

ing the precedent set by the Americans and British in refusing to grant the Russians any 

substantial role in the occupation of Italy after the surrender of that country in 1943. 
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that the Yalta agreements on free elections in Eastern Europe were in fact 

contracts, determined to demonstrate decisiveness in an awesome and unex¬ 

pected position of responsibility, Truman resolved—probably more categori¬ 

cally than Roosevelt would have done—to hold the Russians to what they had 

agreed to. It was this determination that occasioned the new President’s sharp 

rejoinder to Soviet Foreign Minister V. M. Molotov after less than two weeks 

in office: “Carry out your agreements and you won’t get talked to like that.” 

A month later he complained again that the Russians were not honoring their 

agreements: they were, he told Henry Wallace, “like people from across the 

tracks whose manners were very bad.”43 

The experience of meeting Stalin personally at Potsdam seems to have 

modified the President’s attitude somewhat. The Soviet autocrat evoked mem¬ 

ories of the Kansas City political boss Tom Pendergast, a man with whom 

deals could be made because he had always kept his word.* “I can deal with 

Stalin,” Truman noted in his diary at Potsdam. “He is honest—but smart as 

hell.” Disturbed by rumors of the dictator’s ill health, the President worried 

about what would happen “if Joe suddenly passed out” because his potential 

successors lacked sincerity.44 For several years afterward, there persisted in 

Truman’s mind the notion that difficulties with the Russians reflected Stalin’s 

internal political problems—interference from a recalcitrant Politburo was the 

most frequent explanation—rather than any personal desire on the Soviet lead¬ 

er’s part to violate his word.45 

But deals had to be honored if they were to work, and with the return of 

peace instances of Soviet unilateralism began to proliferate. Reasonably free 

elections took place in Hungary and Czechoslovakia, but only in those coun¬ 

tries: Moscow’s grip on Poland, Rumania, and Bulgaria remained as tight as 

ever.46 The Russians joined the French in resisting central economic adminis¬ 

tration of occupied Germany; they also arbitrarily transferred a substantial 

portion of that country’s eastern territory to Poland.47 Attempts to reunify 

another divided nation, Korea, came to naught as the Russians refused to tol¬ 

erate anything other than a satellite government there.48 The Soviet Union re¬ 

jected participation in the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, 

institutions American planners regarded as critical for postwar economic re¬ 

covery.49 And Stalin was showing strong signs, as 1945 ended, of exploiting 

the presence of Soviet troops in northern Iran to carve out yet another sphere 

of influence there.50 He was “trying to find a basis for an understanding which 

would give him confidence that an agreement reached with the Russians would 

be lived up to,” Truman told his advisers in December, 1945. He had such 

* “People have stored within memory a wide collection of ‘personae,’ or cognitive struc¬ 

tures representing the personality characteristics of stereotypical characters—the hooker 

with a heart of gold, the truck-stop waitress, the ‘urban cowboy,’ Archie Bunker. Often 

people assimilate casual acquaintances or public figures to these stereotypical character¬ 

istics, on the basis of a superficial resemblance. Influenced by the Pendergast persona, 

Truman expected Stalin—a revolutionary who had never visited the West—to understand 

American public opinion.” [Deborah Welch Larson, Origins of Containment: A Psycho¬ 

logical Explanation (Princeton: 1985), p. 178.] 
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confidence in dealing with the British, the Dutch, and the Chinese (though not 

the French), “but there is no evidence yet that the Russians intend to change 

their habits so far as honoring contracts is concerned.”51'"' 

The Chief Executive’s initial inclination had been to regard these difficul¬ 

ties simply as failures of communication;52 with that explanation in mind, he 

had authorized Secretary of State Byrnes to make one more effort to settle 

them at a hastily called meeting of foreign ministers in Moscow in December. 

By that time, though, public and Congressional impatience with Soviet uni¬ 

lateralism had considerably intensified. Sensitive to these pressures, irritated 

by Byrnes’ eagerness to reach agreements without consulting him, Truman 

early in 1946 proclaimed to himself—if not directly to Byrnes, as he later 

claimed—his intention to stop “babying” the Soviets: “Unless Russia is faced 

with an iron fist and strong language another war is in the making. Only one 

language do they understand—‘how many divisions have you?’ I do not think 

we should play at compromise any longer.”63 

There was, in fact, no compromise when the Russians failed to meet their 

agreed-upon deadline for removing their troops from Iran: instead the ad¬ 

ministration confronted Moscow publicly in the United Nations Security 

Council and forced a humiliating withdrawal.54 Truman drew the appropriate 

conclusions: “Told him to tell Stalin I held him to be a man to keep his 

word,” he noted in his appointment book after a meeting with the newly desig¬ 

nated ambassador to the Soviet Union, Walter Bedell Smith, on March 23. 

“Troops in Iran after March 2 upset that theory.”55! By June, he was writing 

to the author Pearl Buck that “the United States has performed no unfriendly 

act nor made a single unfriendly gesture toward the great Russian nation. . . . 

How has Russia met our friendly overtures?”56 The following month, after 

New York Times correspondent Brooks Atkinson had published a series of ar¬ 

ticles highly critical of the Russians, Truman pointedly invited him to the 

White House.67 That same day he told his advisers that he was “tired of our 

being pushed around,” that “here a little, there a little, they are chiseling from 

us,” and that “now is [the] time to take [a] stand on Russia.”58 

It was in this spirit that the President authorized the first comprehensive 

study of Soviet-American relations to be carried out within the government. 

* For a recent—and considerably less critical—reassessment of the Soviet record on keep¬ 

ing agreements during this period, see Melvyn P. Leffler, “Adherence to Agreements: 

Yalta and the Experiences of the Early Cold War,” International Security, XI(Summer, 

1986), 88-123. 

t Career Foreign Service officer Elbridge Durbrow noted the implications of the new 

tough line: “It is the general feeling here that it has been finally realized all across the 

board that the only way to have really good relations with the Soviet Union is to stand 

by our guns when we feel we are right. If we can hold this fort all along the line from 

Korea to Timbuktoo, we may start to get somewhere. . . . General Smith has got the 

proper attitude and will, in all probability, impress the boys profoundly that we are not 

just talking through our hats to hear our own voices.” [Durbrow to Charles W. Thayer, 

April 11, 1946, Charles E. Bohlen Papers, Box 1 “Personal (CEB) 1946,” Diplomatic 

Branch, National Archives.] 
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Compiled under the direction of his Special Counsel, Clark M. Clifford, and 

written after consultations with the Departments of State, War, Navy, the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Director of Central Intelligence, the report ac¬ 

knowledged that agreements between nations were at times susceptible to dif¬ 

fering interpretations. Nonetheless, it argued, there existed a persistent pat¬ 

tern on Moscow’s part of either unilaterally implementing such agreements in 

such a way as to serve Soviet interests, or encouraging satellites to do so. 

“[T]here is no question,” the report emphasized, “where the primary respon¬ 

sibility lies.” 

The implications could only be that the Soviet Union had no intention of 

cooperating with the West to maintain the existing balance of power; that it 

sought to expand its own influence as widely as possible without regard for 

the security requirements of its former allies; and that, when circumstances 

were right, it would be prepared to risk war to attain that objective. American 

policy could no longer be based upon the assumption of shared interests, 

therefore; priorities henceforth would have to be directed toward the accumu¬ 

lation of sufficient military strength to deter war if possible and to win it if 

necessary, while at the same time keeping open possibilities for dealing with 

the Russians should a change of heart in the Kremlin eventually occur. “[I]t 

is our hope,” the report concluded, “that they will eventually change their 

minds and work out with us a fair and equitable settlement when they realize 

that we are too strong to be beaten and too determined to be frightened.”59 

President Truman received the Clifford report on September 24, four days 

after he had fired Henry Wallace from the Cabinet for publicly advocating a 

more conciliatory policy toward the Soviet Union. There is no question that 

he agreed with its general conclusions: on the day before he dismissed Wal¬ 

lace he had complained in his diary about 

Reds, phonies and . . . parlor pinks [who] can see no wrong in Rus¬ 

sia’s four and one half million armed forces, in Russia’s loot of Poland, 

Austria, Hungary, Rumania, Manchuria. . . . But when we help our 

friends in China who fought on our side it is terrible. When Russia 

loots the industrial plant of those same friends it is all right. When Rus¬ 

sia occupies Persia for oil that is heavenly.60 

But Truman chose not to use the Clifford report, as he might have, to justify 

increased military appropriations; instead he ordered all copies to be locked 

in the White House safe, where they remained for the duration of the admin¬ 

istration.61 “There is too much loose talk about the Russian situation,” he had 

written former Vice President John Nance Garner on the day after Wallace’s 

dismissal. “We are not going to have any shooting trouble with them but they 

are tough bargainers and always ask for the whole earth, expecting maybe to 

get an acre.”62 
The President’s cautious reaction to the manifestations of Soviet unilateral¬ 

ism catalogued in the Clifford report reflected a desire to avoid hasty and ill- 

considered action, but certainly no continuing assumption of common interests. 
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Repeated demonstrations of Moscow’s callousness to the priorities and sensi¬ 

bilities of its former allies had by this time virtually drained the reservoir of 

good will toward the Russians that had built up during the war. American 

leaders had been inclined, for many months, to give the Kremlin the benefit of 

the doubt: to assume, despite accumulating evidence to the contrary, that dif¬ 

ficulties with Moscow had arisen out of misunderstandings rather than funda¬ 

mental conflicts of interest. But such charitableness could not continue indefi¬ 

nitely, as Winston Churchill pointed out in the summer of 1946: “The American 

eagle sits on his perch, a large strong bird with formidable beak and claws. . . . 

Mr. Gromyko is sent every day to prod him with a sharp sickle, now on his 

beak, now under his wing, now in his tail feathers. All the time the eagle keeps 

quite still, but it would be a great mistake to suppose that nothing is going on 

inside the breast of the eagle.”63* 

IV 
In fact, a good deal was going on inside the breast of the eagle, all of it re¬ 

lated in one way or another to attempting to explain the motivation for Mos¬ 

cow’s puzzling behavior. Throughout the period of wartime cooperation there 

had lingered in the minds of most Americans latent but persistent suspicions 

about Russia, suspicions that extended back to, and even beyond, the Bolshe¬ 

vik Revolution. These grew out of the fact that the Soviet Union combined— 

as no other country in the world at that time did—two characteristics that 

Americans found particularly objectionable: arbitrary rule and ideological 

militancy. As long as the direct Axis threat remained, Americans had been 

willing to overlook these shortcomings, even to hope that in time they would 

disappear.64 But after 1945, with no common foe to compel unity, with ample 

evidence that the Russians intended to proceed on their own rather than in 

concert with their former allies to consolidate postwar interests, the predispo¬ 

sition to assume the worst about Moscow’s intentions came out into the open 

once again. 

Americans had not always found cooperation with authoritarian regimes 

to be impossible: the Russian-American relationship itself had been friendly 

throughout most of its early history, despite the vast cultural and political dif- 

* Former ambassador Joseph E. Davies, one of the Soviet Union’s most sympathetic in¬ 
terpreters, commented early in 1946: “I know of no institution that needs a high pressure 
‘public relations’ organization as much as the U.S.S.R. They do not seem able to get their 
case across, even when, as it happens sometimes, they have a good case.” [Davies to 
Clarence Dykstra, January 8, 1946, Joseph E. Davies Papers, Box 22, Library of Con¬ 
gress.] For other indications of the extent to which Soviet behavior alienated even those 
inclined to give the Russians the benefit of the doubt, see Jonathan Evers Boe, “American 
Business: The Response to the Soviet Union, 1933-1947” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Stanford 
University, 1979), pp. 235-37; and, on Eleanor Roosevelt, Joseph P. Lash, Eleanor: The 
Years Alone (New York: 1972), pp. 73-99. 
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ferences that separated the two countries. But toward the end of the 19th cen¬ 

tury a combination of circumstances—increasing repression within Russia, a 

keener American sensitivity to conditions inside other countries, growing ri¬ 

valries between Washington and St. Petersburg over spheres of influence in 

East Asia—had produced in the United States the suspicion that a connec¬ 

tion existed between autocratic rule at home and aggressiveness in foreign af¬ 

fairs.65 Parallel concerns had accompanied the deterioration of relations with 

imperial Germany prior to World War I; certainly participation in that con¬ 

flict, which Woodrow Wilson justified by stressing the linkage between autoc¬ 

racy and aggression, served powerfully to reinforce this idea.66 Determination 

to remain aloof from European involvements caused Americans to worry less 

about such matters during the 1920’s and early 1930’s—indeed, the economic 

distress of the latter decade even produced in some circles a grudging respect 

for dictatorships67—but the experience of fighting Germany and Japan during 

World War II brought back repugnance for arbitrary rule with a vengeance. 

It would not take very many signs of aggressiveness on the part of totalitarian 

regimes in the postwar world—even totalitarian former allies—to convince 

Americans that the connection between domestic despotism and international 

expansionism still prevailed.68* 

“If we fought Germany because of our belief that a police state and a dem¬ 

ocratic state could not exist in the same world,” Rear Admiral Ellery W. Stone 

told Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal in July, 1946, then “it must neces¬ 

sarily follow that we could not afford to lie down before Russia. 69T The sim¬ 

ple fact that the Soviet Union was a totalitarian state raised suspicions that its 

foreign policy would proceed from priorities incompatible with those of the 

democracies—priorities now elaborately enshrined in the procedures the United 

Nations had established for settling international disputes. Totalitarian states, 

Americans assumed, relied upon force or the threat of force to secure their in¬ 

terests; such nations could hardly be expected to share Washington’s aspira¬ 

tion to see the rule of law ultimately govern relations between nations. “[I]t 

* Michael Sherry points out the tendency of Pentagon planners during the war to assume 

that the next war would be fought against a totalitarian power, without any clear idea of 

which nation that might be. [Michael S. Sherry, Preparing for the Next War: American 

Plans for Postwar Defense, 1941—45 (New Haven: 1977), pp. 52-53.] See also, for a con¬ 

temporary expression of this idea, William Liscum Borden, There Will Be No Time. The 

Revolution in Strategy (New York: 1946), pp. 181, 198. For further insights into the 

American tendency to connect totalitarianism with aggression, see Eduard Maximilian 

Mark, “The Interpretation of Soviet Foreign Policy in the United States, 1928-1947” 

(Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Connecticut, 1978), pp. 95-96, 326-29. 

t“[Ut was not inconceivable,” Forrestal himself noted in June, 1945, that the real re¬ 

actionaries in world politics would be those who now call themselves revolutionaries, be¬ 

cause the dynamics of their philosophy all tended toward the concentration of power in 

the state, with the inevitable result of exploitation of the common man by the masses, or 

rather, by those who in such a system apply power over the masses—such as Hitler, Mus¬ 

solini, Stalin and Hirohito.” [Forrestal Diary, June 30, 1945, Walter Millis, ed„ The For¬ 

restal Diaries (New York: 1951), pp. 72-73.] 
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is not Communism but Totalitarianism which is the potential threat,” pub¬ 

lisher Arthur Hays Sulzberger pointed out. . . [0]nly people who have a 

Bill of Rights are not the potential enemies of other people.”70* 

The point, for Truman, was fundamental. “Really there is no difference 

between the government which Mr. Molotov represents and the one the Czar 

represented—or the one Hitler spoke for,” he privately wrote in November, 

1946.71f And, again, informally, in May, 1947: “There isn’t any difference in 

totalitarian states. . . . Nazi, Communist or Fascist, or Franco, or anything 

else—they are all alike. . . . The police state is a police state; I don’t care 

what you call it.”72 The President’s public speeches during 1947 provided vir¬ 

tually a running commentary on the dangers of totalitarianism: “Freedom has 

flourished where power has been dispersed. It has languished where power has 

been too highly centralized.” More than that, excessive concentrations of 

power produced temptations to use them. “The stronger the voice of a peo¬ 

ple in the formulation of national policies, the less the danger of aggression. 

When all governments derive their just powers from the consent of the gov¬ 

erned, there will be enduring peace.” There was no conflict between the re¬ 

quirements of justice and order: “The attainment of worldwide respect for es¬ 

sential human rights is synonymous with the attainment of world peace.”73 

It was no accident, then, that when the President in the most famous 

speech of his career characterized the world as divided between two ways of 

life, one reflecting “the will of the majority,” the other based “upon the will 

of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority,”74 it was the distinction be¬ 

tween democracy and totalitarianism to which he referred. By so doing, he 

implicitly linked his own justification of American action to restore the bal¬ 

ance of power in Europe to those advanced by Franklin Roosevelt in the At¬ 

lantic Charter and by Woodrow Wilson in the Fourteen Points: in each case 

the assumption was the ultimate incompatibility of autocratic and democratic 

institutions. The fact that this particular autocracy also embraced the ideology 

of communism was, for Truman, relatively insignificant. 

That certainly was not the case for most Americans, though. Nothing—not 

even totalitarianism—did more to arouse suspicion about the Soviet Union’s 

* “tilt is becoming more and more evident to me,” Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson 

noted in his diary while at the Potsdam Conference, “that a nation whose system rests 

upon free speech and all the elements of freedom, as does ours, cannot be sure of getting 

on permanently with a nation where speech is strictly controlled and where the Govern¬ 

ment uses the iron hand of the secret police.” [Stimson Diary, July 19, 1945, Henry L. 

Stimson Papers, Yale University Library.] 

t The implication here is that a surviving tsarist Russia would have posed as much of a 

threat, in the eyes of Truman and his advisers, as a communist one. The amount of atten¬ 

tion given in the White House to a spurious “will” of Peter the Great bears this out. 

“Pete must have been a great guy,” Admiral William D. Leahy commented. [Leahy to 

Clifford, September 21, 1946, Clark M. Clifford Papers, Box 14, “Russia: Folder 3,” Harry 

S. Truman Library.] For an analysis of this document and its impact upon administration 

thinking, see J. Garry Clifford, “President Truman and Peter the Great’s Will,” Diplo¬ 
matic History, IV(Fall, 1980), 371-85. 
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behavior than that country’s long-standing and self-proclaimed intention to 

seek the overthrow of capitalist governments throughout the world. American 

hostility toward communism went back to the earliest days of the Bolshevik 

Revolution: to Russia’s abandonment of the Allied cause in World War I; to 

the terror, expropriations, and executions that soon followed; to the postwar 

Red Scare, with its suggestion that even the United States might not be im¬ 

mune from the bacillus of revolution. The Soviet Union’s commitment to com¬ 

munism had been the primary justification for Washington’s refusal to recog¬ 

nize that country until 1933; and even after that date Moscow’s claim to be 

the vanguard of world revolution had continued to plague relations with 

Washington.'5 Stalin implicitly acknowledged the corrosive effects of ideology 

upon his dealings with the West in 1943 when, eager for an Anglo-American 

commitment to establish a Second Front, he abolished the Comintern, Lenin’s 

designated instrument for bringing about the world proletarian revolution.* 

But there could be no guarantee that such restraint would continue once Mos¬ 

cow’s enemies had been defeated. As a Department of State memorandum put 

it in 1944, it was necessary to keep in mind the Soviet conviction that “there 

is an irreconcilable chasm between ‘socialism’ and ‘capitalism’ and that any 

temporary association in a common interest [is] an association of expediency 

for a specific purpose but with no underlying affinity of fundamental interest, 

civilization, or tradition.”76 

“I expressed it as my view that it would not be difficult to work with Rus¬ 

sia provided we were dealing with her only as a national entity,” James For- 

restal noted in his diary during the summer of 1945. “[T]he real problem was 

whether or not Russian policy called for a continuation of the Third Interna¬ 

tional’s objectives, namely, world revolution and the application of the politi¬ 

cal principles of the dialectical materialists for the entire world.”'7 Evidence 

that the Kremlin still harbored such ambitions arose from two sets of cir¬ 

cumstances: the Russians’ use of communist parties in Eastern Europe as 

instruments with which to create their sphere of influence there; and the in¬ 

creasing success of communist parties in Western Europe, the Eastern Medi¬ 

terranean, and China. In retrospect, it is not at all clear that these phenomena 

were related: the popularity of communist parties outside the Soviet sphere 

grew primarily out of their effectiveness as resistance fighters against the 

Axis; in Eastern Europe the communists owed their prominence chiefly to 

Moscow’s reliance on them to consolidate its control.78 Nor was it obvious that 

the Soviet Union’s use of foreign communist parties to promote its interests 

necessarily proved an ideological motivation for its policies.f 

* At least Stalin’s action was so regarded in the United States. [See John Lewis Gaddis, 

The United States and the Origins of the Cold War, 1941-1947 (New York: 1972), pp. 

47-49.] But Vojtech Mastny doubts that Stalin’s primary motive was to improve coopera¬ 

tion with the West. [Russia’s Road to the Cold War: Diplomacy, Warfare, and the Poli¬ 

tics of Communism, 1941-1945 (New York: 1979), pp. 94 97.] 

fA State Department report, drafted late in 1945 by Charles E. Bohlen and Geroid T. 

Robinson, noted with unhelpful even-handedness that: “It is by no means to be expected 
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But these fine points were difficult to keep in mind as the end of the war 

brought increases in the militancy—and anti-American rhetoric—of all com¬ 

munist parties, not least that of the Soviet Union itself.4' When combined with 

the indisputable evidence of Moscow’s unilateral expansionism, when con¬ 

sidered against the record of how Nazi Germany had used “fifth columns” 

before the war, it is not surprising that concern about the ideological dimen¬ 

sion of the Soviet challenge should have surfaced as well. “The tendency is in¬ 

creasingly marked,” the British Embassy in Washington reported in August, 

1946, “to detect the Soviet mind or hand behind every move which seems to 

threaten or embarrass the United States or its friends, and to link events in 

one part of the world with those in another.”79 The editors of Newsweek put 

it more bluntly: “U.S. officials in the best position to judge fear they have con¬ 

firmation that the Soviet Government has made up its mind that capitalism 

must be destroyed if Communism is to live.”80t 

Both the “totalitarian” and the “ideological” explanations of Soviet be¬ 

havior had in common the assumption that one was dealing with a compulsive 

internally driven process, unresponsive to gestures of restraint or goodwill 

from the outside. There had been yet a third interpretation of Moscow’s uni¬ 

lateralism, popular during the war, that had seen it as growing out of a quite 

understandable preoccupation with security capable of being alleviated by 

patient Western efforts to win the Russians’ trust. President Roosevelt himself 

had made this “insecurity” theory the basis of his policy toward the Soviet 

Union, and it had remained very much alive—though under increasing chal¬ 

lenge—during the first months of the Truman administration.81 But theories 

require validation if they are to be sustained: however persuasive the “in¬ 

security” model of Soviet behavior may be in retrospect, what struck most 

observers at the time was the utter imperviousness of Stalin’s regime to the 

gestures of restraint and goodwill that emanated from the West during and 

immediately after the war.82 Moscow’s perceived failure to reciprocate these 

initiatives made it more and more difficult to sustain an interpretation of So- 

that in the future the foreign policy of the Soviet leaders will be determined entirely by 

Marxian theory. This has never been the case since the establishment of the Soviet gov¬ 

ernment. . . . Yet it would be very unsafe to assume, on the other hand, that the future 

attitude of the Soviet leaders toward non-Soviet states and toward the domestic forces 

and movements within those states will not be influenced in any degree by Marxian ideol¬ 

ogy.” [“The Capabilities and Intentions of the Soviet Union as Affected by American 

Policy,” December 10, 1945, as published in Diplomatic History, I(Fall, 1977), 395.1 

* Particularly important in this regard was the Stalin “election” speech of February 9, 

1946, which clearly gave the impression, whether intended or not, of a renewed ideological 

emphasis in Soviet policy. The impact of this speech is discussed in Hugh DeSantis, The 

Diplomacy of Silence: The American Foreign Service, the Soviet Union, and the Cold 

War, 1933-1947, pp. 172-73; but see also, for earlier indications of concern about ideol¬ 

ogy, Gaddis, The United States and the Origins of the Cold War, pp. 296-99. 

t For an illuminating discussion of how John Foster Dulles had come, by the summer of 

1946, to an almost entirely ideological explanation of Soviet behavior, see Ronald W. 

Pruessen, John Foster Dulles: The Road to Power (New York: 1982), pp. 276-87. 
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viet actions based on “insecurity,” as Henry Wallace found out when he at¬ 

tempted, during the spring and summer of 1946, to revive it within the inner 

councils of the government.83* The “totalitarian” and “ideological” models 

were the obvious alternatives. 

It is ironic that the individual most influential in discrediting “insecurity” 

as an explanation of Soviet unilateralism shared many of its basic assump¬ 

tions. George F. Kennan had never been inclined to interpret Soviet behavior 

in either strictly totalitarian or ideological terms. As a keen student of Russian 

history and culture, he was fully aware of the lack of self-confidence that 

plagued the Stalinist government, and of the extent to which its unilateralism 

was defensively motivated.f But he emphatically did not share the view of 

Wallace and others that these attitudes could be modified from the outside. 

It was in an effort to bring official Washington to see that point that Kennan 

crafted the February, 1946, “long telegram,” to this day the single most influ¬ 

ential explanation of postwar Soviet behavior, and one which powerfully rein¬ 

forced the growing tendency within the United States to interpret Moscow’s 

actions in a sinister light. 

The “long telegram” had the great influence that it did because it pro¬ 

vided a way to fuse concerns about totalitarianism and communism in dealing 

with the Soviet Union. It portrayed that state as one in which an autocratic 

tradition had become incorporated within an ideological compulsion to treat 

the outside world as hostile. The conclusion was clear: no actions the United 

States or its Western allies could take would alleviate Stalin’s suspicion; the 

best one could do was to look to one’s own defenses—and to the strength and 

self-confidence of one’s own society—and wait for the internal forces of 

change within the Soviet system to have their effect.84 

There is a definite psychological satisfaction, when confronted with a phe¬ 

nomenon one does not understand, in finding a simple but persuasive explana¬ 

tion.85 Whatever the actual intentions of its author,86 the “long telegram” per¬ 

formed that function within the government in 1946; a similar analysis would 

* Dulles’s comment on Wallace is worth noting: “It is a good initial approach to say that 

if you pat the dog he will not bite you. If, however, after several times patting the dog he 

still nips you, then it is necessary to think of another approach. Wallace has been sitting 

behind the scenes and has not had to go through the experience of having his hand 

nipped.” [Dulles to Irving Fisher, September 23, 1946, John Foster Dulles Papers, Seeley 

Mudd Library, Princeton University.] 

t “Security is probably their basic motive,” Kennan noted in the summer of 1946, but 

they are so anxious and suspicious about it that the objective results are much the same 

as if the motive were aggression, indefinite expansion. They evidently seek to weaken all 

centers of power they cannot dominate, in order to reduce the danger from any possible 

rival.” [Kennan paper, “Draft of Information Policy on Relations with Russia, July 22, 

1946, Dean Acheson Papers, Box 27, “State Department Under Secretary Correspondence, 

1945-7,” Harry S. Truman Library.] Daniel Yergin’s characterization of Kennan as an 

advocate of what he calls the “Riga axioms,” an ideologically based explanation of Soviet 

behavior, strikes me as a considerable oversimplification. See his Shattered Peace: The 

Origins of the Cold War and the National Security State (Boston: 1977), pp. 27—28, 170. 
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find a wider audience the following year in the form of the famous X article 

in Foreign Affairs.87 The “totalitarian-ideological” model of Soviet behavior 

provided a clear, plausible, and in many ways gratifying explanation of the 

Russians’ failure to cooperate with their former allies in building a lasting 

peace: it absolved the United States of responsibility for the breakdown of 

wartime cooperation; it made any future relaxation of tensions dependent 

upon changes of heart in Moscow, not Washington. Americans did not wel¬ 

come the onset of the Cold War. But the rationale they worked out to account 

for its appearance at least had the advantage of allowing them to approach 

the coming contest with a reasonably clear conscience. 

V 

The Soviet Union’s emergence as a potential adversary closed an obvious gap 

in Washington’s thinking about the postwar world. A generalized sense of vul¬ 

nerability, related both to historical experience and to technological change, 

had caused United States officials to regard preservation of a global balance 

of power as a vital interest even before specific challenges to that balance had 

manifested themselves. This situation of perceived vulnerability in the absence 

of apparent threat accounts for the failure of the United States to deploy 

forces and establish bases in the way one might have expected had the Rus¬ 

sians been seen as the enemy from the beginning.88 But Soviet unilateralism, 

together with the conclusions about the roots of Soviet behavior that unilater¬ 

alism provoked, had by 1947 created a credible source of danger, with the 

result that American strategy now took on a clearer and more purposeful 

aspect. 

Central to it was the defense of Western Europe, a priority so basic that 

it was more often assumed than articulated. “[It] is not a question of what 

men think now,” the Joint Chiefs of Staff noted in the spring of 1947; “[it] 

is something that has been demonstrated by what we have had to do, though 

tardily, and therefore at greater risk and cost, in actual warfare in the past. . . . 

The entire area of Western Europe is in first place as an area of strategic 

importance to the United States.”89 And yet, American planners had given re¬ 

markably little thought to the means by which that part of the world might 

be secured against Soviet expansionism. Their assumption—again mostly un¬ 

stated—had been that Great Britain would provide the necessary counter 

presence, and that the United States could concern itself with other matters.* 

It had done just that throughout 1946, concentrating on resisting Soviet pres¬ 

sures aimed at Iran and Turkey, consolidating its position in Japan and 

* One of the best discussions of this point is still that of William Hardy McNeill, Amer¬ 

ica, Britain & Russia: Their Co-operation and Conflict, 1941-1946 (London: 1953), pp. 

753-57, although the work of Sherry, Smith, and Converse, cited in the notes, makes it 

clear that McNeill somewhat exaggerated the eagerness of the American military to sup¬ 

plant British power. 
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southern Korea, mediating the Chinese civil war, and attempting to resolve 

the diplomatic stalemate over Germany. 

The British decision to withdraw military assistance from Greece and Tur¬ 

key in February, 1947, forced a reconsideration of these priorities, not be¬ 

cause those two countries were of critical importance in and of themselves, but 

because of the way in which London’s action dramatized the failure of Western 

Europe as a whole to recover from the war. A major consequence of that con¬ 

flict had been, in Mackinder’s terminology, a severe weakening of the “rim- 

land” states surrounding the Soviet “heartland,” leaving only the “world is¬ 

land”—effectively the United States—as a countervailing balance. But it was 

not until 1947 that Washington officials realized the full implications of that 

fact and set about taking corrective action. 

At no point—despite references to the possibility of war in the 1946 

Clifford report—did these officials seriously anticipate a Soviet military attack 

in Europe. Estimates of Moscow’s intentions, whether from the Pentagon, the 

State Department, or the intelligence community, consistently discounted the 

possibility that the Russians might risk a direct military confrontation within 

the foreseeable future.90 Several considerations contributed to that judgment, 

not least of which was the damage the Soviet Union itself had suffered during 

the war and the still relatively primitive character of its air and naval forces. 

But these estimates also suggested that the Russians would not need to use 

force to gain their objectives, because of the ease with which war-weakened 

neighbors could be psychologically intimidated. “[I]f the countries of the 

world lose confidence in us,” General George A. Lincoln of the War Depart¬ 

ment General Staff told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee early in 

April, 1947, “they may in effect pass under the Iron Curtain without any 

pressure other than the subversive pressure being put on them.”91* 

American planners assumed a direct correlation between economic health, 

psychological self-confidence, and the capacity for defense. As a State-War— 

Navy Coordinating Committee report noted that same month: “[Ejconomic 

weaknesses may give rise to instability and subsequently to political shifts 

which adversely affect the security of the U.S.” This could happen through 

“boring from within” tactics or the threat of overwhelming external force, but 

in either event the outcome from the standpoint of American interests would 

be grim.92 “Without further prompt and substantial aid from the United 

States,” Under Secretary of State William Clayton argued, “economic, social 

and political disintegration will overwhelm Europe.”93 

A Soviet-dominated Europe would pose obvious military dangers, even if 

military means were not used to secure it. In a clear echo of the wartime Mac- 

kinder-Spykman analysis, the Joint Chiefs of Staff pointed out that the Western 

hemisphere contained 40 percent of the earth’s land surface but only 25 per- 

* “[T]he Soviets still do not want war,” State Department adviser Harley A. Notter noted 

in July, “but believe that despite us they can gain their strategic objectives of control not 

only of the heartland of Europe and Asia but actually of the shores of those continents at 

every point of major vulnerability from sea and air. [Notter to Dean Rusk, July 14, 1947, 

U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States: 1947, IV, 578.] 
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cent of its population. “The potential military strength of the Old World in 

terms of manpower . . . and war-making capacity is enormously greater 

than that of our area of defense commitments, in which the United States is 

the only arsenal nation.” It was obvious, therefore, that in case of war we 

must have the support of some of the countries of the Old World unless our 

military strength is to be overshadowed by that of our enemies. Western Eu¬ 

rope was particularly important, not just because that region contained al¬ 

most all potentially strong nations who can reasonably be expected to ally 

themselves with the United States,” but also because without access to the 

eastern shore of the Atlantic, “the shortest and most direct avenue of attack 

against our enemies will almost certainly be denied us.”94* 

The economic consequences of a European collapse were less clear. The 

Truman administration found it convenient to argue publicly that the effect 

on the American domestic economy, in terms of lost exports, would be little 

short of disastrous.95 What strikes one in retrospect, though, is how self- 

sufficient that economy actually was. Exports as a percentage of gross na¬ 

tional product did not rise above 6.5 percent between 1945 and 1950, a figure 

lower than had normally been the case before the Great Depression, when the 

government had adamantly resisted any kind of official aid for European 

reconstruction. American investment in Western Europe in the early postwar 

years was actually less than European investment in the United States. It seems 

likely that administration officials stressed the economic implications of the 

crisis not because these stood out above others, but because Washington had 

chosen economic assistance as the quickest and most effective way to respond 

to it. 96 It was easier to sell an unprecedented foreign-aid package as a pro¬ 

gram to ensure American prosperity than as a strategy for redressing the bal¬ 

ance of power. 

But it was the psychological implications of an extension of Soviet influence 

over Europe that probably most concerned American leaders. Although the 

term “domino theory” would not come into currency for another decade, ad¬ 

ministration officials worried deeply about the “bandwagon” effect that might 

ensue if the perception became widespread that the momentum in world af¬ 

fairs was on the Russians’ side.97 And despite the United States’ own history 

of isolationism, despite its relative self-sufficiency, there was a very real fear 

of what might happen if the nation were left without friends in the world. In 

one sense, this fear grew out of the tradition of American exceptionalism: the 

United States had always viewed itself as both apart from and a model for the 

rest of the world; it could hardly have regarded with equanimity evidence 

that its example was no longer relevant.f But, in another sense, it was pre- 

* Although for the purpose of launching a strategic bombing offensive, it is now clear that 

Pentagon planners regarded Middle Eastern bases as of primary importance. [Converse, 

“United States Plans for a Postwar Overseas Military Base System,” pp. 211-19.] 

t The British Embassy in Washington noted in March, 1947, that “[t]he missionary 

strain in the character of Americans . . . leads many of them to feel that they have now 

received a call to extend to other countries the blessings with which the Almighty has en- 
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cisely the unexceptional character of Americans in relation to the rest of the 

world that was at issue here: who was to say that, buoyed by success in Eu¬ 

rope, the totalitarian instinct might not take hold in the United States as well? 

There is a little bit of the totalitarian buried somewhere, way down deep, in 

each and every one of us,” George Kennan reminded students at the National 

War College in the spring of 1947. “It is only the cheerful light of confidence 

and security which keeps this evil genius down. ... If confidence and se¬ 

curity were to disappear, don’t think that he would not be waiting to take 

their place.”98 

The strategy of containment brought together the new American interest 

in maintaining a global balance of power with the perceived Muscovite chal¬ 

lenge to that equilibrium in a part of the world that could hardly have been 

more pivotal—Western Europe. It sought to deal with that danger primarily 

by economic rather than military means; its goal was not so much the crea¬ 

tion of an American hegemony as it was a re-creation of independent centers 

of power capable of balancing each other as well as the Russians.* * This is 

hardly the place to evaluate the success of that strategy or to trace its subse¬ 

quent mutations and incarnations: these subjects have received excessively 

lengthy treatment elsewhere.99 Suffice it to say that the strategy could not have 

evolved without the perception of vulnerability brought about by the war, and 

the all-too-successful—if inadvertent—efforts of the Russians to give that ab¬ 

straction an alarming reality. 

VI 

Soviet historians have argued with unsurprising consistency through the years 

that the United States over-reacted to the “threat” posed by the U.S.S.R. in 

dowed their own.” But the following August it was reporting that “[i]n spite of all the 

exuberant confidence and bombast with which much of the public has embraced the new 

role of world leadership, Americans are genuinely afraid of standing alone.” [Inverchapel 

to Foreign Office, March 13 and August 23, 1947, Foreign Office Records, FO 371/67035/ 

R3482 and 61056/AN2982, Public Record Office, London.] 

* “[B]asically the stability of international relations must rest on a natural balance of 

national and regional forces. ... I would not hesitate to say that the first and primary 

element of ‘containment’ . . . would be the encouragement and development of other 

forces resistant to communism. The peculiar difficulty of the immediate post-hostilities 

period has rested in the fact that . . . Russia was surrounded only by power vacuums. 

At the outset, these could be filled . . . only by direct action on the part of this Govern¬ 

ment. This is admittedly an undesirable situation; and it should be a cardinal point of 

our policy to see to it that other elements of independent power are developed on the 

Eurasian land mass as rapidly as possible, in order to take off our shoulders some of the 

burden of ‘bi-polarity.’ To my mind, the chief beauty of the Marshall plan was that it 

had outstandingly this effect.” [George F. Kennan to Cecil B. Lyon, October 13, 1947, De¬ 

partment of State Policy Planning Staff Records, Box 33 Chronological 1947, Diplo¬ 

matic Branch, National Archives.] 
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the wake of World War II.100 During the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, a num¬ 

ber of American students of the early Cold War expressed agreement with that 

conclusion, though not with the methods that had been used to arrive at it. 

In an interesting inversion of Kennan’s theory regarding Russian behavior, 

these accounts portrayed official Washington as having in one way or another 

fabricated the myth of a hostile Soviet Union in order to justify its own in¬ 

ternally motivated drive for international hegemony. The difficulty with this 

argument was the impossibility of verifying it, for without access to Soviet 

sources there could be no definite conclusions regarding its accuracy: one 

cannot credibly assess responsibility when one can confirm the motives of 

only one side. The intervening years have brought us no nearer to a resolu¬ 

tion of that problem, but they have witnessed the emergence of several new 

lines of historical interpretation that appear to call into question the thesis of 

American “over-reaction.” 

One of these involves a reconsideration of Stalin’s policy by a new genera¬ 

tion of scholars equally conversant, not only with the very limited number of 

Soviet and East European sources that are available, but with the overwhelm¬ 

ing array of recently declassified American and British documents as well. 

The effect of this work is to confirm neither the “totalitarian” nor the “ideo¬ 

logical” explanations of Stalin’s actions that were popular during the early 

Cold War years, but rather to see that dictator as having followed an “im¬ 

perial” model of expansion: a pattern of behavior motivated by insecurity and 

characterized by caution, to be sure, but one that was also incapable of de¬ 

fining the limits of security requirements and that sought, as a result, to fill 

power vacuums where this could be done without encountering resistance. The 

effect of this policy was twofold: to incorporate within the Soviet sphere what 

Voj tech Mastny has called “a cluster of sullen dependencies” that probably 

contributed to more than they subtracted from Moscow’s nervousness; and to 

alarm, and ultimately alienate, the United States and its Western European 

allies, who saw Stalin’s inability to define the full extent of his security re¬ 

quirements as likely to undermine their own.102 

It may well be, as William Taubman has argued, that the West gave up 

on the possibility of cooperation with Stalin before Stalin gave up on the 

possibility of cooperation with the West. But Taubman points out that any such 

cooperation would have been on the Kremlin leader’s terms and for his pur¬ 

poses: it would have been designed “to foster Soviet control of Eastern Eu¬ 

rope whether directly (in the case of Poland, Rumania, and Bulgaria) or indi¬ 

rectly (in Hungary and Czechoslovakia) ; to expand Soviet influence in Western 

Europe, the Near East and Asia; to position the USSR for even greater gains 

when the next Western economic crisis struck; and to achieve all this while 

subsidized to the tune of at least six billion dollars in American credits.”103 

Western statesmen may perhaps be pardoned for not having shared this par¬ 

ticular vision of the postwar world. 

Nor are they condemned, in the new historiography, for having resorted 

to a strategy of containment; indeed Mastny goes so far as to suggest that 
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the West’s responsibility for the coming of the Cold War lies more in the 

passive and dilatory character of its response than in its aggressiveness: “any 

Western policy likely to restrain [Stalin] would have had to follow" a harder 

rather than a softer line; it would also have had a better chance to succeed if 

applied sooner rather than later.”104 Containment no doubt reinforced Stalin’s 

suspicion of the West, but it can hardly be said to have created it; without 

containment, according to this new line of interpretation, the fears Western 

statesmen held at. the time regarding Soviet expansionism might well have be¬ 

come reality. 

Historians are also beginning to study the involvement of third parties in 

the early Cold War: this work sheds new light on the question of who saw 

whom as a threat. What emerges from it so far is the extent to which states 

along the periphery of the U.S.S.R. tended to share Washington’s concern 

about Soviet intentions, and indeed to welcome American intervention in their 

affairs as a counterweight. The Norwegian historian Geir Lundestad has pointed 

out that Washington’s influence actually expanded more rapidly than did that 

of the Russians in the postwar world, but he argues that this happened because 

the United States was encouraged to assert its power in order to balance that 

of the Russians.105 Bruce Kuniholm has documented a similar pattern in the 

Near East: in 1946 the Iranian government was demanding not less but greater 

American interference in its internal affairs on the grounds, as the U.S. am¬ 

bassador put it, that “[t]he only way they can think of to counteract one in¬ 

fluence is to invite another.”106 But the clearest case of all is the policy of 

Great Britain, which as Terry Anderson and Robert Hathaway have demon¬ 

strated, amounted almost to a conspiracy to involve the United States more 

actively in world affairs.107 

“If we cannot have a world community with the Russians as a construc¬ 

tive member,” a British Foreign Office official minuted early in 1946, “it 

seems clear that the next best hope for peace and stability is that the rest of 

the world, including the vital North American arsenal, should be united in 

defense of whatever degree of stability we can attain.”108 This is as good a 

summary of London’s early Cold War policy, under both the Churchill and 

Attlee governments, as one is apt to find. The British had come earlier than 

their American allies to the conclusion that cooperation with the Russians was 

not going to be possible; certainly they welcomed—and, at times, sought to 

reinforce—the increasing indications from Washington throughout 1946 and 

early 1947 that the Truman administration had come to share that view.109 

Their analysis of the reasons for Soviet unilateralism roughly paralleled that 

of the Americans;110* nor were they inclined to find fault—apart from some 

wincing at the rhetorical excesses involved—with the strategies Washington 

* It is worth noting in this connection the similarity in the viewpoints of Kennan and 

Frank Roberts, the British charge d’affaires in Moscow in early 1946. [See, on this point, 

Peter G. Boyle, “The British Foreign Office View of Soviet-American Relations, 1945-46,” 

Diplomatic History, III(Summer, 1979), 310; also Robert M. Hathaway, Ambiguous Part¬ 

nership: Britain and America, 1944-1947 (New York: 1981), pp. 369-70.] 
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proposed to deal with that problem. Indeed, if anything, London s attitude was 

that the Americans were not doing enough: it was this conviction that led 

Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin late in 1947 to propose to the United States 

a formal and permanent peacetime military alliance with Western Europe.111 

It is, of course, easy to see self-serving motivations at work in the invita¬ 

tions the British government and its counterparts in Western Europe and the 

Near East extended to the United States to expand its influence in their parts 

of the world. It could be argued that had that desire for an American presence 

not existed, these “third party” assessments of Russian intentions might have 

been considerably less alarmist than they were. But that is missing the point, 

for it is also the case that had a credible Soviet threat not presented itself, 

these countries would not have been seeking the expansion of American power 

in the first place. “It has really become a matter of the defence of western 

civilisation,” the British Foreign Office concluded early in 1948: 

[N]ot only is the Soviet government not prepared at the present 

state to co-operate in any real sense with any non-Communist . . . Gov¬ 

ernment, but it is actively preparing to extend its hold over the re¬ 

maining portion of continental Europe and, subsequently, over the 

Middle East and no doubt the bulk of the Far East as well. . . . [Phys¬ 

ical control of the Eurasian land mass and eventual control of the 

whole World Island is what the Politburo is aiming at—no less a thing 

than that. The immensity of the aim should not betray us into believing 

in its impracticality. Indeed, unless positive and vigorous steps are 

shortly taken by those other states who are in a position to take 

them . . . the Soviet Union will gain political and strategical advan¬ 

tages which will set the great Communist machine in action, leading 

either to the establishment of a World Dictatorship or (more prob¬ 

ably) to the collapse of organised society over great stretches of the 

globe.112 

It is significant that this top-secret Foreign Office document, circulated only 

within the highest levels of the British government and declassified only after 

the passage of more than three decades, should have revealed an assessment 

of the Soviet threat more sweeping in character and apocalyptic in tone than 

anything in the record of private or public statements by major American 

officials at the time. The progression from Mackinder to Spengler, it appears, 

was easier than one might think, 

VII 

History, inescapably, involves viewing distant pasts through the prism of 

more recent ones. The incontestable fact that the United States over-reacted 

more than once during the subsequent history of the Cold War to the per- 
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ceived threat of Soviet and/or “communist” expansionism has, to an extent, 

blinded us to the equally demonstrable fact that in the immediate postwar 

years the behavior of the Russians alarmed not just Americans but a good 

portion of the rest of the world as well. How well-founded that alarm was—- 

how accurately it reflected the realities that shaped Soviet policy—are issues 

upon which there are legitimate grounds for disagreement. But to deny that 

the alarm itself was sincere, or that Americans were not alone in perceiving 

it, is to distort the view through the prism more than is necessary. Fear, 

after all, can be genuine without being rational. And, as Sigmund Freud once 

pointed out, even paranoids can have real enemies.113 



3 

Sph eres of Influence: 

The United States and Europe, 

1945-1949 

A. BASIC CONFLICT is . . . arising over Europe between the interests of 

Atlantic sea-power, which demand the preservation of vigorous and inde¬ 

pendent political life on the European peninsula, and the interests of the 

jealous Eurasian land power, which must always seek to extend itself to the 

west and will never find a place, short of the Atlantic Ocean, where it can 

from its own standpoint safely stop.” This was George F. Kennan’s depressing 

assessment of the situation that confronted the United States and its allies 

early in 1945, conveyed in a letter to his friend and fellow Russian expert, 

Charles E. Bohlen. Kennan went on to recognize the extent to which victory 

over Germany required the Soviet Union’s military cooperation, even if this 

brought about an unprecedented projection of Moscow’s influence into cen¬ 

tral Europe. “But with all of this, I fail to see why we must associate our¬ 

selves with this political program, so hostile to the interests of the Atlantic 

community as a whole, so dangerous to everything which we need to see pre¬ 

served in Europe. Why could we not make a decent and definite compromise 

with it—divide Europe frankly into spheres of influence—keep ourselves out 

of the Russian sphere and keep the Russians out of ours? . . . And within 

whatever sphere of action was left to us we could at least . . . [try] to 

restore life, in the wake of the war, on a dignified and stable foundation.”1 

Bohlen received Kennan’s letter at Yalta on the eve of Franklin Roosevelt’s 

This essay was originally prepared for the symposium on “European and Atlantic De¬ 

fence, 1947-1953,” organized by the Norwegian Research Centre for Defence History and 

held in Oslo in August, 1983. It appears, in slightly different form, in Olav Riste, ed., 

Western Security: The Formative Years: European and Atlantic Defence, 1947-1953 

(Oslo: 1985), pp. 60-91. 
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last meeting with Churchill and Stalin. In his hastily composed hand-written 

reply, he acknowledged as valid Kennan’s assessment of Soviet intentions, 

but dismissed as uttterly impossible” his recommendation for a division of 

Europe into spheres of influence. “Foreign policy of that kind cannot be made 

in a democracy,” he continued. “Only totalitarian states can make and carry 

out such policies.” Years later, in his memoirs, Bohlen elaborated: “The 

American people, who had fought a long, hard war, deserved at least an at¬ 

tempt to work out a better world. If the attempt failed, the United States could 

not be blamed for not trying.”2 

This exchange between the State Department’s two most experienced So¬ 

viet specialists reflects the dilemma facing the United States as it contemplated 

the implications of a victory in Europe purchased at the price of an expansion 

of Soviet influence over Europe. Should the United States play by the Rus¬ 

sians’ rules and carve out for itself a sphere of influence over as much of the 

Continent as remained open to it? Or should it seek to persuade the Russians 

to change the rules: to build a new European order, based upon a rejection 

of power politics altogether? In the end, of course, Europe was divided, very 

much along the lines that Kennan had proposed. But Washington accepted this 

solution only slowly, and with considerable reluctance: Bohlen’s idea of a 

postwar settlement based upon principles of self-determination and big power 

cooperation proved remarkably persistent. In its eventual decline and ultimate 

rejection can be traced the origins of a European settlement that has lasted, 

itself with remarkable persistence, down to the present day. 

I 

Americans had not been much inclined, prior to World War II, to think about 

the balance of power in Europe, but events of the early 1940’s had abruptly 

undercut earlier isolationist arguments that whatever happened on the Con¬ 

tinent could not affect the security of the United States. In their place, there 

arose the conviction that the primary American interest in postwar interna¬ 

tional affairs would be to ensure that no single state dominate Europe.3 As 

an Office of Strategic Service analysis put it in the summer of 1944: “our in¬ 

terests require the maintenance of a policy designed to prevent the develop¬ 

ment of a serious threat to the security of the British Isles (and of the United 

States), through the consolidation of a large part of Europe’s resources under 

any one power.”4 Increasingly, as the end of the war approached, strategic 

planners in Washington became aware of the prospect that Germany’s defeat 

would leave a power vacuum in central Europe into which only the Russians 

would be well-positioned to move. Great Britain, they noted, would be far too 

weak to provide a counter-balance.5 But there was, as yet, no consensus that 

the United States should project its own influence into Europe to restore 

equilibrium. 
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Britain and the United States were following divergent policies in their 

efforts to deal with the inevitable expansion of Soviet influence into postwar 

Europe, another O.S.S. analysis pointed out in January, 1945: The British 

approach emphasized “the division of the problem areas into spheres of So¬ 

viet and non-Soviet predominance with a neutral zone between.” Obviously, 

such a straightforward partition of the continent would be simple to accom¬ 

plish, but it would be “a very primitive type of international compromise”: 

[I]n its extreme form it implies that within each of the areas affected 

the interests of the Great Powers are essentially irreconcilable, and that 

the only practicable solution is to isolate geographically the fields 

where these interests are to operate. . . . Thus this system probably 

supplies each great power with the maximum of temptation and the 

maximum of opportunity for intervention in the domestic affairs of 

its neighbors. In the long run this might well lead to divergent trends 

of development in the Soviet and non-Soviet spheres and to a sharpen¬ 

ing of the differences between “two worlds.” 

The American preference should be “to establish and maintain independent 

democratic regimes within both spheres and within the neutral zone. ... In 

the absolute form, such a program would constitute a complete negation of the 

system of spheres of influence; and to the extent that it is realized in practice 

it will limit the authority of each Great Power within its sphere.”6 

To be sure, Washington never actually contemplated such a thorough 

rejection of spheres of influence. President Roosevelt’s own cherished concept 

of a world settlement enforced by “Four Policemen”—the United States, 

Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and Nationalist China—clearly implied the 

existence of such spheres. Certainly the United States was not prepared to 

give up its own predominance in Latin America, or to deny itself new areas 

of influence in the Pacific after the war.7 Nor was there a predisposition to 

challenge the Russians’ obvious attempt to secure a dominant postwar influ¬ 

ence along their western borders.8 

But there was no great effort, as the end of the war approached, to posi¬ 

tion American forces in such a way as to counter Soviet strength in Europe: 

indeed it was at Yalta that Roosevelt in effect promised the withdrawal of 

American troops from the Continent within two years of Germany’s sur¬ 

render.9* Nor did Churchill’s impassioned pleas to hold American forces in 

place after that event meet with a favorable response from President Tru¬ 

man.10 As late as the Potsdam Conference in July, 1945, State Department 

planners were still worrying that the British might seek to lure the United 

States into supporting a spheres of influence settlement in Europe. Such a 

* Admiral William D. Leahy, Chief of Staff to the Commander-in-Chief, had told the 

Combined Chiefs of Staff as early as February, 1944, that “he, personally, hoped that the 

United States forces in Europe would be withdrawn at the earliest possible date consis¬ 

tent with the stabilization of the peace.” [Minutes, 144th meeting of the Combined Chiefs 

of Staff, February 4, 1944, Combined Chiefs of Staff Records, CAB 88/4, Public Record 

Office, London.] 
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solution, they concluded, would “represent power politics pure and simple, 

with all the concomitant disadvantages. . . . Our primary objective should 

be to remove the causes which make nations feel that such spheres are neces¬ 

sary to build their security, rather than to assist one country to build up 

strength against another.”11 

It requires something of an effort, at this distance, to reconstruct the rea¬ 

sons for Washington’s aversion to spheres of influence in Europe, even in the 

face of what were clearly Russian efforts to create their own in that part of 

the world. Probably most important in the minds of Roosevelt administration 

officials, curiously enough, was the fear of a resurgent isolationism inside the 

United States. “Our boys do not want to fight to rule the world, isolationist 

Congressman Hamilton Fish warned, ‘‘or to divide it into three parts, like 

ancient Gaul, between Great Britain, Russia, and the United States.”12 The 

President and his advisers were keenly sensitive to such arguments. In the 

Atlantic Charter and other wartime pronouncements, they had resuscitated 

the vision of a Wilsonian peace, based on self-determination, economic mul¬ 

tilateralism, and collective security, not because they believed such a settle¬ 

ment to be attainable in every respect, but as a means of overcoming the 

isolationism that had grown out of the failure to implement that kind of 

peace two decades before.13 A peace based too obviously on spheres of influ¬ 

ence might seem to many Americans to be no peace at all, and hence result, 

as had the settlement of 1919, in the withdrawal rather than the projection 

of United States authority. 

It would be unfair, though, to write off the administration’s idealism in 

this respect solely as a way to sanctify the wielding of power. There was, 

as well, a sincere sense among Roosevelt, his subordinates, and much of the 

public at large that the “old diplomacy” had failed, and that Wilsonian 

methods of collective security, tempered to be sure by a regard for practical 

circumstances, deserved to be given another try.14 American officials did 

work overtime during this period to demonstrate, at times with creative in¬ 

genuity, how the benefits of a Wilsonian settlement would accrue not just to 

the United States but to the rest of the world as well. But these arguments 

were by no means wholly cynical: to have acknowledged openly spheres of 

influence would have been to admit the irrelevancy of the American domestic 

experience, upon which so substantial a portion of this new approach to world 

affairs was based. 

There also still existed uncertainty as to the Russians’ motives for seeking 

spheres of influence in the first place. Despite some worry over the ideologi¬ 

cal component in Soviet policy,15 the prevailing wartime view in Washing¬ 

ton was that the projection of Russian power into Europe was occurring for 

defensive rather than offensive reasons. If Moscow could be assured of the 

West’s peaceful intentions, then its reasons for seeking spheres of influence, 

it was thought, would disappear.16 An open attempt to build countervailing 

power in Europe might have the effect of a self-fulfilling prophecy, reinforcing 

the Kremlin’s suspicions and perpetuating its inclination toward unilateralism. 

“[W]e must always bear in mind,” a State Department analysis of Soviet- 
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American relations concluded in December, 1945, “that because of the dif¬ 

ferences between the economic and political systems of our two countries, the 

conduct of our relations requires more patience and diligence than with other 

countries.” American interests had to be defended, to be sure. “On the other 

hand, in order to minimize Soviet suspicions of our motives we should avoid 

even the appearance of taking unilateral action ourselves.”11 

A year after his reply to Kennan’s letter, Bohlen still considered spheres 

of influence an inappropriate solution to Europe’s problems. It might be pos¬ 

sible to reach a modus vivendi with the Russians on that basis, he acknowl¬ 

edged early in 1946. But such a settlement would 

reduce the United Nations organization to a fagade with the real power 

concentrated in the hands of the United States, Great Britain, and the 

Soviet Union. While this policy would perhaps offer the best means of 

avoiding difficulties with the Soviet Union in the immediate future, 

merely to state it is to demonstrate its impossibility of adoption. . . . 

[I]t would constitute a great step backwards from the principle of a 

cooperative world and would never receive the support of the Ameri¬ 

can people. 

Moreover, Bohlen added, such a settlement “would merely temporarily post¬ 

pone an eventual clash with the Soviet Union under conditions infinitely worse 

for the United States and Great Britain” since, as a dictatorship, the U.S.S.R. 

“would be able to consolidate into an absolute bloc its sphere of influence 

while the Western democracies by their very nature would be unable to do 

the same in theirs.”18 

For Bohlen and those who thought like him, the very nature of Western 

political systems precluded a spheres of influence settlement: democracies 

could not join with dictatorships to divide the world. There would have to 

be, instead, a compromise between the facts of power and the obligations of 

justice; only on that basis could American interests in Europe be satisfied. 

Even after reading Kennan’s pessimistic “long telegram” on the roots of So¬ 

viet behavior, Bohlen saw no reason “why the two systems cannot peacefully 

coexist in the same world provided that neither one attempts to extend the 

area of its system by aggressive and ultimately forceable means at the ex¬ 

pense of the other.” The problem for the West was “(a) to convince the So¬ 

viet Union of this possibility and (b) to make clear well in advance the 

inevitable consequence of the present line of Soviet policy based on the op¬ 

posite thesis.”19 

II 

For the next year, the Truman administration followed closely the dual ap¬ 

proach Bohlen had recommended. On the one hand, there took place an 
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exhaustive effort—probably insufficiently appreciated, in retrospect—to con¬ 

vince the Russians that a comprehensive European settlement would be pref¬ 

erable to a cold-blooded division of the Continent into separate spheres. At 

the same time, though, there was set in motion a program of gradual prepa¬ 

ration for a division of Europe, as much in the hope that it would ward off 

Soviet inclinations in that direction as from a desire actually to implement it. 

There was little inclination in Washington in the early postwar months 

to try to challenge directly the reality of Soviet hegemony in Eastern Europe. 

Instead, American officials made an effort to try to “educate” the Russians 

to the fact that outright domination would be both unnecessary and counter¬ 

productive. In October, 1945, Bohlen had actually suggested recognizing 

“legitimate” Soviet security interests in Eastern Europe if the Russians would 

agree to show the same restraint regarding the internal affairs of that region 

that the United States had demonstrated in Latin America.20 Secretary of 

State James F. Byrnes made this idea the subject of a public speech later 

that month, pointing out that the disinterested and mutually beneficial Good 

Neighbor Policy had evolved out of the self interested Monroe Doctrine: 

“We surely cannot and will not deny to other nations the right to develop 

such a policy.”21 

But Bohlen himself had seen the principal difficulty in this approach: 

“from all indications the Soviet mind is incapable of making a distinction 

between influence and domination, or between a friendly government and a 

puppet government.”22 The report of the Ethridge Committee, a delegation 

of American observers sent by Byrnes to Rumania and Bulgaria to report on 

Soviet policies there, strongly reinforced this conclusion: “[T]o concede a 

limited Soviet sphere of influence at the present time,” it argued, “would be 

to invite its extension in the future.”23 With public and Congressional opin¬ 

ion growing increasingly hostile to the idea of any further concessions to 

the Russians on any grounds, it is not surprising that a consensus began to 

emerge within the government early in 1946 against further efforts to en¬ 

lighten” Moscow as to the disadvantages of spheres of influence, and in favor 

of tougher methods.24 

The central issue here was the future of Germany. State Department 

planners had argued virtually without exception that there could be no sta¬ 

bility in postwar Europe if Germany remained divided. Experiences of the 

interwar years had seemed to show that the Germans would never accept 

permanent partition of their country; moreover, a unified Germany was 

thought vital to the economic recovery of Europe as a whole.25 

The failure to persuade the Russians to abandon their sphere of influence 

in Eastern Europe brought the German question to the forefront in two im¬ 

portant but contradictory ways: it made all the more urgent the need to 

ensure that Germany could pose no threat to the Soviet Union in the future, 

thereby removing the Russians’ principal excuse for dominating Eastern Eu¬ 

rope in the first place; but it also raised the need for the Western powers to 

begin thinking about consolidating their own positions in Germany, in the 
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event agreement with the Russians proved impossible. The dilemma was that 

by weakening Germany to reassure the Russians the West would leave itself 

vulnerable, but by strengthening its position there it would confirm Soviet 

suspicions. It was in the effort to resolve this dilemma that the United States 

in the spring of 1946 undertook two new initiatives on Germany: the pro¬ 

posal, in the Council of Foreign Ministers, of a four-power disarmament 

treaty; and, simultaneously, movement toward the consolidation of Western 

occupation zones. 

The idea of a treaty between the United States, the Soviet Union, Great 

Britain, and France to keep Germany disarmed had been discussed off and on 

in Washington for some time, both for the purpose of reassuring allies that 

the United States did not propose to abandon them after the war, and as a 

means of alleviating Soviet fears of a resurgent Germany that had provided 

the justification for imposing a sphere of influence in Eastern Europe.26'"' But 

by the spring of 1946 the proposed treaty had become a test of Soviet inten¬ 

tions as well: if the Russians accepted it, the argument ran, they would have 

no further need for spheres of influence. If they did not, then the division of 

Europe would have to be accepted as a fact and the West would have to begin 

consolidating its own sphere. It was with these alternatives in mind that Byrnes 

formally proposed a twenty-five year treaty to the Russians at the end of 

April, 1946.27 

Moscow’s negative response seemed to confirm the fears of those who had 

argued that its determination to impose spheres of influence reflected offensive 

rather than defensive intentions. There was as yet no unanimous acknowl¬ 

edgment in Washington that Europe had been divided into two spheres, 

James Reston noted in the New York Times early in May, “but even the most 

pro-Soviet members of Mr. Truman’s Administration agree that the Adminis¬ 

tration is nearer to accepting this thesis today than it has been at any other 

time since the end of the war.”28 It was within this context that emphasis be¬ 

gan to be given to the other element in American policy during this period: 

the consolidation of a defensible Western position in Germany in the event 

negotiations with the Russians failed. 

Convinced that the division of Europe was inevitable in any event, Kennan 

had for some time been arguing in favor of this approach. The only acceptable 

alternative, he had written in March, 1946, was for the United States and its 

allies “to carry to its logical conclusion the process of partition which was 

begun in the east and to endeavor to rescue [the] western zones of Germany 

by walling them off against eastern penetration and integrating them into 

[the] international pattern of western Europe.”29 This in fact is what Wash¬ 

ington began to do in the spring and summer of 1946, with the termination 

of reparations shipments from the American zone, the initiation of talks with 

* Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg had originally suggested the idea of a German disarma¬ 

ment treaty in the famous speech announcing his “conversion” from isolationism, delivered 

on the floor of the Senate on January 10, 1945. [See the Congressional Record for that 

date, pp. 164r-67.] 
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London looking toward a merger of American and British occupation zones, 

and, most important, Secretary of State Byrnes’s assurance at Stuttgart in 

September that American troops would remain in Germany as long as the 

occupation forces of any other power did.30 

It is important to note, though, that these decisions of 1946 did not con¬ 

stitute final American acceptance of the division of Germany. The consequen¬ 

ces of such a division, both in economic and geopolitical terms, were suffi¬ 

ciently unsettling to keep American negotiators at work for another year in 

the effort to secure a German peace treaty. As late as December, 1947, Secre¬ 

tary of State George C. Marshall, who spent much of that year conducting 

these negotiations, was still emphasizing the need to make sincere offers to the 

Russians on Germany rather than simply gestures in the expectation of re¬ 

fusals. Marshall was “most anxious in regard to the general international 

situation to avoid a ‘frozen front,’ which was tragic to contemplate.”31 

But a German settlement that risked leaving the Soviet Union in a posi¬ 

tion of dominance in central Europe was an even more unsettling prospect, 

and by 1947 there had emerged a definite consensus in Washington that a 

negotiated reunification was not worth that price. “I think that it amounts 

to this,” Kennan told students at the Air War College in April of that year: 

We insist that either a central German authority be established along 

lines that will make it impossible for the Soviet Union to dominate 

Germany . . . , or that we retain complete control over the western 

zones. ... I think it may mean the partition of Germany, and we all 

admit that is undesirable. ... I hope we won’t shrink from carrying 

out that partition rather than giving the Russians the chance to domi¬ 

nate the whole country, though.32 

If the fear of a Germany under Soviet control served to make the idea 

of a divided Europe more respectable in American eyes, so too did the pros¬ 

pect of a power vacuum in the Near East and Eastern Mediterranean brought 

about by the decline of British power there. American planners had been 

well aware of the fact that the war had weakened Britain’s world position,33 

but even so the rapidity of the collapse came as a surprise. As late as April, 

1946, Truman could still speculate publicly about the possibility of a contest 

for world influence between London and Moscow, with Washington acting as 

an impartial umpire.34 But within less than a year, American opinion had 

shifted to the view, as an official in the British Foreign Office noted with grim 

satisfaction, “that no time must be lost in plucking the torch of world leader¬ 

ship from our chilling hands.”35 

The threat to the balance of power in the Near East had seemed, at first, 

something that could be handled simply by issuing statements aimed simul¬ 

taneously at warning the Russians off and at arousing world opinion against 

them. Both the Iranian and Turkish crises of 1946 had been dealt with in this 

way, with Washington relying primarily upon the deterrent effect of pugna- 



56 THE LONG PEACE 

cious pronouncements.36 The situation in Greece, though, was something else 

again. Here the danger to the balance of power came not so much from the 

possibility of external attack as from that of internal disarray, the effects of 

which, it was thought, would benefit the Russians without the risks of direct 

military involvement. As the State Department’s Office of Near Eastern and 

African Affairs noted late in 1946, “[i]t is vastly to the interest of the U.S. 

that the recognized government [in Greece] be assisted in becoming strong 

enough before the fact to handle its internal problems without requiring a 

sudden increase in assistance during a state of actual or near civil war.”37 

The British decision to cut off economic and military aid to Greece and 

Turkey early in 1947 forced Washington to move beyond attempts to dis¬ 

courage Soviet expansion by rhetoric alone. Instead, it appeared, positive ac¬ 

tion would be required to reconstitute centers of resistance to the Russians in 

areas vulnerable to them. This new approach would require squeezing in¬ 

creased appropriations out of a Congress still much attracted by the budgetary 

advantages of isolationism: hence, the administration’s all-too-successful ef¬ 

fort, through the Truman Doctrine, to alarm legislators by raising the specter 

of a world divided between antipathetic ways of life.38 But the new situation 

also stimulated serious thinking in Washington as to how the United States 

might most effectively use its resources, not just in Greece and Turkey but 

in Europe as a whole, to reconstitute the balance of power left unstable by 

the creation and feared expansion of Moscow’s sphere of influence. The col¬ 

lapse of Council of Foreign Ministers discussions on a German peace treaty 

that April further heightened the sense of urgency.39 

The result, of course, was the Marshall Plan, an ambitious attempt to re¬ 

constitute a political balance in Europe by economic means. The plan rested 

upon the assumption that the Russians were not prepared to risk war to ex¬ 

tend their influence; rather, the danger was that they might successfully ex¬ 

ploit European psychological demoralization resulting from war damage and 

the discouragingly slow pace of reconstruction, whether by means of external 

intimidation, internal subversion, or even the possibility that Europeans 

might vote their own communists into office through free elections.40 The 

Marshall Plan also reflected, paradoxically enough, an awareness of limited 

capabilities: the United States could not afford to contain threats to the 

balance of power in all places by all means. Maintaining European equilib¬ 

rium ranked first on Washington’s list of priorities; of the limited instru¬ 

ments available for doing this, economic assistance seemed to provide the 

quickest and most effective way.41 

Even so, the traditional aversion to spheres of influence still lingered in 

the United States: it was partly in deference to this sentiment that Marshall 

initially offered aid to the Soviet Union and its East European satellites as 

well, with a view to placing responsibility for the division of Europe squarely 

on Moscow’s shoulders.42 It was the Russians’ refusal of this offer—after a 

disquieting initial hesitation—that reconciled American officials once and 

for all to the inevitability of a divided Europe. As career Foreign Service of- 
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ficer Burton Y. Berry put it at the end of July, 1947, it was time to “drop 

the pretense of one world.”43* 

It was left to Bohlen, who had originally so strongly resisted the idea of 

a divided Europe, to draft the most thoughtful analysis of the new situation: 

The United States is confronted with a condition in the world 

which is at direct variance with the assumptions upon which, during 

and directly after the war, major United States policies were predi¬ 

cated. Instead of unity among the great powers—both political and 

economic—after the war, there is complete disunity between the Soviet 

Union and the satellites on one side and the rest of the world on the 

other. There are, in short, two worlds instead of one. Faced with this 

disagreeable fact, however much we may deplore it, the United States 

in the interest of its own well-being and security and those of the free 

non-Soviet world must re-examine its major policy objectives. . . . 

The logic of the situation is that the non-Soviet world through such 

measures are open to it [should] draw closer together politically, eco¬ 

nomically, financially, and, in the last analysis, militarily in order to 

be in a position to deal effectively with the consolidated Soviet area. 

Only in this way can a free and non-Soviet world hope to survive in 

the face of the centralized and ruthless direction of the Soviet world.44 

Or, as Secretary of State Marshall put it with characteristic brevity at a 

cabinet meeting in November: “Our policy, I think, should be directed to¬ 

ward restoring a balance of power in Europe and Asia.”45 

Ill 

“[T]he realisation is now widespread,” the British embassy in Washington 

reported early in 1948, “that there is nothing reprehensible per se in the 

exercise of power. Whereas a year ago the phrase ‘power politics’ bore a 

sinister connotation in the American mind, it has since come to be accepted 

as a normal technical term.”46 Curiously, though, this willingness to think in 

“balance of power” terms did not produce a corresponding determination on 

the part of the United States to carve out a sphere of influence for itself in 

Europe, comparable to the one the Russians had imposed. Instead, Washing¬ 

ton’s preference was to try to reconstitute an independent center of power on 

the continent, strong enough to act on its own to maintain equilibrium there. 

* Kennan, as it happened, had already anticipated this recommendation, as minutes for 

the Policy Planning Staff meeting of July 28, 1947, show: “Mr. Kennan undertook to pre¬ 

pare a paper setting forth the implications involved in the fact that we are presently faced 

with a two-world situation, whereas the UN Charter was drawn up in the hope of a one- 

world system.” [Policy Planning Staff Records, Box 32, Diplomatic Branch, National 

Archives.] 
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As John D. Hickerson, Director of the State Department’s Office of European 

Affairs, described it, the idea was to create “a third force which was not 

merely the extension of US influence but a real European organization strong 

enough to say ‘no’ both to the Soviet Union and to the United States, if our 

actions should seem so to require.”47 

“The idea of a United States of Europe has, of course, long appealed to 

Americans, who are always prone to accept the naive and uncritical assump¬ 

tion that ideas and institutions that have proved their value here can be ex¬ 

ported to provide ready-made remedies for the ills of less fortunate areas of 

the world.”48 It was not unusual for British diplomats in Washington to take 

a slightly jaded view of American enthusiasms, and this dispatch, written in 

the spring of 1947, was no exception. But it would be a mistake to see the 

Truman administration’s support for European integration—in preference to 

the overt extension of an American sphere of influence over Europe—as a 

simple-minded effort to transplant what bad flourished at home to stonier and 

less fertile soil overseas. There were in fact good reasons for Washington’s 

reluctance, even after acknowledging the reality of a divided Europe, to im¬ 

pose its own control there. 

One reason was that American officials did not see themselves as pos¬ 

sessing, at that time, either the resources or the domestic support necessary 

to dominate large portions of the world in order to deny them to the Russians. 

“[PJublic and Congressional reaction to foreign affairs is still conditioned by 

two main factors,” a British Foreign Office analyst observed in May, 1947: 

“fear and dislike of Russia and aversion to the responsibility, and more par¬ 

ticularly to the cost, of preserving the world balance of power.”49 A country 

still wary of international commitments could not discard its traditions over¬ 

night ; rather, administration leaders argued, there would have to be a gradual 

expansion of responsibilities, carried out with full awareness of the need to 

expend limited resources efficiently and alongside obvious and convincing 

demonstrations from its allies that the United States would not be the only 

nation carrying the resulting burdens.50 

It followed from this that a multi-polar international system, with several 

independent centers of power sharing the burdens of containment, would best 

suit American interests. Certainly this was Kennan’s view: “it should be a 

cardinal point of our policy,” he wrote in October, 1947, “to see to it that 

other elements of independent power are developed on the Eurasian land mass 

as rapidly as possible in order to take off our shoulders some of the burden 

of ‘bi-polarity.’ ” Kennan went on during the next year to develop the concept 

of keeping key power centers—notably Great Britain, the Rhine-Ruhr indus¬ 

trial complex, and Japan—from falling under Soviet control, not by extending 

American control over them, but rather by encouraging their development as 

independent forces with the strength and self-confidence necessary to defend 

themselves.51 An American sphere of influence in Europe would undermine 

that strategy, to which Truman administration officials were generally sym¬ 

pathetic.52 
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Such a solution would also conflict with the still-cherished, if imperfectly 

observed, tradition of non-intervention. Despite the collapse of “one world- 

ism,” American officials continued to pay deference to the principle of self- 

determination. “[I]t is not our intention to impose our way of life on other 

nations,” Assistant Secretary of State Charles Saltzmann insisted in Septem¬ 

ber, 1947. “That in itself would be undemocratic. Our only purpose is, in so 

far as possible, to give other nations the opportunity to decide these matters 

for themselves, free from coercion.”53 This was not simply boiler-plate rhet¬ 

oric, intended for public consumption: the view in Washington persisted 

throughout the late 1940’s that the viability of political systems depended in 

large part upon their autonomy, even spontaneity. For this reason, Americans 

were willing to tolerate a surprising amount of diversity within the anti-Soviet 

coalition: one of the more durable strains in State Department thinking be¬ 

tween 1946 and 1948 involved the need to cooperate with the democratic Left 

in Europe, despite the fact that its programs of nationalization and social 

welfare were anathema to conservatives in the United States.54 If one result 

of such flexibility was to make European governments better able to resist 

Soviet pressure because of their firm base of popular support, then that only 

confirmed the long-standing American view that principle and self-interest 

were not always irreconcilable. 
It should be recognized as well, though, that the interests of the United 

States and non-communist Europe were largely congruent during this period, 

and that Washington as a consequence had little need to impose its will on 

potential allies. If there was ever a time when one nation was invited to ex¬ 

tend its influence over another part of the world, then surely the experience of 

the United States in Europe after World War II came close to it." “[W]e 

should be placed in an impossible position,” Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin 

reminded the Cabinet, “if the United States Government withdrew from Eu¬ 

rope.”55 The governments of Greece, Turkey, and Iran all fervently applauded 

the growth of American influence in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Near 

East.56 And certainly public opinion in Western Europe welcomed a more 

active American role there as well, given the alternatives at best of further 

economic deterioration, at worst of Soviet domination.57 “It seems evident,” 

Secretary of State Marshall commented in November, 1947, “that, as regards 

European recovery, the enlightened self-interest of the United States coincides 

with the best interest of Europe itself.”58 
There were other, more specific, reasons for promoting the idea of Euro¬ 

pean integration. One involved the problem of what to do with Germany now 

that an agreement with the Russians had become unlikely. A Joint Chiefs of 

Staff analysis in April, 1947, summarized the dilemma: “Without German aid 

* For more on this “expansion by invitation” thesis, see Chapter Two, above: also Geir 
Lundestad, “Empire by Invitation? The United States and Western Europe, 1945-1952, 
Journal of Peace Research, XXIII (1986), 263-77; and John Lewis Gaddis, “The Emerg¬ 
ing Post-Revisionist Thesis on the Origins of the Cold War,” Diplomatic History, VII 

(Summer, 1983), 182-83. 
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the remaining countries of western Europe could scarcely be expected to 

withstand the armies of our ideological opponents until the United States 

could mobilize and place in the field sufficient armed forces to achieve their 

defeat.” Moreover, “the complete resurgence of German industry ... is 

essential for the economic recovery of France—whose security is inseparable 

from the combined security of the United States, Canada, and Great Britain.” 

But all indications were that the French would “vigorously oppose any sub¬ 

stantial revival of German heavy industry.” This was unfortunate, since “the 

German people are the natural enemies of the USSR and of communism.” It 

followed that the American interest was to convince both the French and the 

Germans “that the emergence of a principal world power to the east . . . 

which they can successfully oppose only if both are strong and united . . . 

makes them interdependent just as France, England, Canada, and the United 

States are interdependent.”59 European integration might provide a way to 

incorporate Germany into a European system without leaving Germany in 

control of that system. As Kennan put it early in 1948: “Only such a union 

holds out any hope of restoring the balance of power in Europe without per¬ 

mitting Germany to become again the dominant power.”60 

Finally, it should be pointed out that Americans did not see the division 

of Europe as something that would last forever. To an extent that is only now 

coming to be fully appreciated, Washington planners throughout this period 

were quietly considering how the Soviet Union’s Eastern European satellites 

might be detached from the Kremlin’s control.* This had been one of the 

additional motives behind the offer of Marshall Plan aid to the satellites in 

the summer of 1947; a year later Kennan was making the point that “the 

door should be left open for everyone in Europe to come in at the proper 

time so that there could be a real unification of Europe and the development 

of a European idea.”61 Only a viable European union would exert this kind 

of attraction, William Clayton pointed out: “The Russian satellite countries 

would then feel the pull so much stronger from the West than from the East, 

that Russia would find it more and more difficult and in the end impossible 

to hold them.”62 “Our objective,” Under Secretary of State Robert Lovett 

wrote to Averell Harriman in December of 1948, “should continue to be the 

progressively closer integration, both economic and political, of presently free 

Europe and eventually of as much of Europe as becomes free.”63 

“If the United States entertained any idea of extending American influence 

or domination over Europe,” Secretary of State Marshall had commented in a 

public speech given a year earlier, “our policy would not be directed toward 

ending European dependency upon this country but toward perpetuating that 

relationship.”64 This statement can stand as an accurate reflection of how 

American officials saw their own intentions with regard to Europe during the 

early days of the Cold War. There was, as the British Embassy in Washington 

perceptively pointed out, a distinction between seeking a balance of power 

and a sphere of influence: 

* For further details, see Chapter Six, below. 
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On a broad view, an analysis of its activities leads to the conclu¬ 

sion that what the United States most requires from candid observers 

abroad are not reproofs that it is abusing its giant power, but com¬ 

mendation for such wisdom and generosity as it has thus far displayed, 

along with encouragement bravely to persevere in the employment of 

its vast resources for its own and the general welfare. In the meantime, 

to those critics who accuse her of taking undue advantage of her own 

strength and of the weakness of others, America might well reply in 

the words of Clive when arraigned by a committee in the House of 

Commons for having exploited his unrivalled power in India for pur¬ 

poses of personal aggrandizement: “By God, Mr. Chairman, at this 

moment I stand astonished at my own moderation.”65 

But intentions are one thing; actual policy is something else again, as the 

events of 1948-49 made clear. The American vision of an independent, pros¬ 

perous, and self-confident center of power in Europe proved to be more elu¬ 

sive than had appeared to be the case in 1947. Circumstances gradually com¬ 

pelled the United States to create its own sphere of influence in Europe, 

despite its own profound misgivings about that course of action. 

IV 

It is evident, in retrospect, that Washington considerably underestimated the 

difficulties of establishing an independent “third force” in Europe. That con¬ 

cept had been based upon several precariously balanced propositions: that a 

Soviet threat existed awesome enough to compel Europeans to submerge 

ancient rivalries, but not so awesome as to prevent them from acting in a 

self-confident and decisive manner; that American economic assistance would 

stimulate self-reliance without encouraging dependency; that no further 

initiatives would be necessary to sustain a European order whose collective 

interests would be compatible with, though independent of, those of the 

United States. It did not take long for the shakiness of these assumptions to 

become apparent. 

“It is curious that there is so little discussion of the strategic aspects of 

European integration,” F. B. A. Rundall, of the British Foreign Office, noted 

in February, 1948. “One would imagine that Mr. Lippmann or a similar 

pundit would have taken up the point that, for the countries concerned, the 

economic decisions involved in integration are inevitably bound up with con¬ 

siderations of strategy and common defence in which the United States are 

no less involved. Yet perhaps this is a hare that no one wishes to start before 

the elections.”66 To the extent that domestic political considerations required 

a step-by-step approach to the expansion of American commitments over¬ 

seas, Rundall was on target. Yet, one has the impression that American plan¬ 

ners were genuinely surprised, quite apart from their concern about public 
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and Congressional reactions, to have the issue of military security in Europe 

raised in the first place. . 
They themselves had consistently deprecated the probability of a Soviet 

military attack. “The Soviet effort in Europe is a political one, not a military 

one,” Kennan had repeatedly argued. “The Soviet aim is not to undertake a 

military conquest which could only be followed by Red Army occupation of 

Western Europe. ... The aim is rather to establish in that area a system of 

indirect control which will give them power without responsibility.”67 Ad¬ 

mittedly, no one could rule out the possibility of war altogether. [T]he 

threat of war, intended or unintended, will become greater in proportion to 

weaknesses in the economy, military force, and foreign policy of the United 

States,” the Pentagon’s Joint Intelligence Committee noted in February, 1948. 

But as long as reasonable American strength was maintained and, in par¬ 

ticular, as long as the deterrent power of the American atomic monopoly 

remained in existence—then the prospect of war in Europe by anything other 

than gross miscalculation on Moscow’s part seemed very remote. 

Nevertheless, the whole point of the Marshall Plan had been to restore 

self-confidence, so that Europe would be in a position to defend itself. From 

this perspective, the European state of mind was at least as important as 

American intelligence estimates. It came as something of a shock, therefore, 

to have Ernest Bevin calling Washington’s attention in January, 1948 to “the 

further encroachment of the Soviet tide” and the need to reinforce the physi¬ 

cal barriers which still guard our Western civilisation,” in terms Dean Ache- 

son might have found useful in prodding obdurate Congressmen toward a 

grudging acceptance of international responsibilities.69 The Russians, with 

their usual deftness in producing responses opposite from those intended, 

punctuated Bevin’s point dramatically by staging a coup in Czechoslovakia 

the following month: this event, together with warnings from other European 

leaders in addition to Bevin, was sufficient to convince many in Washington 

that the Marshall Plan alone would not restore self-confidence in Europe; 

some form of explicit military guarantee would be needed as well.70'"' 

Such guarantees, though, would raise problems. There was no assurance 

that Congress would authorize a direct military commitment to the defense 

of Western Europe, or what the exact nature of that commitment would be.71 

There was the question of what countries would be covered by such a guar¬ 

antee: for the United States to undertake to defend everyone would be to 

exceed American capabilities; for it to leave certain countries out might only 

invite aggression against them.72 There was concern that such a guarantee 

* The British Embassy in Washington had noted in September, 1947: “If it were not for 

the obstreperous behaviour of the Soviet Union, Marshall would never have made his sug¬ 

gestions, or, had he done so, they would have received almost no public support. The So¬ 

viet Union has not only succeeded in preventing the United States from retreating into its 

prewar isolationism but it is now ensuring that the United States will take an increas¬ 

ingly active part in the affairs of Western Europe.” [Inverchapel to Foreign Office, Sep¬ 

tember 6, 1947, Foreign Office Records, FO 371/61056, Public Record Office, London.] 
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might sap the Europeans’ resolve to defend themselves in the first place. “If 

they are not willing to defend their national independence at this risk,” 

Kennan argued in April, 1948, “then perhaps they would indeed be beyond 

helping. For there are very definite limits—which people here are constantly 

forgetting—on the ability of this country to shoulder alone the risks and re¬ 

sponsibilities of keeping alive the hope for a continuation of civilization in 

large parts of this globe.”73 

Cautious negotiations with both allies and Congressional leaders over the 

next year solved some of these problems. The administration assured Congress 

that the proposed North Atlantic Treaty involved no obligation to go to war 

without its consent.74 The problem of limited resources was addressed by 

stressing the extent to which an explicit commitment to defend Western Eu¬ 

rope would in itself deter the Russians without more specific measures having 

to be taken; indeed, Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson even suggested that 

NATO might make it possible to reduce the American defense budget.75 

Washington carefully undertook no obligation to station additional troops in 

Europe, reviving instead the old pre-World War II concept of the United 

States as an “arsenal” supplying military hardware to the Europeans, who 

would themselves furnish the manpower. As John Hickerson put it late in 

1948: “It is a question of committing, not forces now, but the potential of 

Pittsburgh and Detroit.”76* 

But the problem of reconciling self-sufficiency with reassurance was not so 

easily resolved. Despite official claims that the new alliance would facilitate 

more than it would impede European integration,77 Kennan was quietly pre¬ 

dicting to his colleagues that “this arrangement will come to overshadow, and 

probably to replace, any development in the direction of European union”: 

Instead of the development of a real federal structure in Europe which 

would aim to embrace all free European countries, which would be a 

political force in its own right, and which would have behind it the 

logic of geography and historical development, we will get an irrev¬ 

ocable congealment of the division of Europe into two military zones: 

a Soviet zone and a U.S. zone. Instead of the ability to divest ourselves 

gradually of the basic responsibility for the security of western Europe, 

we will get a legal perpetuation of that responsibility. In the long run, 

such a legalistic structure must crack up on the rocks of reality; for a 

divided Europe is not permanently viable, and the political will of the 

U.S. people is not sufficient to enable us to support western Europe 

indefinitely as a military appendage.78 

* The Americans were “only too ready to place a gun in the hands of any natural enemy 

of the Soviet Union,” a confidential British political report had noted in the summer of 

1948. “[W]ith 50% of the world’s industrial capacity but only 7% of its population,” the 

United States “must inevitably adopt a policy which the cynical might compare to the hir¬ 

ing of mercenaries.” [Confidential Political Report #8, “Military Aid for Western Eu¬ 

rope,” June 26, 1948, Foreign Office Records, FO 371/68019.1 



64 THE LONG PEACE 

“The doubts and criticisms he raises regarding the Atlantic Pact . . . un¬ 

questionably have a certain validity,” Bohlen wrote to Acheson early in 1949 

in a memorandum which, while addressed to the views of James P. Warburg, 

could have applied to Kennan’s as well. “It is, however, the same old story 

while clearly expressing the objections to it, he does not seem to offer any 

feasible alternative. ... I entirely agree with him that the primary danger 

is political and not military, but I do not think he fully values the intimate 

relationship between economic recovery, political stability, and a sense of 

security against external aggression.”'9 

This was, in fact, the essence of the problem. A European “third force” 

could only be built upon a foundation of European self-confidence, a fact 

Kennan himself had recognized in supporting the Marshall Plan. But it was 

Europeans, not Americans, who would determine when the point of self-confi¬ 

dence had been reached, and what would be necessary to sustain it. If they 

concluded that self-confidence depended upon a formal American military 

commitment, then Washington, whatever its reservations about the effect this 

might have upon European self-reliance, was hardly in a position to argue. 

“I recognize fully that military alliances aren’t worth a tinker’s dam,” Walter 

Bedell Smith noted with brutal candor in the summer of 1949, “yet those 

people do attach far greater importance to the scrap of paper pledging sup¬ 

port than we ever have.”80 

If the issue of military security posed problems for the “third force” idea, 

so to did the awkward question of who should belong to it. Germany’s posi¬ 

tion raised the most obvious difficulties. The collapse of talks with the Rus¬ 

sians on a comprehensive German settlement late in 1947 pushed the United 

States, Britain, and France toward a consolidation of political and economic 

institutions in their three occupation zones, as much as a matter of adminis¬ 

trative convenience as by subtle geopolitical design. By the summer of 1948, 

they had agreed, in what came to be known as the “London Conference” 

program, to allow Germans “those governmental responsibilities which are 

compatible with the minimum requirements of occupation and control and 

which ultimately will enable them to assume full governmental responsibil¬ 

ity.”81 What this meant, as an internal State Department policy statement 

acknowledged, was the reconstitution of western Germany “as a political en¬ 

tity capable of participating in and contributing to the reconstruction of 

Europe.”82 

There was no escaping the fact, though, that a divided Germany would 

pose profound implications for the idea of a European “third force.” No one 

was more sensitive to these than Kennan, who as late as 1947 had been pre¬ 

pared to contemplate the partition of Germany with equanimity.83 What 

changed Kennan’s mind was his growing preference for a multipolar over a 

bipolar postwar order, and the importance, in that scheme of things, of having 

an independent center of political, military, and economic power on the Euro¬ 

pean continent. A permanently divided Germany, with each half the client of 

a rival non-European superpower, would not only ruin chances for a mutual 
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withdrawal of Soviet and American forces and preclude any possibility of 

weaning away Moscow’s East European satellites; it would also, by leaving 

a highly skilled and highly nationalistic people artificially separated, create a 

volatile and unstable political balance, subject to revanchist pressures from 

both sides of the line. With these considerations in mind, Kennan late in 1948 

proposed an approach to the Russians looking toward a pull-back of occupa¬ 

tion forces to specific garrison areas, and the establishment, after free elec¬ 

tions, of an independent, demilitarized, neutral, but unified German state.84 

Kennan’s “Program A,” as his proposal came to be known, raised funda¬ 

mental questions as to where the American interest in Europe lay. Was the 

balance of power there to be maintained by accepting as permanent the divi¬ 

sion of the Continent, which in turn implied permanent Soviet and American 

spheres of influence there? Or was Europe to be reconstituted as an entity 

unto itself, with a unified but presumably “tamed” Germany at its core? The 

latter alternative—emphatically Kennan’s own choice—was by no means re¬ 

jected out of hand in Washington. Dean Acheson, upon becoming Secretary 

of State early in 1949, found Kennan’s arguments persuasive enough to ap¬ 

point him to chair a National Security Council steering group charged with 

formulating an American negotiating position should talks with the Russians 

on Germany eventually take place. After listening to one Kennan presentation 

on the subject, Acheson wondered out loud how the London Program looking 

toward a divided Germany had ever been agreed upon in the first place.85* 

And yet, despite Acheson’s intellectual sympathy for Kennan’s approach, 

the hard reality was that Britain, France, and their smaller neighbors pre¬ 

ferred the known risks of a Europe divided into Soviet and American spheres 

of influence to the imponderables of a unified “third force” that could con¬ 

ceivably fall under German or even Russian control. Bohlen had noted the 

difficulty when “Program A” was first proposed in the fall of 1948: 

[T]he one faint element of confidence which [the French] cling to is 

the fact that American troops, however strong in number, stand be¬ 

tween them and the Red Army. If you add to that the strong fears to 

be generated with the prospect of returning power to Germans at the 

present juncture, I am sure that the general line of approach sug¬ 

gested . . . would have a most unfavorable reaction in France and 

probably in Holland and Belgium as well.86 

These reservations became painfully clear when “Program A” was leaked to 

the press in May, 1949, just before the Council of Foreign Ministers was to 

take up the future of Germany. Ambassador David Bruce had to reassure the 

French “that we did not favor withdrawal of US forces or any disposition of 

* “Kennan is, as you are aware, a powerful influence in the State Department,” the Brit¬ 

ish ambassador in Washington reported to the Foreign Office, “and I regard his mission 

to Germany [in connection with the steering group discussions] as likely to be of par¬ 

ticular importance.” [Sir Oliver Franks to Foreign Office, March 4, 1949, Foreign Office 

Records, FO 371/74160.] 
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those forces which would weaken our influence in [the] European scene. 

But the abandonment of “Program A” in no way lessened Washington s 

determination to end the occupation of Germany; what it meant, rather, was 

that if the integration of Germany as a whole into Europe as a whole was not 

possible, then its efforts would be directed toward integrating what remained 

of Germany into what remained of Europe. Even Kennan recognized the 

force of this logic: “Either the rest of Europe tries to work with the West 

German state, as it is now emerging, takes a sympathetic and constructive 

interest in it, and learns to regard its development as a European as well as a 

German responsibility, or there will be soon no Germany with which the rest 

of Europe can cooperate, and no possibility of real unity and strength in 

Western Europe.”88 It was in this connection that the North Atlantic Treaty 

interlocked neatly with the London Conference program. Acheson described 

the relationship early in 1949: “it was doubtful that, without some such pact, 

the French would ever be reconciled to the inevitable diminution of direct 

allied control over Germany and the progressive reduction of occupation 

troops; ... a pact of this nature would give France a greater sense of 

security against Germany as well as the Soviet Union and should materially 

help in the realistic consideration of the problem of Germany.”89" 

There remained, though, the question of where Great Britain would fit 

into the postwar European order. London had no quarrel in principle with 

the idea of a “third force” in Europe: “We should use United States aid to 

gain time,” the Cabinet had concluded in a secret session in March, 1948, 

“but our ultimate aim should be to attain a position in which the countries 

of western Europe could be independent both of the United States and of the 

Soviet Union.”90 At the same time, though, Britain had its own overseas re¬ 

sponsibilities which the Americans, however much they might have railed 

against “imperialism” in the past, were reluctant to see too quickly liquidated. 

“It is essential for the British to take the lead in working towards closer 

European integration,” Robert Lovett argued late in 1948. “However, at least 

at the present time it would be unwise both for them and for us were a posi¬ 

tion of strong European leadership to require a lessening of British ties with 

this country and the Dominions.”91! 

Mindful of these complexities, and with Bevin’s approval, Gladwyn Jebb, 

* Walter Lippmann made a similar point in a letter to Kennan on February 1, 1949: “The 

western anxiety about our leaving Europe and withdrawing across the Atlantic can be met 

by the North Atlantic Security Pact. In fact that is its chief advantage, that it supplies 

the juridical basis for remaining in Europe.” [Kennan Papers, Box 28.] 

t“[T]he trouble with the British,” William Clayton wrote to Lovett in September, 1948, 

“is that they are hanging on by their eyelashes to the hope that somehow or other with 

our help they will be able to preserve the British Empire and their leadership of it. . . . 

I think if we make it very clear to the British that, with complete cooperation on their part, 

we can possibly save them but that we cannot save their position as leader of the Empire 

bloc and do not intend to try, we will begin to see results in our Herculean efforts to pull 

Europe out of the hole.” [Clayton to Lovett, September 17, 1948, Policy Planning Staff 

Records, Box 27, “Europe 1947-1948.”] 
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British Assistant Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, wrote to Ken- 

nan in April, 1949, proposing informal consultations, not just on the position 

of Britain in Europe, but on the long-term prospects for European integration 

in general.92 Coming at a time when developments with regard both to NATO 

and West Germany seemed to be undermining the “third force” idea, Jebb’s 

suggestion met with a favorable response from Kennan. The real question, he 

told the Policy Planning Staff, was “whether the emergence of a united west¬ 

ern Europe postulates the formation of a third world power of approximately 

equal strength to the United States and the Soviet Union. Another way of 

stating this question is whether there are to be two worlds or three.”93 

There ensued, in preparation for these discussions with the British, the 

most thorough analysis yet carried out in Washington on the question of 

what the United States really wanted in Europe: an independent, self-reliant 

aggregation of power comprising as much of Europe as possible, or a sphere 

of influence closely linked to Washington. 

V 

“[W]e are getting here into very deep spheres of thought about the nature of 

ourselves as a nation and of the world we live in,” Kennan told a group of 

consultants brought to Washington in June, 1949, to advise the Policy Plan¬ 

ning Staff on how to answer Jebb’s questions about the future of Europe." 

The problem was more than just the achievement of peace and security: “It is 

a problem of man learning to manipulate his own nature in such a way as to 

handle effectively those sides of it which are apt to produce violence and 

degradation and to release in a far greater degree those sides of it which are 

capable of creating beauty and mastery of environment.” The extent to which 

the United States, acting alone, could accomplish these ends was severely- 

limited: 

[W]e must regard our role in world affairs in these coming years 

as a much more modest one than many of us are accustomed to 

think. . . . [W]e must concentrate, as all modest people must, on our 

own self-respect: on keeping ourselves and our friends above water 

amid the genuinely great dangers that modern civilization holds, on 

exercising as beneficial an influence as we can abroad without claim¬ 

ing that we have the insight or the power to effect any vast change of 

human institutions on a global scale, and meanwhile to try to shape 

the course of our internal life in such a way as to produce in later 

* Among the consultants invited by Kennan to participate were Hans Morgenthau, J. Rob¬ 

ert Oppenheimer, Arnold Wolfers, Reinhold Niebuhr, John McCloy, Walter Bedell Smith, 

and, interestingly, Robert W. Woodruff, Chairman of the Executive Committee of the 

Coca-Cola Company. 
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generations people who will be able to make a better and a greater 

contribution to the improvement of human life. Anything more ambi¬ 

tious than that, and anything that bears with it universal ambitions 

and pretensions, seems to me to be a form of arrogance and even intol¬ 

erance based on a terrifying smugness and lack of historical perspec¬ 

tive. 

“I do not believe that our great moment as a factor in world affairs has yet 

arrived,” Kennan added. “I fervently hope that it has not.”94 

Given this preoccupation with both the limited capabilities and limited 

wisdom of his countrymen, it is not surprising that Kennan continued to 

hope for the emergence of a “third force” in Europe, strong enough to main¬ 

tain the balance of power against Soviet expansionism without an indefinite 

dependence upon American support. A unified Germany would be the nucleus 

of such a system, to be sure, but the system would also constrain the Germans 

by preventing any link-up with the Russians, on the one hand, and by reassur¬ 

ing Germany’s western neighbors, on the other. Such a grouping might also 

attract the allegiance of Moscow’s unhappy satellites in Eastern Europe; cer¬ 

tainly it would encourage European self-reliance in the area of economic 

reconstruction. And it would fit within Kennan’s larger geopolitical assump¬ 

tion that a world with power distributed among several centers would be 

more stable than one divided rigidly into two spheres.95 

The problem, though, was how to keep the Germans from dominating such 

a grouping. One possibility would be to include Great Britain in it as a 

counterweight, and Kennan at first leaned toward that idea.96 But as it became 

apparent that the British were not prepared to liquidate Commonwealth re¬ 

sponsibilities in order to align themselves with the Continent, and as the 

extent of British financial difficulties became obvious with the devaluation of 

the pound, Kennan came instead to favor a purely continental grouping, with 

Britain linked instead to the United States and Canada.97 Germany would be 

the dominant power in such a system, but one might hope that the experience 

of defeat and occupation would have moderated German ambitions.98 Whether 

this was the case or not, though, the possibility of German hegemony had to 

be risked because the alternative—a permanently divided Germany—would 

leave Europe itself divided, incapable of playing the independent role Kennan 

had envisaged. There was a certain “horrifying significance” in the fact that 

the Germans would again “get a place in western Europe which is going to 

be very important,” Kennan admitted to Dean Acheson. “But it often seemed 

to me, during the war living over there, that what was wrong with Hitler’s 

new order was that it was Hitler’s.”99* 

* “Mr. Kennan . . . said that he thought that we must decide whether we and our friends 

are strong enough as a group to hold the Russians and the Germans or decide that we are 

not strong enough to do so and therefore resign ourselves to the creation of a third force 

in Europe which might ultimately be dominated one way or another by the Germans. 

He added that he was inclined toward the second view and thought that EUR [Division 

of European Affairs] was in general inclined toward the first.” [Minutes, PPS meeting of 

October 17, 1949, Policy Planning Staff Records, Box 32.] 
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Not surprisingly, this vision of a European “third force” dominated by 

Germany met with a less than cordial response in France when the British 

began circulating rumors there of this trend in American thinking. “It is not 

necessary to spell out in detail what the French think this would mean for 

them left alone on the continent to face Germany,” Bohlen wrote Kennan 

from Paris in October, 1949. “[I]f it becomes evident that we are creating 

an Anglo—American-Canadian bloc as a political reality in our European 

policy we will not be able to hold on to the nations of Western Europe very 

long.”100 Bohlen’s warning was reinforced later that month by a meeting of 

United States ambassadors in Western Europe, which concluded unanimously 

that “no effective integration of Europe would be possible without UK parti¬ 

cipation because of the belief (not without reason) held by western continen¬ 

tal powers of potential German domination if such UK participation did not 

take place.”101* 

Interestingly, the British Foreign Office, which had taken care earlier in 

the year to disassociate Britain from participation in a continental bloc, now 

also questioned the viability of the “third force” concept. No possible com¬ 

bination of powers independent of the United States, Bevin told the Cabinet, 

was likely in the foreseeable future to develop the military, political, and 

economic cohesion necessary to resist the Russians: “The conclusion seems 

inescapable that for the present at any rate the closest association with the 

United States is essential, not only for the purpose of standing up to Soviet 

aggression but also in the interests of Commonwealth solidarity and of Euro¬ 

pean unity.” It was true that such a policy might well require the subordina¬ 

tion of British and European interests to those of the United States. But 

despite “occasional violence of talk, American public opinion and the Ameri¬ 

can Congress are both peace-loving and cautious, and more likely to err on 

the side of prudence than of rashness.” If that should ever cease to be the 

case, “it may reasonably be expected that partnership with the United States 

in a Western system would increase rather than diminish the opportunities 

for the United Kingdom to apply a brake to American policy is necessary.”102 

“That you were right in your premonitions about the effects of talking to 

the British about European union I gladly concede,” Kennan wrote Bohlen 

early in November. “The path of lesser resistance and lesser immediate trou¬ 

ble in this matter would have been to keep silent.” Nor did he have any 

intention of challenging the collective opinion of the American ambassadors 

in Western Europe: “Even if the Secretary agreed one hundred percent with 

my view, I would not ask him to move in the face of such a body of opinion. 

Time will tell who is right.” But the existing policy, Kennan warned: 

(a) gives the Russians no alternative but to continue their present 

policies or see further areas of central and eastern Europe slide into 

* John Hickerson had also expressed “grave doubts” as to “whether Germany can safely 

be absorbed in any association of nations in Western Europe to which the US and UK do 

not belong.” [Hickerson to Kennan, October 15, 1949, Policy Planning Staff Records, Box 

27, “Europe 1949.”] 
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a U.S.-dominated alliance against them, and in this way makes unlikely 

any settlement of east-west differences except by war; and 

(b) promises the Germans little more in the western context than 

an indefinite status as an overcrowded, occupied and frustrated semi¬ 

state, thus depriving them of a full stake in their own resistance to 

eastern pressures and forfeiting their potential aid in the establishment 

of a military balance between east and west. 

“You may have your ideas where one goes from here on such a path and at 

what point it is supposed to bring us out on the broad uplands of a secure 

and peaceful Europe,” Kennan added, with some bitterness. “If so, I hope 

you will tell the Secretary about them. ... I find it increasingly difficult to 

give guidance on this point.”103 

Bohlen found Kennan’s attitude less than helpful: “I had hoped we could 

profitably correspond on such subjects, but frankly I am not interested in 

polemics.” “You know me well enough to take into account my polemic 

temperament,” Kennan wrote back. But “I agree that there is no point in 

continuing the debate. A decision has fallen. . . . Perhaps it was the right 

one. None of us sees deeply enough into the future to be entirely sure about 

these things. But I find my estimate of my own potential usefulness here 

shaken by the depth of this disagreement . . . and I will be happier than 

ever if, as I hope, it will be possible for me ... to subside quietly into at 

least a year or two of private life.”104 

VI 

It is curious that Kennan and Bohlen, who agreed so completely on the inter¬ 

pretation of Soviet behavior, should have disagreed so adamantly about the 

future of Europe, to the point that each had wound up by the end of 1949 

defending precisely the opposite position on spheres of influence from the 

one each had advanced at the beginning of 1945. Kennan’s initial advocacy 

of an outright division of the Continent had been modified by the evolution 

of his thinking on the advantages of multipolarity as a stabilizing force, by 

his awareness of the limits of American power, and by his growing convic¬ 

tion, as he recalled in his Memoirs, “that we were not fitted, either institu¬ 

tionally or temperamentally, to be an imperial power in the grand man¬ 

ner.”105 Bohlen’s initial resistance to spheres of influence had been eroded by 

the failure of negotiations with the Russians, by the success of the Marshall 

Plan and NATO, and by the obvious willingness of Europeans themselves to 

welcome an American assertion of influence over them. Significantly, it was 

Bohlen whose views reflected at each point the mainstream of official thinking 

in Washington; Kennan, on this question at least, was the perpetual critic. 

It is worth asking, though, why the Kennan vision of an autonomous 
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“third force” in Europe, which at an earlier stage had had widespread sup¬ 

port in Washington, failed to materialize. The reason, almost certainly, is 

that the Europeans themselves did not want it. Confronted by what they per¬ 

ceived to be a malevolent challenge to the balance of power from the east, 

they set about inviting in a more benign form of countervailing power from 

the west rather than undertake the costly, protracted and problematic process 

of rebuilding their own. The United States, with some reluctance, went along. 

Time would indeed tell, as Kennan observed, whether the Europeans were 

wise in choosing this alternative; even the passage of four decades provides 

no clear answer to that question. What can be said is that the system that did 

come into being in Europe after World War II, however improvised, artificial 

and arbitrary, has proven to be far more stable and resilent than Kennan or 

anyone else could have foreseen at the time.106 How long it will last is any¬ 

one’s guess, but given all the accidents, irrationalities, and perversities of 

history, that uncertainty hardly lessens the necessity of being grateful for 

small favors. 
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Drawing Lines: 

The Defensive Perimeter Strategy in 

East Asia, 1947-1951 

One of the frustrations of being a statesman is that one’s speeches are not 

always remembered for the reasons one wants them to be. Few have had bet¬ 

ter cause to acknowledge this difficulty than Dean Acheson, whose National 

Press Club speech of January 12, 1950, intended as the enunciation of a new 

East Asian strategy in the wake of China’s “fall” to communism, has more 

often been recalled as having invited the North Korean attack on South 

Korea through its exclusion of that latter country from the American “defen¬ 

sive perimeter” in the Pacific. Acheson always insisted that his speech only 

reflected established policy and could not have had the effect attributed to it; 

still one wonders whether privately he may not have felt, as General J. Lawton 

Collins later suggested, “like a batter swinging at a bad ball [who] would 

have liked to have had that swing back again.”1 

Given presently available evidence, it is impossible to confirm or refute 

charges that Acheson’s speech encouraged the North Koreans to attack.2 Suf¬ 

ficient evidence does exist, though, to demonstrate that there was nothing 

casual or inadvertent about his proclaimed strategy of defending offshore 

islands while avoiding direct commitments on the Asian mainland. By the 

time Acheson spoke, this “defensive perimeter” concept had received endorse- 

This essay was originally prepared for a conference on post-World War II Sino- 

American relations, sponsored by the East Asian Institute of Columbia University and 

held at Mount Kisco, New York, in June, 1978. It was subsequently published in Dorothy 

Borg and Waldo Heinrichs, eds., Uncertain Years: Chinese-American Relations, 1947-1950 

(New York: 1980), pp. 61-118, and appears here in a revised form. 
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ments from the Commander in Chief, Far East, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the 

National Security Council, and the President of the United States. The prod¬ 

uct of no single individual or agency within the government, it had nonethe¬ 

less come to be accepted, by early 1950, as the most appropriate strategic 

posture for the United States in East Asia. 

But this consensus in support of the “defensive perimeter” proved to be 

remarkably fragile. Within six months, the Truman administration had re¬ 

versed its own strategy: it had committed air, naval, and ground forces to 

the defense of South Korea, it had accelerated military assistance to the 

French in Indochina, and, by sending the Seventh Fleet to patrol the Taiwan 

Strait, it had involved the United States directly in the Chinese civil war. 

This abrupt turnabout reveals much about shifting perceptions of interests 

and threats in East Asia at the time; it is, as well, an illuminating commen¬ 

tary—as was Acheson’s Press Club speech—on the gap between the intentions 

of statesmen and the consequences of their actions. 

I 

“Today, so far as I can learn, we are operating without any over-all strategic 

concept for the entire western Pacific area.” This warning, contained in a 

March, 1948, message from George F. Kennan, Director of the State Depart¬ 

ment’s Policy Planning Staff, to Secretary of State George C. Marshall, did 

much to stimulate thinking within the government on American priorities in 

East Asia. With his recipient’s background obviously in mind, Kennan apolo¬ 

gized “for being so bold, as a civilian, to offer suggestions on matters which 

are largely military; but it is essential that some over-all pattern including 

military as well as the political factors be evolved.” He then went on to pro¬ 

pose the following as “the most desirable political-strategic concept for the 

western Pacific area”: 

1. While we would endeavor to influence events on the mainland of 

Asia in ways favorable to our security, we would not regard any main¬ 

land areas as vital to us. Korea would accordingly be evacuated as 

soon as possible. 

2. Okinawa would be made the center of our offensive striking 

power in the western Pacific area. It would constitute the central and 

most advanced point of a U-shaped U.S. security zone embracing the 

Aleutians, the Ryukyus, the former Japanese mandated islands, and of 

course Guam. We would then rely on Okinawa-based air power, plus 

our advance naval power, to prevent the assembling and launching 

[of] any amphibious force from any mainland port in . . . east-cen¬ 

tral or northeast Asia. 

3. Japan and the Philippines would remain outside this security 
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area, and we would not attempt to keep bases or forces on their terri¬ 

tory, provided that they remained entirely demilitarized and that no 

other power made any effort to obtain strategic facilities on them. 

They would thus remain neutralized areas, enjoying complete political 

independence, situated on the immediate flank of our security zone. 

If Washington could accept this approach, then “we would have firm points 

of orientation for our short-term policies in this area.” Without some such 

concept, “we cannot move at all.” Kennan concluded: “I need hardly stress 

the desirability of an early clarification of our policy in this area in view of 

the trend of world events and the necessity of having all our hatches bat¬ 

tened down for the coming period.”3 

Kennan found few objections to this strategy when he discussed it with 

General Douglas MacArthur in Tokyo that same month.* MacArthur pro¬ 

posed a defensive line including the Aleutians, Midway, the former Japanese 

mandated islands, Okinawa, the Philippines, Australia, New Zealand, and the 

British and Dutch islands in the southwest Pacific. Okinawa, he stressed, was 

the strongpoint: from it he could control each of the ports in northern Asia 

from which an amphibious operation could be launched. He also agreed with 

Kennan that it would not be desirable to retain United States troops perma¬ 

nently in Japan, although he did consider it necessary to hold on to Clark 

Field in the Philippines.4 For the next year and a half, MacArthur would re¬ 

peatedly express the idea that as a result of World War II the American 

strategic frontier had shifted from the West Coast to the Asian offshore island 

chain, and that the security of the United States depended on keeping those 

islands out of hostile hands.5 

By the summer of 1949, the concept of a “defensive perimeter” had also 

become widely accepted in Washington. A Central Intelligence Agency study 

in May stressed the importance of the offshore islands in facilitating access 

to the strategic raw materials of India and Southeast Asia, especially if the 

Suez route should be closed.6 The Joint Chiefs of Staff informed the National 

Security Council in June that “from the military point of view, the ultimate 

minimum United States position in the Far East vis-a-vis the USSR, one to 

which we are rapidly being forced, requires at least our present degree of 

control of the Asian offshore chain.”7 In November, an internal State De¬ 

partment memorandum cited Pentagon authorities in support of the proposi- 

* Kennan had outlined an earlier version of the defensive perimeter concept before 

leaving on his East Asian trip: “We should make a careful study to see what parts of 

the Pacific and Far Eastern world are absolutely vital to our security, and we should 

concentrate our policy on seeing to it that those areas remain in hands which we can 

control or rely on. It is my guess . . . that Japan and the Philippines will be found to 

be the corner-stones of such a Pacific security system and that if we can contrive to re¬ 

tain effective control over these areas there can be no serious threat to our security from 

the East within our time.” [PPS/23, “Review of Current Trends: U.S. Foreign Policy,” 

February 24, 1948, U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States 

(hereafter FR): 1948, 1, 525.] 
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tion that “our position is not directly jeopardized by the loss of China so 

long as the security of the islands continues to be maintained.”8 And a draft 

National Security Council paper concluded the following month that the “mini¬ 

mum position required to defend Asia “against future Soviet aggression” 

would consist of “at least our present military position in the Asian offshore 

island chain, and in the event of war its denial to the Communists.”9 

Acheson was hardly breaking new ground, then, when he told the Na¬ 

tional Press Club that “this defensive perimeter runs along the Aleutians to 

Japan and then goes to the Ryukyus . . . [and] from the Ryukyus to the 

Philippine Islands.” As he later recalled, “with the authority of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff and General MacArthur behind me, it did not occur to me that 

I should be charged with innovating policy or political heresy.”10 But an 

examination of the assumptions that had led the State Department, the Joint 

Chiefs, and MacArthur to agree on this concept reveals striking disparities; 

these in turn suggest the unstable nature of the consensus upon which the 

defensive perimeter” strategy rested and help to account for the rapidity of 

its demise. 

II 

The State Department based its support of the “defensive perimeter” idea on 

a strong sense of pessimism regarding the ability of the United States to influ¬ 

ence events on the Asian mainland. The frustrating outcome of General 

Marshall’s mission to China just prior to his entering the Department had 

done much to generate this sense of discouragement; Marshall’s own consid¬ 

erable influence as Secretary of State strongly reinforced it.11 The Depart¬ 

ment did yield to Congressional pressures for a limited program of economic 

and military aid to Nationalist China in 1948, but it did so more for the pur¬ 

pose of defusing opposition to the European Recovery Program than from 

any conviction that aid to China might actually be effective.12 Acheson, upon 

becoming Secretary of State, made no effort to conceal his own skepticism. 

In his August, 1949, letter transmitting the China “White Paper” to the 

President, he argued bluntly with reference to Chiang Kai-shek’s defeat that 

“nothing that this country did or could have done within the reasonable limits 

of its capabilities could have changed that result; nothing that was left undone 

by this country has contributed to it.”13 United States assistance could be 

effective if it was the missing component in the situation, he noted in his 

National Press Club speech, but “the United States cannot furnish all these 

components to solve the question. It can not furnish determination, it can not 

furnish the will, and it can not furnish the loyalty of a people to its govern¬ 

ment.”14 

Reinforcing the Department’s doubts about Washington’s ability to shape 

events on the mainland was the conviction that China was not vital to the 
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security of the United States in any event. This conclusion stemmed from a 

sharp awareness of the limits of American power, and of the need, as a con¬ 

sequence, to distinguish vital from peripheral interests.15 It also grew out of 

a tendency to define interests primarily in terms of industrial war-making 

capacity: hence, Kennan’s conclusion that there were only five vital centers of 

power in the world—the United States, the Soviet Union, Great Britain, the 

Rhine valley, and Japan—and that the task of containment was to see to it 

that the four not then under Soviet control remained free of it.16 “If this is 

true,” Kennan told an audience at the Naval War College in October, 

you do not need to hold land positions on the Eurasian land mass to 

protect our national security. If that is true, you can theoretically con¬ 

tent yourself with permitting most of these land areas to be in the 

hands of people who are hostile to ourselves as long as you exercise 

that power of inhibiting the assembling and launching of amphibious 

forces from many Asian ports.17 

Acheson set out the implications of this line of reasoning in executive session 

testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in May, 1950: I 

think we have to start out with the realization that the main center of our 

activity at present has got to be in Europe. We cannot scatter our shots 

equally all over the world. We just haven’t got enough shots to do that. 18 

Still another persistent theme in the State Department’s thinking had to 

do with the need to be selective about allies. Progressive nationalism was the 

wave of the future in Asia, Department East Asian specialists believed; the 

United States, if it expected to retain influence in that part of the world, 

would have to accommodate itself to that trend.19 This obviously meant 

avoiding commitments to support colonialism, as in the case of the French in 

Indochina or the Dutch in Indonesia; it also meant putting distance between 

the United States and what were perceived to be the reactionary nationalist 

regimes of Chiang Kai-shek in China and Syngman Rhee in South Korea.20 

Departures from this principle ran the risk not only of opposing irreversible 

forces in Asia but also of associating the United States with unpredictable 

clients whose interests, however impeccably anti-communist, did not always 

parallel its own. 

Finally, there existed within the State Department the conviction that even 

if China should become a communist state, the Russians would not necessarily 

be able to dominate it. In his National Press Club speech and in other public 

pronouncements early in 1950, Acheson had hinted broadly at the possibility 

of differences between the Russians and the Chinese Communists.21 Only with 

the opening of State Department and other official archives, however, has it 

become clear to what extent United States policy toward East Asia from 1947 

had been based on that expectation.22 As a Department memorandum put it 

in November, 1949: 

We anticipate the possibility that great strains will develop between 

Peiping and Moscow. These strains would not only work to our ad- 
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vantage but would contribute to the desired end of permitting China to 

develop its own life independently rather than as a Russian satellite.23 

It was not always clear whether the Chinese people themselves would over¬ 

throw the Communists once their ties to the Russians had become apparent, or 

whether the Communists would follow Tito’s example in Yugoslavia and re¬ 

pudiate Moscow’s leadership. But since the Russians would control China in 

neither case, there was general agreement within the Department that the 

“loss” of that mainland area to communism would constitute no irreparable 

disaster for American security interests, and hence did not merit remedial 

action. 

The Joint Chiefs of Staff also came to support the “defensive perimeter” 

strategy, but by a different route. Unlike the State Department, the Chiefs 

consistently took the position that the United States could influence events on 

the mainland through a selective and well-coordinated program of military 

aid. “The latent resources and manpower of China are such,” they argued 

early in 1947, “that even small amounts of United States assistance to the Na¬ 

tional Government will materially strengthen its morale and at the same time 

weaken the morale of the Chinese communists.”24 Similar assumptions lay be¬ 

hind Lieutenant General Albert C. Wedemeyer’s September, 1947, recommen¬ 

dation that the United States furnish the Nationalists with the material sup¬ 

port necessary to prevent Manchuria from becoming a Soviet satellite, and 

Vice Admiral Oscar C. Badger’s subsequent advocacy of limited military aid 

to anti-Communist regional warlords once it became apparent that Chiang 

Kai-shek’s government was on the verge of collapse.25 

The Joint Chiefs found it difficult as well to accept the view that significant 

differences could exist between the Chinese Communists and the Russians. “It 

is believed,” a June, 1947, study pointed out, “that the Chinese communists, 

as all others, are Moscow inspired and thus motivated by the same basic to¬ 

talitarian and anti-democratic policies as are the communist parties in other 

countries of the world. Accordingly, they should be regarded as tools of So¬ 

viet policy.”26 A victory for communism in China would, therefore, signifi¬ 

cantly affect the world balance of power, since it would make that country a 

satellite of the Soviet Union.27 The Chiefs concluded: 

The United States must seek to prevent the growth of any single 

power or coalition to a position of such strength as to constitute a 

threat to the Western Hemisphere. A Soviet position of dominance over 

Asia, Western Europe, or both, would constitute a major threat to 

United States security. 

United States security interests require that China be kept free from 

Soviet domination; otherwise all of Asia will in all probability pass 

into the sphere of the USSR.28 

But whatever the Chiefs’ perception of the interests at stake in China, they 

shared with the State Department a keen sense of the limits on American re¬ 

sources and of the need to rank interests accordingly. It is significant that in 
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1947 they placed China thirteenth on a list of countries whose defense they 

considered vital to the national security of the United States."9 By mid-1948, 

China had dropped to seventeenth place on a list of military aid priorities ap¬ 

proved by the State-War-Navy-Air Force Coordinating Committee.30 “[Cur¬ 

rent United States commitments involving the use or distinctly possible use of 

armed forces are very greatly in excess of our present ability to fulfill them 

either promptly or effectively,” the Joint Chiefs warned Secretary of Defense 

James Forrestal in November, 1948.31 During the MacArthur hearings in 

1951, General Marshall recalled that “we would literally have [had] to take 

over control of the country in order to insure that the [Chinese Nationalist] 

armies functioned with efficiency. ... At that time . . . we had one and a 

third divisions in the entire United States.”32 

Moreover, mainland China did not appear to provide favorable terrain 

upon which to fight if war with the Soviet Union came. As early as July, 1945, 

a Joint Chiefs of Staff examination of postwar strategic requirements had de¬ 

fined as among “potentially critical operational zones” the offshore island 

chain, but no points on the Asian mainland.33 “[In] the case of warfare with 

our ideological opponents,” another study concluded in April, 1947, China 

could be a valuable ally only if we diverted to her great quantities of food and 

equipment manufactured in this country. It is extremely doubtful that the end 

result would be any great assistance to our war effort.”34 The Joint War Plans 

Committee concluded two months later that while it might be desirable to hold 

certain areas around Qingdao for the purpose of aiding Chinese Nationalist 

forces and conducting strategic air strikes against the Soviet Union, “this 

course of action would be beyond Allied capabilities during the first phases of 

the war and . . . any U.S. forces in the area on D-Day should be withdrawn 

when their positions become untenable.” East Asia itself, because of its dis¬ 

tance from the centers of Soviet warmaking capability, was not “a feasible 

avenue of approach to the USSR.”35 

Nor did American strategic planners believe that the Russians would gain 

much by controlling that part of the world. “Soviet conquest of . . . Asia,” 

the Joint War Plans Committee concluded in August, 1947, “would provide 

few military advantages and would not substantially increase their over-all 

military capability.”36 The Joint Staff Planners reiterated this conclusion in 

September, 1949: “The inability of the USSR to rapidly extend lines of com¬ 

munications, base development operations, and military and political control 

through the vast areas of Siberia and into Communist-dominated China ap¬ 

pears to preclude military exploitation of this area, to our detriment, in the 

immediate future.”37 A comprehensive National Security Council study of 

Asian policy determined later that year that the United States possessed 

neither primary strategic interests nor the means to achieve its objectives in 

case of war on the Asian mainland. Accordingly, “the current basic concept 

of strategy in the event of war with the USSR is to conduct a strategic offen¬ 

sive in the ‘West’ and a strategic defense in the ‘East.’ ” This meant the “mini¬ 

mum expenditure of military manpower and material” in such areas as would 

show “the most results in return for the United States effort expended.”38 
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But the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the State Department were not the only 

significant shapers of strategy in East Asia. Of almost equal importance was 

General of the Army Douglas MacArthur, Commander in Chief of U.S. Forces, 

Far East, and Supreme Commander, Allied Powers, Japan. MacArthur, like 

the Joint Chiefs, saw possibilities for effective military aid to China, provided 

the United States concentrated on the issue of security and put aside its con¬ 

cern for internal reform. “Desirable as such reform may be,” he wrote in 

March, 1948, “its importance is but secondary to the issue of civil strife now 

engulfing the land, and the two issues are as impossible of synchronization as 

it would be to alter the structural design of a house while the same was being 

consumed by flame.”39 Chiang Kai-shek might be on his way out, MacArthur 

commented in August, 1949, “but as long as he will fight I believe in helping 

him, as I would help anyone else who would fight the Communists.”40 

MacArthur came to this position, though, by a process of reasoning very 

different from that of the Joint Chiefs of Staff or the Department of State. For 

him, American strategic interests in the world were undifferentiated: “[I]f 

we embark upon a general policy to bulwark the frontiers of freedom against 

the assaults of political despotism, one major frontier is no less important than 

another, and a decisive breach of any will inevitably threaten to engulf all.”41 

Victories of communism in China were those of the Soviet Union; the dangers 

they posed to United States security were no less than those created by the 

expansion of communism elsewhere in the world. As Senator H. Alexander 

Smith noted following a conversation with MacArthur in September, 1949: 

“He is violently against any form of communism wherever it shows itself and 

would back any of the anticommunist forces everywhere in the world.”42 

The General’s well-known conviction that Asia was being neglected in fa¬ 

vor of Europe grew logically out of this perception of undifferentiated inter¬ 

ests. “It no longer appears realistic to consider the Far East as a static and 

secure flank in the military contest with Communism,” he cabled General Wede- 

meyer in November, 1948.43 By 1949, he was complaining vigorously about a 

“Europe first” mentality in Washington and a corresponding inclination to 

“scuttle the Pacific.” He attributed these tendencies to the influence of Mar¬ 

shall and the “bright young men” around him, and to the inability of the 

Joint Chiefs to “understand” East Asia, a failing stemming from their con¬ 

centration on European affairs during and since World War II.44 What Wash¬ 

ington failed to see, a study prepared by MacArthur’s staff argued, was that 

the Soviet offensive had shifted from the European theater to East Asia, partly 

as the result of the success of containment in Europe. United States military 

planning had not shifted accordingly: as a consequence, Soviet utilization of 

the resources of East Asia, if linked with the industrial machine of Japan, 

“might prove ultimately decisive.”45 

But MacArthur was much less clear about how the United States should 

deal with this threat. He was fond of insisting that “anyone in favor of send¬ 

ing American ground troops to fight on Chinese soil should have his head ex¬ 

amined,”46 a point of view that would appear to have ruled out direct military 

assistance to Chiang Kai-shek. Moreover, MacArthur was extraordinarily sen- 
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sitive to the self-defeating effects of prolonged military occupations (a charac¬ 

teristic he shared with Kennan).* One of his chief priorities after 1948 was to 

end the American occupation of Japan;47 it seems unlikely that he would have 

welcomed similar responsibilities elsewhere. Given these circumstances, given 

the limited resources made available by Washington, it made sense from Mac- 

Arthur’s perspective to endorse the island perimeter concept as the most effi¬ 

cient way to retain a military presence in Asia without getting bogged down 

either in protracted war or in protracted occupation. 

Hence, though the State Department, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and Mac- 

Arthur all came to support the “defensive perimeter” strategy, they did so for 

very different reasons. State saw the offshore island chain as a detached posi¬ 

tion from which to encourage Asian nationalism as a bulwark against Soviet 

expansionism. The Chiefs regarded it as a line capable of being held at mini¬ 

mal cost, should war come, while the strategic offensive proceeded elsewhere. 

Mac Arthur saw it as the nation’s first line of defense and, more distantly, as a 

series of bases from which to launch offensive operations aimed at regaining 

the mainland, although he never made clear the nature and precise objectives 

of those operations. These differences in priorities and expectations became 

painfully clear as the Truman administration sought to apply the “defensive 

perimeter” strategy in three areas that did not easily fit it: Taiwan, Indochina, 

and Korea. 

Ill 

There was never any question, whether in the Pentagon, the State Department, 

or the Far East Command, as to the strategic importance of Taiwan once it 

became apparent that Chiang Kai-shek could not retain control of the main¬ 

land. The prospect of a Taiwan dominated by “Kremlin-directed Commu¬ 

nists,” the Joint Chiefs concluded late in 1948, would be “very seriously detri¬ 

mental to our national security,” since it would give the Communists the 

capability of dominating sea lines of communication between Japan and Ma¬ 

laya, and of threatening the Philippines, the Ryukyus, and ultimately Japan 

itself.48 A State Department draft report to the National Security Council early 

in 1949 argued that “the basic aim of the U.S. should be to deny Formosa and 

the Pescadores to the Communists.”49 MacArthur was particularly adamant on 

this point. He told Max W. Bishop, Chief of the State Department’s Division 

of Northeast Asian Affairs, that “if Formosa went to the Chinese Communists 

* MacArthur would call, in October, 1950, for the early withdrawal of U.S. forces from 

Korea once military operations had been completed “to the end that we may save . . . the 

Korean people from the undue impact of American troops upon the peaceful settlement 

of their internal affairs.” [MacArthur to Truman, October 30, 1950, MacArthur Papers, 

Record Group 5, Box 1A, File 5.] For Kennan’s views on military occupations, see his 

Memoirs: 1925-1950 (Boston: 1967), pp. 371-72, 387, 438-39, 447-48. 



Drawing Lines 81 

our whole defensive position in the Far East [would be] definitely lost; that it 

could only result eventually in putting our defensive line back to the west 

coast of the continental United States.”50 

It is interesting to note, however, that neither the State Department, the 

Joint Chiefs, nor MacArthur intially favored using American forces to deny 

Taiwan to the new People’s Republic of China. The Chiefs, citing “the current 

disparity between our military strength and our many global obligations,” op¬ 

posed military involvement on the grounds that “this might . . . lead to the 

necessity for relatively major effort there, thus making it impossible then to 

meet more important emergencies elsewhere.”51 MacArthur repeatedly made 

it clear that he did not favor the creation of American military bases on Tai¬ 

wan ; the important thing was to deny the island to potential adversaries, while 

retaining the use of such other more easily controlled strongpoints as Okinawa 

and the Philippines.02 The State Department opposed military action on the 

grounds that overt attempts to detach Taiwan from China would risk offending 

Chinese nationalism and might undermine the Department’s strategy of at¬ 

tempting to drive a wedge between the People’s Republic and the USSR. As 

Acheson put it: “We are most anxious to avoid raising the spectre of an Amer¬ 

ican-created irredentist issue just at the time we shall be seeking to exploit the 

genuinely Soviet-created irredentist issue in Manchuria and Sinkiang.”53 

The State Department’s preferred solution, which the National Security 

Council and the President approved in February, 1949, was to deny the island 

to both the Chinese Communists and the Chinese Nationalists by discreetly 

promoting a Taiwan autonomy movement.54 To this end, Acheson assigned 

Livingston Merchant, then Counselor at the United States Embassy in Nanjing, 

to contact authorities on Taiwan with a view toward discouraging any further 

influx of refugees from the mainland, encouraging Taiwanese participation in 

the government, and, upon receipt of assurances that action had been taken in 

these two areas, promising American economic aid. Acheson stressed the need 

for secrecy: “It is a cardinal point in our thinking that if the present policy 

is to have any hope of success in Formosa, we must carefully conceal our wish 

to separate the island from mainland control.”55 Merchant soon reported back 

that the Taiwanese autonomy movements were poorly organized and that even 

if an independent regime could be established, the United States would still 

run the risk of offending Chinese nationalism if it sent military forces to de¬ 

fend the island. Other reports indicated that Taiwan was already “packed with 

troops” loyal to Chiang Kai-shek. By May, Merchant was advising Acheson 

that the strategy of promoting Taiwan’s autonomy had failed.56* 

* In a Policy Planning Staff paper drafted early in July, 1949, but immediately canceled, 

Kennan argued that “Formosan separatism is the only concept which has sufficient grass¬ 

roots appeal to resist communism.” This could now be achieved only by persuading other 

East Asian powers to intervene in Taiwan, obviously an unlikely prospect, or through 

unilateral United States action to eject Chiang Kai-shek’s forces from the island. “I per¬ 

sonally feel that if the second course were to be adopted and to be carried through with 

sufficient resolution, speed, ruthlessness and self-assurance, the way Theodore Roosevelt 
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Acheson had anticipated the possibility that even with an independent Tai¬ 

wan, the United States ultimately might find it necessary to send troops to de¬ 

fend the island. In a National Security Council meeting on March 1 he had 

urged the military not to exclude from its thinking “the possibility that it 

might later be called upon to employ modest military strength in Formosa in 

collaboration with other friendly forces.”57 Whether in response to this sug¬ 

gestion or not, the Joint Chiefs advised the Secretary of Defense that, while 

they did not favor overt military action with regard to Taiwan at that time, 

“there can be no categorical assurance, however, that other future circum¬ 

stances, extending to war itself, might not make overt military action eventu¬ 

ally advisable from the over-all standpoint of our national security. d8 Later 

that spring the Joint Staff Planners worked out a new emergency war plan 

specifying that, in case of war with the Soviet Union, provision would be made 

for “denial to the Soviets of the use of Formosa as a base for offensive opera¬ 

tions.”59* * It is not clear to what extent the State Department was aware of this 

plan, which gained the final approval of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on December 

8, 1949. Its general direction, though, was consistent with the position Ache- 

son had taken in the National Security Council the previous March. 

Meanwhile, the question of Taiwan had become embroiled in American 

domestic politics. Congressional supporters of Chiang Kai-shek had already 

demonstrated their power by forcing on the administration a continued pro¬ 

gram of limited military aid to the Nationalists; they also managed to pro¬ 

voke angry debates in August over the China White Paper and in September 

over W. Walton Butterworth’s nomination to be Assistant Secretary of State 

for Far Eastern Affairs.60 In October, Senator H. Alexander Smith, an influ¬ 

ential Republican member of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, trav¬ 

eled to Taiwan over the objections of the State Department;61f he returned 

might have done it, it would not only be successful but would have an electrifying effect 

in this country and throughout the Far East.” Kennan argued that if the President and 

the National Security Council were willing to act on this basis, “then my personal view 

is that we should take the plunge.” If not, efforts should be made to prepare United States 

and world opinion for a Chinese Communist takeover of the island.” [PPS/53, “United 

States Policy toward Formosa and the Pescadores,” drafted by Kennan, July 6, 1949, but 

canceled the same day, FR: 1949, IX, 356—59. See also George F. Kennan, Memoirs: 

1950-1963 (Boston: 1972), p. 54.] 

* The Joint Strategic Plans Committee had concluded in September, 1949, that “the 

future of Formosa is a critical factor, for should this strategic island come under active 

Communist control, and should its relations with the USSR be close enough to extend 

base rights or permit Soviet development in the area, a revision of our war plans would 

be required.” [JSPC 877/72, September 14, 1949, Army Staff Records, P & 0 1949-50, 

381 TS, sec. 3, case 56, Modern Military Branch, National Archives.] 

t Smith’s diary and correspondence for 1949 provide detailed information about his 

decision to concentrate on the issue of Taiwan. There is strong evidence that the Moral 

Re-Armament movement played an important role in shaping Smith’s views on this sub¬ 

ject through the activities of John Roots, a member of Smith’s staff, and H. Kenaston 

Twitchell, Smith’s son-in-law. Roots and Twitchell, in turn, maintained close contacts 
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convinced that the United States should under no circumstances allow the is¬ 

land to fall into the hands of the People’s Republic. Senator William F. Know- 

land, upon his return from a similar trip in December, called for the dispatch 

of a military mission to Taiwan, and during the first week in January, 1950, 

both Senator Robert A. Taft and former President Herbert Hoover endorsed 

the use of military force if necessary to deny the island to the Communists.62 

These views found sympathy within the military establishment. MacArthur 

had continued to stress both the strategic importance of Taiwan and the ease 

of defending it; all that would be necessary, he argued, would be the dispatch 

of a military mission and the provision of limited military assistance.63 By 

December, 1949, the Joint Chiefs had also come to the conclusion that “a 

modest, well-directed, and closely supervised program of military aid to the 

anti-communist government of Taiwan would be in the security interest of the 

United States.”64 But the State Department continued to resist efforts to deny 

Taiwan to Beijing by anything other than political or economic means. As 

one Department memorandum put it, any attempt to detach the island from 

mainland control either through the use of force or through some trusteeship 

arrangement on behalf of Taiwanese self-government “would outrage all Chi¬ 

nese elements and as a resort to naked expediency would destroy our standing 

with the smaller countries of the world.”65 

Pessimistic about the efficacy of political and economic measures, the De¬ 

partment began taking steps in December to prepare American and world 

opinion for a Communist takeover of the island, which it expected to occur 

sometime in 1950.66* * And after an extensive series of discussions in the Na¬ 

tional Security Council during the last week in December, the Department was 

able to secure President Truman’s endorsement of a statement that, while the 

United States could continue to attempt to deny Taiwan to the People’s Re¬ 

public by non-military means, it should at the same time recognize that such 

a policy might not succeed and “should make every effort to strengthen the 

overall U.S. position with respect to the Philippines, the Ryukyus, and Ja¬ 

pan.”67 Truman made this policy public on January 5, 1950, in a statement 

with high officials of the Chinese Nationalist government who were also active in Moral 

Re-Armament. [Details can be traced in the Smith Diary for April, 1949, all in the 

H. Alexander Smith Papers, Boxes 98 and 282, Seeley Mudd Library, Princeton Univer¬ 

sity; see also Nancy Bernkopf Tucker, Patterns in the Dust: Chinese-American Relations 

and the Recognition Controversy, 1949-1950 (New York: 1983), p. 256.] 

* A Central Intelligence Agency estimate in October, 1949, had concluded that “failing 

U.S. military occupation and control, a non-communist regime on Taiwan probably will 

succumb to the Chinese communists by the end of 1950.” [CIA ORE 76-49, October 19, 

1949, quoted in NSC 48/1, December 23, 1949, U.S. Department of Defense, United 

States-Vietnam Relations, 1945-67 (Washington: 1971), VIII, 245.] In an executive 

session of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on January 13, 1950, Senator Smith 

asked Acheson: “Is it inevitable, then, that the island will fall to the Communists?” 

Acheson replied: “My own judgement is that it is.” [U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee 

on Foreign Relations, Historical Series: Reviews of the World Situation, 1949—1950 

(Washington: 1974), p. 184.] 
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reaffirming the Cairo Declaration’s commitment to return Taiwan to China” 

and disavowing any intention of using American troops to defend the island 

or to furnish military aid and advice.68 

Needless to say, the administration’s strategy of excluding Taiwan from 

the American “defensive perimeter” was not popular with supporters of Chiang 

Kai-shek. Senator Knowland warned Acheson that the Department was follow¬ 

ing “a fatal policy . . . which we would live to rue and regret.”69 “I cannot 

get over the feeling,” Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg snapped, in a sarcastic 

reference to the Cairo Declaration, “that the final fate of six million people in 

Formosa should be conclusively and forever settled by a mimeograph on the 

porch of Shepherd’s [sic] Hotel in Cairo on a Sunday afternoon.”‘°f Senator 

Smith noted in his diary: “We believed that Acheson misjudged the cause of 

China’s deterioration and defeat—that he did not understand that it is not a 

civil war but a conquest by Russia and that the State Department has com¬ 

pletely missed the significance of Formosa.”71 John Foster Dulles attacked the 

whole idea of a “defensive perimeter” strategy in a public speech late in Janu¬ 

ary : “If we renounce all goals beyond the reach of our military and economic 

grasp, that means abandoning about 1,800,000,000 people. That, in turn, in¬ 

vites the encirclement which Soviet Communism has long and openly planned 

against us.”72 

In fact, the administration had not written off Taiwan in the event of war 

with the Soviet Union. Acheson hinted at this in a press conference on Janu¬ 

ary 5, when he was asked the significance of Truman’s statement that day that 

“the United States has no desire to obtain special rights or privileges or to es¬ 

tablish military bases on Formosa at this time.” The phrase “at this time,” 

Acheson explained, “is a recognition of the fact that, in the unlikely and un¬ 

happy event that our forces might be attacked in the Far East, the United 

States must be completely free to take whatever action in whatever area is 

necessary for its own security.”73 General Omar Bradley, in off-the-record tes¬ 

timony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on January 25, indi¬ 

cated that the Joint Chiefs were fully aware of the dangers control of Taiwan 

by a potential enemy would pose to the American position in the Pacific.74 

The next day, the Joint Chiefs concluded that an emergency war plan pro¬ 

viding for the denial of Taiwan to the Russians in case of war should remain 

in effect through the middle of 1951.75 It is significant also that General Mac- 

Arthur, after a meeting with the Joint Chiefs in Tokyo early in February, told 

* The Cairo Declaration, which promised to strip postwar Japan of its imperial posses¬ 
sions, had been approved by Franklin D. Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and Chiang Kai- 
shek in the Egyptian capital on November 26, 1943. 

f The Senator was poetically imprecise. In fact, the date was a Friday, the location 
Roosevelt’s villa at Mena House, and “Shepherd’s Hotel” should be “Shepheard’s.” But 
the establishment in question does appear to have had a porch. See Major Lyall Wilkes’s 
1946 complaint in the House of Commons that “we have sat on Shepheard’s veranda too 
long with the wrong kind of people.” [Quoted in Wm. Roger Louis, The British Empire 
in the Middle East, 1945-1951 (Oxford: 1984), p. 240.] 
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them “that he had agreed completely with the Joint Chiefs of Staff point of 

view with respect to Formosa.”76 

But war plans, of course, could not be revealed ; as a result, the adminis¬ 

tration continued to project the image, as retired General William J. Donovan 

put it, of “an ineffectual angel beating in the void his luminous wings in 

vain.”77 Nor did Republican efforts to change administration policy let up. 

Senator Smith sent his son-in-law and an aide to Taiwan late in April, 1950; 

he then saw to it that their report, advocating a United States commitment to 

defend the island, gained wide circulation within Congress, the State Depart¬ 

ment, and the Pentagon.78 Knowland, in a letter to Secretary of Defense Louis 

Johnson in May, argued that the situation had changed since Truman’s Janu¬ 

ary statement: the Chinese Communist regime was now aligned with and re¬ 

ceiving military assistance from the Soviet Union; moreover it had seized 

American property. “Time is rapidly running out.”79 Meanwhile, Republicans 

had gained an advocate in the State Department with the appointment of 

Dulles as a special consultant with responsibility for the Japanese peace treaty. 

The future Secretary of State favored finding a formula to “neutralize” Tai¬ 

wan; at a meeting with Republican senatorial leaders on May 23, it was 

agreed, as Smith put it, “that we would start no ‘fireworks’ until Dulles has 

a chance to move in on this with Acheson.”80 

Dulles already had such an effort well under way. On May 18, he had pre¬ 

pared a memorandum warning of dire consequences for the American posi¬ 

tion in the world “if our conduct indicates a continuing disposition to fall 

back and allow doubtful areas to fall under Soviet Communist control.’ This 

prospect could be avoided “if at some doubtful point we quickly take a dra¬ 

matic and strong stand that shows our confidence and resolution. ... Of all 

the doubtful areas where such a stand might be taken, Formosa has advan¬ 

tages superior to any other:” 

If the United States were to announce that it would neutralize For¬ 

mosa, not permitting it either to be taken by the Communists or to be 

used as a base of military operations against the mainland, that is a de¬ 

cision which we could certainly maintain, short of open war by the So¬ 

viet Union. Everyone knows that that is the case. If we do not act, it 

will be everywhere interpreted that we are making another retreat be¬ 

cause we do not dare risk war.81 

Dulles submitted this document to Assistant Secretary of State for Far East¬ 

ern Affairs Dean Rusk, who was already leaning toward a revision of policy 

on Taiwan.82 One week later, Rusk told Pentagon officials that he expected to 

be able to obtain a broadening of existing policy regarding military assis¬ 

tance to the island;83 on May 30 he observed at a State Department meeting 

that world and domestic opinion were unhappy at the lack of forthright Amer¬ 

ican action in East Asia, that Taiwan was a plausible place to “draw the line,” 

and that the island was important politically if not strategically as an example 

of continuing Communist expansion.84 That same day Rusk prepared for 
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Acheson a draft memorandum incorporating word for word Dulles’s observa¬ 

tions of May 18.85 

Simultaneously, pressures were building within the Pentagon for a recon¬ 

sideration of Taiwan policy. Retired Admiral Charles M. Cooke, then living 

on the island, repeatedly bombarded MacArthur and Admiral Forrest P. Sher¬ 

man, Chief of Naval Operations, with warnings about a Soviet air buildup on 

the Chinese mainland: “If Formosa is lost to the Communists, which means to 

the Russians, which means further the setting up of a Russian jet plane air 

strength in Formosa, World War III sooner or later becomes inevitable.”86" 

These views received powerful reinforcement on May 29, when MacArthur 

sent the Joint Chiefs a list of the reinforcements he would need to hold the 

“defensive perimeter” line if Taiwan should fall under the control of a hostile 

power. “The time has passed,” he noted pointedly, “when this situation can 

be considered by the United States from a detached or an academic view¬ 

point” : 

In the event of war between the United States and the USSR, For¬ 

mosa’s value to the Communists is the equivalent of an unsinkable air¬ 

craft carrier and submarine tender, ideally located to accomplish Soviet 

strategy as well as to checkmate the offensive capabilities of the central 

and southern positions of the FEC [Far Eastern Command] front 

line.87f 

On June 9, Secretary of Defense Johnson asked the opinions of the Joint 

Chiefs on the question of whether “the United States should make every effort 

to keep the Communists out of Formosa even though this might entail holding 

Formosa with the aid of U.S. military forces.”88 And on June 14, MacAr¬ 

thur dispatched another lengthy memorandum emphasizing that “[ujnless the 

United States’ political-military strategic position in the Far East is to be 

abandoned, it is obvious that the time must come in the foreseeable future 

when a line must be drawn beyond which Communist expansion will be 

stopped.”89 

As of June 25, though, no decision on a revision of policy had been made. 

The outbreak of fighting in Korea on that date obviously placed the Taiwan 

question in a dramatically different strategic context. General Bradley sug- 

* Cooke claimed at one point to be working for the International News Service on 

Taiwan, at another to be affiliated with Commerce International China. He emphatically 

disclaimed any connection with the Chinese Nationalist government, but not before re¬ 

ceiving a warning from Sherman on the impropriety of retired naval officers receiving 

emoluments from foreign governments. [Cooke to Sherman, April 14, 1950, Sherman to 

Cooke, May 29, 1950, Cooke to Sherman, undated but probably mid-June 1950, all in 

Forrest P. Sherman Papers, Folder 1, in Records of the Immediate Office of the Chief of 

Naval Operations, Operational Archives, Naval Historical Center, Washington.] 

t General Bradley forwarded this message to Johnson with the suggestion that it was “of 

sufficient importance to be brought to the personal attention of the President.” [Bradley 

to Johnson, May 31, 1950, Joint Chiefs of Staff Records, CJCS 901 China (31 May 50), 

Modern Military Records Branch, National Archives.] 
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gested to the Joint Chiefs of Staff that “if Korea falls, we may want to recom¬ 

mend even stronger action in the case of Formosa.”90 That night he read Mac- 

Arthur’s June 14 memorandum at a meeting with the President and his top 

advisers at Blair House. Acheson rejected Mac Arthur’s suggestion that a mili¬ 

tary mission be sent to Taiwan, but he did recommend dispatching the Seventh 

Fleet to the Taiwan Strait to prevent either a Chinese Communist attack on 

the island or a Chinese Nationalist attack on the mainland.91 Truman ap¬ 

proved this action and announced it publicly on June 27. “It was all very won¬ 

derful and an answer to prayer,” Senator Smith noted in his diary. “The sav¬ 

ing of Formosa was clearly God guided.”92 

But the administration did not regard its action with respect to Taiwan as 

intervention on behalf of the Nationalists in the Chinese civil war. What it 

hoped to do instead was to forestall seizure of the island by hostile forces, 

while making no commitments as to its ultimate political disposition. Ameri¬ 

can officials repeatedly emphasized the even-handedness of their action; the 

dispatch of the Seventh Fleet, they argued, had been aimed as much at con¬ 

taining Chiang Kai-shek’s aspirations to return to the mainland as those of 

the Communists to invade Taiwan.93* The administration’s rejection of Chiang’s 

offer of 33,000 Nationalist troops for use in Korea reflected its concern not to 

associate itself too closely with his regime; so too did Truman’s order to Mac- 

Arthur in August to withdraw a public message to the Veterans of Foreign 

Wars which had condemned “the threadbare argument by those who advocate 

appeasement and defeatism in the Pacific that if we defend Formosa we alien¬ 

ate continental Asia.”94 The Chinese Nationalist government’s conviction that 

it represented the only legal government in China “was not held by the rest of 

the world,” Acheson reminded the American minister in Taipei: “Chi Govt 

wld therefore be well advised to appreciate realities of tenuous position it now 

occupies.”95 

As might be expected, efforts to maintain neutrality in the Chinese civil 

conflict and still deny Taiwan to the Communists proved difficult. As early as 

July 27, 1950, the Joint Chiefs had recommended that the United States con¬ 

tinue to defend Taiwan regardless of what happened in Korea.96 In August, 

the President approved the dispatch of a mission to survey Nationalist military 

needs; later that month, he authorized the allocation of over $14 million for 

military aid to the island.97 Acheson and Dulles agreed in October on the de¬ 

sirability of working through the United Nations for the permanent neutraliza¬ 

tion of Taiwan. At that time, they took the view that such an arrangement 

would not allow use of the island as a base for military operations against the 

mainland;98 but by November, following initial indications of Chinese Com¬ 

munist intervention in Korea, Acheson was refusing to rule out the use of Tai¬ 

wan by United Nations forces for just this purpose.99 Later that month, the 

* The minutes of a Blair House meeting on June 26 record the President as commenting, 

with characteristic pungency, that “we were not going to give the Chinese [Nationalists] 

‘a nickel’ for any purpose whatsoever. He said that all the money we had given them is 

now invested in United States real estate.” [Philip C. Jessup notes, FR: 1950, VII, 180.] 
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State Department abandoned its plan for a U.N.-sanctioned neutralization, 

partly because the continued domestic political sensitivity of the issue re¬ 

mained a problem, but partly also because of the administration’s failure to 

rally support for its policy on Taiwan from American allies.100 

Great Britain was one such ally, and the Taiwan issue figured prominently 

in conversations held between President Truman, Prime Minister Clement Att¬ 

lee, and their respective advisers in Washington during the first week in De¬ 

cember. In response to a comment by British Ambassador Sir Oliver Franks 

questioning the wisdom of continuing to recognize Chiang Kai-shek, Acheson 

admitted that 

there was a lot of trouble wrapped up in this problem, and he did not 

know the answer. If one starts with the proposition that we want to 

deny Formosa to the mainland, there is no question that Chiang is a 

factor in this denial. He is on the spot. While we do not like the situa¬ 

tion any better than the British do, it is dangerous to talk about the 

point Sir Oliver raised. 

One might be able to render the American position consistent with the Cairo 

Declaration, Acheson noted, but “such arguments were not worthy of this dis¬ 

cussion.” The facts were that although the United States and its allies lacked 

the power to ensure that Korea remained both free and united, “we do not 

have to accept a communistic Formosa; we have the power to prevent that.” 

Truman pointed out that the Cairo Declaration had been made at a time when 

Japan was the hostile power in the Pacific, not China or the Soviet Union. 

“When we thought that Formosa was not strategically important to us, we 

never considered that the Chinese Government would be one that would be 

very hostile to the United States. There is no question now that it is very hos¬ 

tile to us.”101 

Truman’s observation reflects an underlying element of consistency in 

American policy on the Taiwan question: the fact that at no point during 

1949 and 1950 was Washington prepared to acquiesce in control of the island 

by forces hostile to the United States and capable of taking military action 

against other links in the offshore island chain. The problem was to achieve 

this objective without getting further involved in the Chinese civil war. The 

United States was willing to install an autonomous regime on the island if 

that could be done without driving the Chinese Communists and the Russians 

together. But when it became apparent that autonomy was not feasible, Wash¬ 

ington resigned itself to the prospect of control by the People’s Republic as 

long as this did not involve a Soviet military presence as well. That possibil¬ 

ity, too, had begun to appear increasingly unlikely by the spring of 1950; as 

a result, a revision of the administration’s “hands-off” policy was well under 

way at the time the Korean War broke out. 

Korea brought about the decision to “neutralize” Taiwan for military 

reasons, but with the hope that there might still remain some chance for a 

political modus vivendi with the Chinese Communists. Beijing’s intervention 
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in the Korean conflict destroyed that prospect;* hence, by the end of 1950, 

the Truman administration had found itself in precisely the position it had 

sought to avoid: yoked, as it were, for better or for worse, to Chiang Kai-shek. 

IV 

Just as Taiwan represented an anomaly as an island strongpoint excluded from 

the original “defensive perimeter,” so French Indochina, as a mainland area 

included within it, constituted another. Certainly there was little promising 

about the situation there, what with an unpopular colonial government waging 

an increasingly costly and ineffective war against a guerilla movement that 

was both communist and nationalist. Nevertheless, the United States had 

come, by 1950, to regard the defense of Indochina as an interest more vital 

than denial to the communists of either Taiwan or South Korea. As early as 

March, 1949, a Policy Planning Staff study had recommended that “we 

should . . . view the SEA [Southeast Asian] region as an integral part of 

that great crescent formed by the Indian Peninsula, Australia, and Japan.”102 

NSC 48/1, a comprehensive review of East Asian policy submitted to the Na¬ 

tional Security Council in December, 1949, concluded that if Southeast Asia 

were to be swept by communism, “we shall have suffered a major political rout 

the repercussions of which will be felt throughout the rest of the world.”103T 

And in April, 1950, the Joint Chiefs of Staff proclaimed that “the mainland 

states of Southeast Asia ... are ... of critical strategic importance to the 

United States.”104 

None of this meant, of course, that the United States was willing to en¬ 

dorse everything the French were doing in Indochina. “We will get nowhere 

by supporting the French as a colonial power against the Indochinese,” Ache- 

son told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee; “that is something which 

has very little future in it.”105]! Nor did Washington’s policy extend to the 

point of being willing to promise American troops if Indochina was subjected 

to external attack.** But it did mean support for, and, by February, 1950, rec- 

* Although the administration would make one additional highly secret attempt at such 

an arrangement early in 1951. See Chapter Six, below. 

f “Isn’t the importance of keeping the Chinese Communists out of the Southeast greater 

than holding a little island like Formosa,” Senator Henry Cabot Lodge asked Ambassador 

Philip C. Jessup at an executive session of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on 

March 29, 1950. Jessup’s reply: “I think so.” [Reviews of the Wodd, Situation, p. 279.] 

t But there were limits to how far the French could be pushed. As Acheson put it, the 

thing that we have to be careful about is that we do not press the French to the point 

where they say, ‘All right, take over the damned country. We don’t want it, and put their 

soldiers on ships and send them back to France.” [Executive session testimony, Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee, March 29, 1950, Reviews of the World Situation, p. 267,] 

* * “With regard to military assistance, the question is, what would be asked and what 

could we do. The French have a well-equipped and extremely good army on the border. 
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ognition of the Bao Dai government established by the French in an effort to 

encourage an anti-communist variety of nationalism in Indochina.106 And it 

also meant approval by the President, on April 24, 1950, of a directive in¬ 

structing the State and Defense Departments to “prepare as a matter of prior¬ 

ity a program of all practicable measures designed to protect United States se¬ 

curity interests in Indochina.”107 

American officials appear to have made an exception to their general rule 

of not regarding mainland areas as vital, in the case of Indochina, for several 

reasons: (1) the conviction that Ho Chi Minh was a more reliable instrument 

of the Kremlin than Mao Zedong; (2) the belief that the Soviet Union had 

designated Southeast Asia as a special target of opportunity; (3) concern 

over the importance of Southeast Asia as a source of food and raw materials; 

and (4) in an early version of what would come to be known as the “domino 

theory,” fear of the strategic and psychological consequences for the rest of 

non-communist Asia if Indochina should fall to communism. 

Ho Chi Minh’s Moscow connections had been the object of concern in the 

State Department since 1947.108 Reports from Americans on the scene in In¬ 

dochina stressing the nationalist character of Ho’s movement and the apparent 

absence of direct support from Moscow made little impression.109 “Question 

whether Ho as much nationalist as Commie is irrelevant,” Acheson cabled 

tersely—and with sweeping oversimplification—in May, 1949; “all Stalinists 

in colonial areas are nationalists. With achievement natl aims (i.e., indepen¬ 

dence) their objective necessarily becomes subordination state to Commie 

purposes.”110 Eight months later, following the Soviet Union’s recognition of 

Ho’s government, Acheson proclaimed that “the Soviet acknowledgment of this 

movement should remove any illusions as to the ‘nationalist’ character of Ho 

Chi Minh’ s aims and reveals Ho in his true colors as the mortal enemy of na¬ 

tive independence in Indochina.”111 It is difficult to reconcile this position with 

Acheson’s persistent optimism regarding prospects for nationalism in the Peo¬ 

ple’s Republic of China, although one possible explanation—admittedly specu¬ 

lative—is that reports from Indochina were subject to comment by French 

and West European specialists in the State Department who tended to be more 

preoccupied with the Soviet “menace” than were the China experts who nor¬ 

mally reported directly to the Secretary of State.112 

Related to concern about Ho’s Moscow ties was the belief that the Russians 

regarded Southeast Asia as an especially promising area into which to attempt 

to project their influence. A State Department analysis in October, 1948, had 

warned that the Russians were using their legation in Bangkok as a center 

from which to direct communist movements in Southeast Asia previously co¬ 

ordinated through the Chinese Communists.113 Soviet recognition of the Viet- 

I doubt very much whether we would employ forces of the United States in that area. The 

problem would hardly be one, or is unlikely to be one, of mass assault on a thing, but 

[rather] of subversion.” [Acheson executive session testimony, Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee, January 13, 1950, Reviews of the World Situation, p. 181.] 
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namese Communists in January, 1950, intensified this concern. As Charles 

Yost, Director of the Office of East European Affairs, put it, “Indo-China may 

now be the focal point of the most intensive and determined Communist pres¬ 

sure.”114* An Army intelligence report in March predicted that “Communist 

military measures in Korea will be held in abeyance pending the outcome of 

their program in other areas, particularly Southeast Asia.”115 And in May, 

1950, Edmund Gullion, the American charge in Saigon, argued that the very 

indefiniteness of the United States commitment in Indochina had encouraged 

the Soviets: 

As Soviet power flows up to the margin, where it must be contained, 

key points are fewer and stand in bolder relief. Twilight zones in which 

we would not know what to do in case of attack (or what to propose to 

Congress) have either been eliminated by Soviet action or by decisions 

taken by American strategic planners. I fear that IC [Indochina] may 

still be in twilight zone and as long as it is it will remain temptation to 

Chinese Communists or Soviets.116 

A third reason for considering Indochina more important than Taiwan or 

Korea had to do with the need to retain access to the food and strategic raw 

materials produced in the area, or at least to keep them out of the hands of the 

Russians. NSC 48/1 noted that neither Japan nor India could expect to be 

self-sufficient in food or cotton production without imports from Southeast 

Asia.117f A Joint Chiefs of Staff study in April, 1950, warned that Southeast 

Asia contained “major sources of certain strategic materials required for the 

completion of United States stock pile projects”; moreover, “Communist con¬ 

trol of this area would alleviate considerably the food problem of China and 

would make available to the USSR important strategic materials.” Soviet dom¬ 

ination of Asia’s war-making potential, the study concluded, might in the long 

run “become a decisive factor affecting the balance of power between the 

United States and the USSR.”118 

Finally, and most important, American officials were convinced that if In¬ 

dochina fell to the communists, other countries vital to the American position 

in East Asia would follow suit. “The choice confronting the United States is to 

* Yost speculated that the Soviet recognition of Ho suggested that a competition for in¬ 

fluence in Indochina was developing between the Russians and the Chinese Communists 

which “bodes well for the creation of friction between the two and the possible eventual 

development of Titoism in China, [but] its immediate effects are likely to be unfortunate 

in that the revolutionary time-table in that area may be speeded up by the maneuvers of 

each of the two partners to forestall the other.” [Yost to George W. Perkins, January 31, 

1950, FR: 1950, VI, 710.] 

t It should be noted that a major concern of U.S. officials during this period was to work 

out procedures whereby trade with mainland China could be maintained, as a means both 

of preventing China from becoming a Soviet satellite and of providing raw materials and 

markets for the reviving Japanese economy. See, on this point, Tucker, Patterns in the 

Dust, pp. 36-37; and Michael Schaller, The American Occupation of Japan: The Origins 

of the Cold War in Asia (New York: 1985), pp. 136-37.1 
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support the French in Indochina or face the extension of Communism over the 

remainder of the continental area of Southeast Asia and, possibly, further 

westward,” a State Department working group noted in February, 1950; “we 

would then be obliged to make staggering investments in those areas and in 

that part of Southeast Asia remaining outside Communist domination or with¬ 

draw to a much-contracted Pacific line.”119 Livingston Merchant, writing in 

March, regarded it as a certainty “that the prestige of [the] psychological re¬ 

sults of another Communist triumph in Asia, following on the heels of China, 

would be felt beyond the immediate area and could be expected adversely to 

affect our interests in India, Pakistan and even the Philippines.”120 The Joint 

Chiefs of Staff concluded in April that the loss of Indochina would mean the 

loss of other mainland states in Southeast Asia and a worsening of the internal 

security problems of the Philippines and Indonesia, which “would contribute 

to their probable eventual fall to the Communists”; this in turn would “result 

in virtually complete denial to the United States of the Pacific littoral of 

Asia.”121 

The onset of the Korean War reemphasized the strategic importance of In¬ 

dochina, but it also imposed limits on what the United States could actually 

do to help the French there. The Truman administration did, on June 26, ac¬ 

celerate the provision of military assistance;122 statements stressing the criti¬ 

cal significance of the region continued to circulate within the government 

through the remainder of the year. The Joint Chiefs of Staff put the matter 

bluntly in November, following Chinese Communist intervention in Korea: 

“The United States should take action, as a matter of urgency, by all means 

practicable short of the actual employment of United States military forces, to 

deny Indochina to communism.”123 

But short of employing American troops, there appeared to be few feasible 

means of accomplishing that objective. There was little confidence in Wash¬ 

ington regarding the ability of the French either to pacify Indochina by mili¬ 

tary means or to make the kinds of political accommodations that would swing 

the forces of nationalism there away from Ho Chi Minh.124* “The French, 

through their folly . . . have left us with the choice of following two ghastly 

courses of action,” Charlton Ogburn, Jr., a Foreign Service officer with exten¬ 

sive experience in Southeast Asia, commented in August: 

1. To wash our hands of the country and allow the Communists to 

overrun it. 

2. To continue to pour treasure (and perhaps eventually lives) into 

* One factor further eroding confidence in the French was a report in August, 1950, that 

they might seek to arrange a settlement of the Indochina question by working through 

the Chinese Communists. [See David Bruce to Acheson, August 12, 1950, FR: 1950, VI, 

851-52; Acheson to Bruce, August 15, 1950, ibid., pp. 854-56.] Confidence in Bao Dai, 

never high, had been shaken in October to the point that Acheson was willing to let him 

know “that US Govt does not regard him as indispensable to contd existence and growth 

in stability of legal Govt of Vietnam.'’ [Acheson to U.S. legation, Saigon, October 30, 
1950, ibid., p. 913.] 
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a hopeless cause in which the French have already expended about a 

billion and a half dollars and about fifty thousand lives—and this at a 

cost of alienating vital segments of Asian public opinion.125 

Three months later, John H. Ohly, Deputy Director of the Mutual Defense As¬ 

sistance Program, warned Acheson: “We have reached a point where the 

United States, because of limitations in resources, can no longer simultane¬ 

ously pursue all of its objectives in all parts of the world and must realistically 

face the fact that certain objectives, even though they may be extremely valu¬ 

able and important ones, may have to be abandoned if others of even greater 

value and importance are to be attained.”126 

There was a fundamental difference, the Joint Strategic Survey Committee 

suggested that same month, between the strategic importance of Indochina in 

a global war with the Soviet Union and in a “cold war.” War plans did not 

call for the retention of Indochina in the first eventuality, since the main en¬ 

emy in such a conflict would be the Soviet Union and the main theater of ac¬ 

tion would probably be Western Europe. But in any situation short of global 

war, the loss of Indochina would imperil the security of the other Southeast 

Asian states, the Philippines, Indonesia, even India and Pakistan. Moreover, 

“this loss would have widespread political and psychological repercussions 

upon other non-communist states throughout the world.” Even minor commit¬ 

ments of military forces, while possibly sufficient to defeat the Viet Minh, 

would probably lead “to a major involvement of the United States in that area 

similar to that in Korea or even to global war.” Accordingly, there was little 

alternative to continuing the existing military aid program, even though the 

French had failed thus far “to provide adequate political and military leader¬ 

ship, to develop sound military plans, and to utilize properly their military 

resources.”127 

But what would the United States response be in the event of Chinese Com¬ 

munist aggression not part of a global war? The Joint Chiefs took the posi¬ 

tion that the United States “should not permit itself to become engaged in a 

general war with Communist China but should, in concert with the United 

Kingdom, support France and the Associated States by all means short of the 

actual employment of United States military forces.” They also recognized, 

though, that the French might bring the Indochina question before the United 

Nations General Assembly under the “Uniting for Peace” resolution, in which 

case the United States would then probably be morally obligated to contribute 

its armed forces designated for service on behalf of the United Nations. 

Alarmed by this prospect, the Chiefs concluded that it was therefore 4 in the 

interests of the United States to take such action in Indochina as would fore¬ 

stall the need for the General Assembly to invoke the provisions of the resolu¬ 

tion, ‘Uniting for Peace.’ ”128” 

* Ironically, the “Uniting for Peace” resolution had been an American proposal, designed 

to circumvent the Soviet veto in the Security Council. [See Dean Acheson, Present at the 

Creation: My Years in the State Department (New York: 1969), p. 450.] 
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By the end of 1950, then, the United States faced an apparently insoluble 

problem in Indochina. Administration officials were unanimous in their esti¬ 

mates of the region’s strategic importance; nevertheless, the burdens of mili¬ 

tary commitment in Korea, a country once thought less vital than Indochina, 

meant that the United States had to continue to rely for the defense of the ter¬ 

ritory on the French, whose very ineptitude had made their colony vulnerable 

in the first place. It took longer than expected to validate it, but the reluctant 

conclusion of a 1951 National Security Council staff study proved, in the end, 

to be correct: “The United States cannot guarantee the denial of Southeast 

Asia to communism.”129 

V 

Korea, of course, represented the most striking departure from the original 

“defensive perimeter” concept. In contrast to Taiwan and Indochina, here was 

an area in which United States troops had been stationed. After deliberations 

in Washington lasting almost two years, these troops had been withdrawn in 

the spring of 1949, on the grounds that the defense of South Korea was not a 

vital strategic interest for the United States. Throughout this period, American 

officials harbored serious reservations about both the intentions and capabili¬ 

ties of the South Korean government. And yet, when that country was attacked 

on June 25, 1950, the Truman administration, with a rapidity that surprised 

itself as well as its adversaries, committed air, naval, and ground forces to re¬ 

pel the invasion. Five months later, Washington found itself in an undeclared 

war there with the People’s Republic of China as well. 

The initial decision to withdraw troops from southern Korea had been 

made in the fall of 1947, primarily for strategic reasons: it appeared unwise 

to retain some 45,000 men in that area at a time of increasingly severe man¬ 

power shortages and proliferating commitments in Europe. The United States 

had occupied the southern half of Korea at the end of World War II to fore¬ 

stall a Soviet takeover, but it had never expected to have to keep troops there 

indefinitely, nor did it consider it strategically sound to do so.130 As the Joint 

War Plans Committee of the Joint Chiefs of Staff noted in June, 1947, existing 

forces in southern Korea would not be capable of repelling a Soviet attack if 

one should come; reinforcements from Japan would only weaken the security 

of that more vital and more defensible position, while in no way matching 

force levels the Russians had the capability to send in. “A withdrawal from 

Korea immediately after the outbreak of hostilities is indicated.”131 By Sep¬ 

tember, the Joint Chiefs had concluded that “in the light of the present severe 

shortage of military manpower, the corps of two divisions . . . now main¬ 

tained in south Korea, could well be used elsewhere.”132 

It is important to note, though, that Washington planners made a distinc¬ 

tion between strategic interests in Korea, which they considered negligible, and 
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the very different problem of interests in terms of credibility. “This is the one 

country within which we alone have for almost two years carried on ideologi¬ 

cal warfare in direct contact with our ideological opponents,” the Joint Strate¬ 

gic Survey Committee noted in April, 1947, “so that to lose this battle would 

be gravely detrimental to United States prestige, and therefore security, 

throughout the world.”133 An analysis by the State-War-Navy Coordinating 

Committee concluded in August that “the U.S. cannot at this time withdraw 

from Korea under circumstances which would inevitably lead to Communist 

domination of the entire country.”134 General Wedemeyer, in his report to 

the President in September, argued that the withdrawal of American forces 

from southern Korea and the consequent occupation of the country by Soviet 

or northern Korean troops “would cost the United States an immense loss in 

moral prestige among the peoples of Asia.”135 

The compromise eventually reached was succinctly stated in the minutes 

of a meeting of State Department East Asian advisers held in Secretary Mar¬ 

shall’s office on September 29, 1947: 

It was agreed that (a) ultimately the US position in Korea is untenable 

even with expenditure of considerable US money and effort; (b) the 

US, however, cannot “scuttle” and run from Korea without consider¬ 

able loss of prestige and political standing in the Far East and in the 

world at large; (c) that it should be the effort of the Government 

through all proper means to effect a settlement of the Korean problem 

which would enable the US to withdraw from Korea as soon as possible 

with the minimum of bad effects.136 

An agreement with the Russians looking toward unification of the country 

having proven impossible to achieve, the United States fell back on a policy of 

providing military and economic assistance to the anti-communist government 

of Syngman Rhee, established under United Nations auspices in 1948, while 

gradually withdrawing American troops. This policy did not mean the aban¬ 

donment of South Korea to Soviet domination, though, as two National Secu¬ 

rity Council papers on the subject made clear: “The overthrow by Soviet- 

dominated forces of a regime established in south Korea under the aegis of 

the UN would . . . constitute a severe blow to the prestige and influence of 

the UN; in this respect the interests of the U.S. are parallel to, if not identical 

with, those of the UN.”137 

Just what the United States would do to defend South Korea in case of at¬ 

tack, however, remained unclear. A Central Intelligence Agency report warned 

in February, 1949, that “US troop withdrawal would probably result in a col¬ 

lapse of the US-supported Republic of Korea” and suggested that the con¬ 

tinued presence of a moderate number of American forces in the area would 

discourage any invasion from the north while at the same time boosting mo¬ 

rale in the south.138 But MacArthur, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and Secretary 

of Defense Johnson all advocated withdrawal, both because of the pressure of 

commitments elsewhere and because of the conviction that Korea would not 
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provide favorable terrain upon which to fight if war should come.139 Beneath 

the surface also was concern about the possibility that American troops might 

become involuntarily involved should Rhee make good on his frequent prom¬ 

ises to “march north.”140"' Tire State Department, originally inclined to favor 

the retention of United States forces in Korea for a somewhat longer period 

than had been planned, acquiesced, and the last American troops were with¬ 

drawn at the end of June, 1949.141 That same month, an Army study con¬ 

cluded that any “police action with U.N. sanction” in Korea including United 

States military units would “involve a militarily disproportionate expenditure 

of U.S. manpower, resources, and effort at a time when international relations 

in Europe are in precarious balance.” Application of the Truman Doctrine to 

Korea “would require prodigious effort and vast expenditures far out of pro¬ 

portion to the benefits to be expected.”14- 

Acheson’s famous exclusion of South Korea from the American defensive 

perimeter” was therefore, as he later claimed, consistent with existing policy. 

The Secretary of State elaborated on his thinking three days after the Press 

Club speech, in executive session testimony before the Senate Foreign Rela¬ 

tions Committee: 

[T]he estimate that we have ... is that South Korea could now take 

care of any trouble that was started by North Korea, but it could not 

take care of any invasion which was either started by the Chinese Com¬ 

munists or powerfully supported by them or by the Soviet LInion. 

Should such an event occur, Acheson added, the United States would not un¬ 

dertake to resist it independently by military force. “Of course, if under the 

[UN] Charter action were taken, we would take our part in that, but prob¬ 

ably it would not be taken because they [the Russians] would veto it.”143 Al¬ 

though military and economic aid continued to flow to the South Korean gov¬ 

ernment during the first half of 1950, there was in Washington no sense of 

urgency about the situation there comparable to the concerns that had devel¬ 

oped over Taiwan and Indochina.144 As late as June 19, John Foster Dulles 

was warning Syngman Rhee that the United States could help to resist aggres¬ 

sion only “if the governments threatened were themselves taking active steps 

to create conditions within their countries which would prohibit [the] growth 

of communism.”145 

The decision to come to the aid of South Korea following the June 25 at¬ 

tack was by no means a foregone conclusion. MacArthur’s initial impression 

wras that the invasion was not an all-out effort, that the Russians were prob¬ 

ably not behind it, and that the South Koreans would win.146 Secretary of the 

Army Frank Pace and Secretary of Defense Johnson initially opposed the com- 

* Rhee told Secretary of the Army Kenneth C. Royall in February, 1949, of his desire 

to reinforce the South Korean army and move into North Korea. “I told the President 

that, of course, no invasion of North Korea could in any event take place while the United 

States had combat troops in Korea, and that his suggestion was in my opinion tantamount 

to a request that we should have all American combat troops removed.” [Royall memo¬ 

randum of conversation with Rhee, February 8, 1949, FR: 1949, VII, 957.] 
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mitment of ground combat forces, and the Joint Chiefs expressed concern 

about the impact such a decision would have in weakening the defenses of Ja¬ 

pan and reducing the number of troops available for deployment to Western 

Europe.147 Dulles supported the use of air and naval forces in Korea but 

warned that the Russians and the Chinese could indefinitely supply the North 

Koreans and that “it was hazardous for us to challenge communist power on 

the mainland.” Secretary Pace replied that “the Defense Department’s disposi¬ 

tion to send divisions into Korea was not because of their desire to do so, but 

because they thought it necessary to support the political policies of the gov¬ 

ernment.”148* 

This was a perceptive comment, for in the end it was political and not 

strategic considerations that brought about American intervention in Korea. 

The blatant nature of the North Korean attack made resistance necessary, in 

the eyes of administration officials, not because South Korea was important in 

and of itself, but because any demonstration of aggression left unopposed 

would only encourage further aggressions elsewhere. “You may be sure,” 

Charles Bohlen wrote to Kennan on June 26, “that all Europeans to say 

nothing of the Asiatics are watching to see what the United States will do.”149 

Kennan himself believed that if the United States did not act, “there will 

scarcely be any theater of the east-west conflict which will not be adversely 

affected thereby, from our standpoint.”150 The fact that in attacking South 

Korea the North Koreans had directly challenged the United Nations made 

the argument even more compelling. Philip Jessup recalls Truman, at the 

Blair House meeting of June 25, repeating half to himself: “We can’t let the 

UN down! We can’t let the UN down!”151 

The problem, once the inhibition about engaging in military operations 

on the mainland had been overcome, was to decide where to call a halt. “Af¬ 

ter all,” Kennan noted in August, “when we start walking inland from the 

tip of Korea, we have about a 10,000 mile walk if we keep on going, and we 

are going to have to stop somewhere.”152 Kennan himself and other Soviet 

specialists in the State Department favored limiting United Nations action 

solely to the liberation of South Korea. Others in State, together with the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff, argued that the 38th parallel had neither political nor 

military significance, that the United Nations should seize the opportunity 

to unify Korea while carefully avoiding any expansion of the conflict into 

Soviet or Chinese territory. General MacArthur and his supporters pressed 

for yet a third alternative: expansion of the conflict through the elimination 

of “privileged sanctuaries” north of the Yalu, and the use of Chinese Na¬ 

tionalist troops.153 

* “I had doubts as to the wisdom of engaging our land forces on the Continent of Asia 

as against any enemy that could be nourished from the vast reservoirs of the USSR. I ex¬ 

pressed that doubt to the military as soon as I returned [from Japan] and before our 

decision was made.” [Dulles to Walter Lippmann, July 13, 1950, John Foster Dulles 

Papers, Box 48, “Lippmann” folder, Seeley Mudd Library, Princeton University.] Pub¬ 

licly, though, Dulles endorsed the decision. [See his CBS radio interview, July 1, 1950, 

Department of State Bulletin, XXIII (July 10, 1950), 50.] 
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Kennan opposed crossing the parallel on the grounds that such a move 

would require the dispersal of United Nations forces while risking Soviet or 

Chinese intervention. “We must remember,” he told a meeting at the State 

Department on July 21, “that what we were doing in Korea was, although 

for good political reasons, nevertheless an unsound thing, and that the further 

we were to advance up from the peninsula the more unsound it would become 

from a military standpoint.”154 A month later he reminded an off-the-record 

press conference that 

the Russians are terribly, terribly sensitive about places where foreign 

territory comes very close to their important centers. ... I think you 

can see that if you put the shoe on the other foot and think how it 

would be with us if Soviet forces began to come within say seventeen 

miles of Southern California in fighting Mexico.150" 

Kennan’s friend and fellow Soviet specialist Bohlen also warned of the Rus¬ 

sians’ sensitivity about borders and suggested that they might not even wait 

for UN forces to reach the parallel before taking action, possibly in coordina¬ 

tion with the Chinese.156 The State Department’s Policy Planning Staff and 

the Central Intelligence Agency both shared these concerns, pointing as well 

to the difficulty Washington would have in generating support among its al¬ 

lies for any decision to unify Korea by force.157 

But there were strong countervailing pressures on the question of crossing 

the parallel within both the State and Defense Departments. John M. Allison, 

Director of the Office of Northeastern Asian Affairs at State, was particularly 

vehement on the subject. “I believe that the time has come when we must be 

bold and willing to take even more risks than we have already,” he argued 

in a memorandum to Rusk on July l.158 Three weeks later he condemned the 

Policy Planning Staff’s position as “a timid, half-hearted policy designed not 

to provoke the Soviets to war,” adding: 

We should recognize that there is grave danger of conflict with the 

USSR and the Chinese Communists whatever we do from now on— 

but I fail to see what advantage we gain by a compromise with clear 

moral principles and a shirking of our duty to make clear once and 

for all that aggression does not pay. . . . That this may mean war on 

a global scale is true—the American people should be told and told 

why and what it will mean to them. When all the legal and moral right 

is on our side why should we hesitate ?”150f 

* Kennan’s opposition to military operations north of the parallel did not extend to air 

and naval bombardment; indeed, during the first week of the conflict he suggested direct¬ 

ing such actions against Chinese targets as well if Chinese Communist troops entered 

the fighting. [Kennan notes on meeting in Acheson’s office, June 28, 1950, quoted in 

Kennan, Memoirs: 1925-1950, p. 487.] 

t Allison’s brief account of his position on the 38th parallel issue in his memoirs is, at 

best, misleading. [See John M. Allison, Ambassador from the Prairie (Boston: 1973), 

p. 153.] 
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Dulles also favored crossing the parallel on the grounds that it had no legal 

standing and that aggressors ought to be punished; unlike Allison, however, 

he was unwilling to carry military operations to the point of provoking the 

Russians.160 

The Defense Department, reflecting the views of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 

emphasized the military illogic of halting at the parallel and the difficulty of 

guaranteeing future South Korean security if that decision was made. It also 

advanced the interesting argument, later seconded by Allison, that a unified, 

non-communist Korea might induce Manchuria to gravitate away from China 

and that such a development in turn might cause the People’s Republic to 

question its current alignment with the Russians.161 Still other arguments 

stressed the unpopularity with both the South Koreans and the American 

public of any decision to stop at the parallel.162 Would not public opinion 

be hard to satisfy if military operations halted at the 38th parallel, Kennan 

was asked at a press conference in August. “It is just one of those instances,” 

he replied, “when the people here will have to think very hard about what it 

is they are after.”163 

On September 11, Truman approved a carefully worded compromise 

authorizing the invasion and occupation of North Korea provided Soviet or 

Chinese Communist intervention had neither taken place nor been threatened. 

Operations were in no circumstances to extend into Chinese or Russian terri¬ 

tory, and only South Korean forces were to make the final approach to the 

Yalu. Should Soviet or Chinese intervention occur after the parallel had been 

crossed, efforts were to be made to stabilize the front at the most favorable 

possible position without risking escalation to general war.164 This was, in 

effect, a kind of “floating perimeter” strategy, designed to allow the unifica¬ 

tion of Korea so long as enemy resistance remained manageable. As Rusk 

explained it later that month, “the thinking in Washington is that we should 

let the Soviet make the decision for us as much as possible so that United 

Nations forces would carry on until we get some indication of Soviet reaction 

to their northward movement.”165'"' 

As it turned out, it was the Chinese and not the Russians who determined 

the extent of the United Nations advance into North Korea. Confronted with 

Beijing’s intervention late in November, MacArthur urged on Washington 

yet another strategic concept: a blockade of the mainland, the employment of 

Chinese Nationalist forces in Korea and elsewhere, the bombing of industrial 

* Dulles objected to the amount of freedom this strategy left for the military to make 

political decisions, but Acheson assured him that “at the present time we had good coor¬ 

dination between our political objectives and the conduct of our military affairs in Korea. 

If we were lucky and neither the Russians nor the Chinese intervened in North Korea, 

General MacArthur could act consistently with our overall political plans.” [Minutes, 

meeting of U.S. delegation to the United Nations, September 21, 1950, FR: 1950, VII, 

745-46.1 With equal prescience, Acheson later sought to reassure the Chinese about the 

march to the Yalu by calling attention to the U.S. record in the “brotherly development 

of border waters,” citing the St. Lawrence and the Rio Grande. [Department of State 

Bulletin, XXIII(November 27, 1950), 855.1 
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facilities inside China and “privileged sanctuaries” along the Manchurian 

border, and, if necessary, the withdrawal of United Nations forces from Korea 

to more favorable terrain from which to carry on the struggle. MacArthur 

justified this expansion of the conflict on the grounds that the Chinese were 

already engaged in all-out war; the Russians, he maintained, would fight only 

in defense of their own interests, which did not necessarily parallel those of 

the Chinese. Failure to choose this course would mean United States involve¬ 

ment in “an indecisive campaign with the cost of holding a position in Korea 

becoming, in the long run, infinitely greater than were we to fight back along 

conventional lines.”166 

The administration rejected MacArthur’s recommendation to widen the 

war, partly because it feared that an expanded Sino-American conflict would 

only serve Moscow’s interests, partly because it could not count on support 

from allies, partly because it remained convinced, unlike MacArthur, that 

the decisive theater of action in the Cold War and in any future hot war as 

well would be Europe.167 Accordingly, Washington reverted to the idea of 

attempting to stabilize a military line at or near the 38th parallel and, once 

this had been done, seeking an end to the fighting through negotiations. “Our 

purposes in Korea remain the same,” Acheson assured Ernest Bevin, “namely, 

to resist aggression, to localize the hostilities, and to wind up the Korean 

problem on a satisfactory UN basis and in such a way as not to commit US 

forces in large numbers indefinitely in that operation.”168 It was MacArthur’s 

inability to accommodate himself to this strategy that led to his removal from 

command in April of 1951.* 

And yet the administration did not remain wholly unsympathetic to Mac¬ 

Arthur’s argument. Truman and his advisers did give serious consideration in 

November and December, 1950, to authorizing “hot pursuit” by fighter planes 

across the Yalu and the bombing of Manchurian airfields and supply depots.169 

And in May, 1951, one month after MacArthur’s dismissal, Truman approved 

NSC 48/5, which provided: 

In order to be prepared for Chinese aggression outside Korea, to 

protect the security of UN and U.S. forces, and to provide for appro¬ 

priate military action in the event that UN forces are forced to evacu¬ 

ate Korea, [the United States should] expedite the development of 

plans for the following courses of action, if such action should later 

be deemed necessary: 

(1) Imposing a blockade of the China coast by naval and air forces. 

* MacArthur complained to Carlos P. Romulo on December 26, 1950: “This group of 

Europhiles just will not recognize that it is Asia which has been selected for the test of 

Communist power and that if all Asia falls Europe would not have a chance—either with 

or without American assistance. In their blind and stupid effort to undermine public 

confidence in me as something of a symbol of the need for balanced thinking and action, 

they do Europe the gravest disservice and sow the seeds of its possible ultimate destruc¬ 

tion.” [MacArthur Papers, Record Group 5, Box 1-A, File 5.1 
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(2) Military action against selected targets held by Communist China 

outside of Korea. 

(3) Participation defensively or offensively of the Chinese Na¬ 

tionalist forces, and the necessary operational assistance to make them 

effective.170 

As it happened, armistice talks began in July, and the administration never 

had to put these plans into operation. But the fact that they had been con¬ 

sidered suggests that the administration and MacArthur were not so far apart 

at least in their conviction that the United States had no business attempting 

to fight with ground troops on the mainland of Asia, and in their determina¬ 

tion to avoid in the future such costly departures from the original “defen¬ 

sive perimeter” idea.* 

VI 

Ideally, a “defensive perimeter” strategy should seek to contain the expan¬ 

sive tendencies of potential adversaries without unnecessarily dispersing re¬ 

sources.171 Such an approach assumes that because capabilities are finite, 

interests must be also; ends must be framed in such a way as to be consistent 

with means. Implicit also is the notion of selectivity, whether in the choice 

of terrain to be defended, instruments with which to carry out that defense, 

or allies to be enlisted in the effort. The overall objective is, or should be, to 

counter the other side’s initiatives without unduly restricting one’s own. 

At first glance, American strategy in East Asia after World War II would 

appear to have met that standard. The primary interest involved was to en¬ 

sure that that part of the world did not come under the domination of a 

single hostile power. But because United States capabilities lay more in the 

realm of technology than manpower, and because of competing obligations 

in Europe, it made sense to confine the American presence in Asia to islands 

capable of being defended by air and naval forces, thus avoiding operations 

against high-manpower but low-technology adversaries on the mainland. This 

was a realistic recognition both of global priorities and of regional asym¬ 

metries of power. 

* Significantly, NSC 124/2, approved by Truman on June 25, 1952, provided that in the 

event of overt Chinese Communist aggression against Indochina, “The United States 

should take air and naval action in conjunction with at least France and the U.K. against 

all suitable military targets in China, avoiding insofar as practicable those targets in 

areas near the boundaries of the USSR in order not to increase the risk of direct Soviet 

involvement. In the event the concurrence of the United Kingdom and France to expanded 

military action against Communist China is not obtained, the United States should con¬ 

sider taking unilateral action.” [NSC 124/2, “United States Objectives and Courses of 

Action With Respect to Southeast Asia,” June 25, 1952, FR: 1952-54, XII, 132.] 
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As with most general concepts, though, application proved more difficult 

than articulation. It was all very well to relinquish commitments in mainland 

China, which was thought “lost” to the W est for the foreseeable future, but the 

problems of Taiwan, Indochina, and Korea defied such easy solution. Taiwan 

had been excluded from the perimeter for reasons of international politics. 

Acheson’s desire to avoid further involvement in the Chinese civil war and to 

exploit potential Sino-Soviet tensions. But domestic political pressures, to¬ 

gether with concern over strategic implications should the island fall under 

Soviet control, quickly forced a reconsideration of that approach. Despite its 

mainland position, indigenous insurgency, and decaying colonial administra¬ 

tion, Indochina was always included within the perimeter. South Korea was 

quite deliberately left out, only to be included abruptly as a consequence of 

the North Korean attack. Indecision regarding the new perimeter on the Ko¬ 

rean peninsula in turn provoked intervention by the People’s Republic of China, 

with the result that the “defensive perimeter” by the end of 1950 looked very 

different from the way it had at the beginning of that year. 

These anomalies suggest that while both the immediate strategy of main¬ 

taining a “defensive perimeter” and the long-term objective of preserving a 

non-hostile Asia were capable of eliciting agreement in Washington, no such 

consensus existed as to how to get from one to the other. What, for example, 

was the threat to the balance of power: Soviet expansionism or international 

communism? Could the threat best be contained by encouraging resistance 

to it wherever it appeared, or by opposing it selectively with a view to pro¬ 

moting fragmentation? What allies might appropriately be enlisted in these 

efforts? And what priorities should be assigned to them, given responsibili¬ 

ties in other parts of the world? Nor was there always sufficient coordina¬ 

tion of political, economic, and military planning, with the consequence that 

actions taken in one field were not always thought out in terms of their im¬ 

plications for others. 

There was also a tendency to exaggerate the psychological dimensions of 

strategy: decisions to defend Taiwan, Indochina, and South Korea were based 

as much on considerations of “prestige” and “credibility” as on the impor¬ 

tance of these territories in and of themselves.* Finally, the Truman ad¬ 

ministration may have erred in delineating its strategy too precisely. Govern¬ 

ments should never be ambiguous with themselves in defining vital interests, 

* “There may be times when the army and the nation fully understand the reasons for 

withdrawing to the interior, when confidence and hope may even be fortified as a result; 

but they are very rare. As a rule, the people and the army cannot even tell the difference 

between a planned retreat and a backward stumble; still less can they be certain if a plan 

is a wise one, based on anticipation of positive advantages, or whether it has simply been 

dictated by fear of the enemy. There will be public concern and resentment at the fate 

of abandoned areas; the army will possibly lose confidence not only in its leaders but in 

itself, and never-ending, rear guard actions will only tend to confirm its fears. These 

consequences of retreat should not be underrated.” [Carl von Clausewitz, On War (first 

published in 1832), edited and translated by Peter Paret and Michael Howard (Prince¬ 

ton: 1976), p. 471. Emphases in original.] 
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but a certain amount of public ambiguity in such matters can, at times, con¬ 

tribute toward the deterrence of adversaries, both foreign and domestic.* 

By 1951, the “defensive perimeter” concept was, to all intents and pur¬ 

poses, dead. Instead the Truman administration had backed into a strategy 

of resisting aggression wherever it occurred, but only at a corresponding 

level of violence. Almost immediately, frustrations over the costs of this ap¬ 

proach led the administration to seek ways of achieving its objectives less 

expensively, but it never succeeded in implementing them. It would be left to 

Eisenhower and his advisers to devise a strategy that capitalized upon the 

advantages of ambiguity to achieve both deterrence and economy.f Two de¬ 

cades later, in reaction to an even more costly flirtation with “flexible re¬ 

sponse” in Asia, the Nixon administration would embark upon a strategy 

of encouraging Asian self-reliance while taking advantage of Sino-Soviet 

tensions to move toward a rapprochement with the People’s Republic of China. 

It was an approach not too far removed from the original “defensive perim¬ 

eter” concept as Acheson and his colleagues in the State Department had 

understood it. It was also—in a backhanded way—their ultimate vindication, 

for the long-delayed but now virtually complete withdrawal of American mili¬ 

tary power from the Asian mainland has produced, not a loss of American 

political and economic influence there, but on the whole a more successful 

reassertion of it than at any point since the end of World War II. Sometimes 

nations can, by losing, win. 

* During the course of 1950, U.S. representatives in Taiwan, Indochina, and Korea all 

warned separately of the unfortunate consequences in their respective areas if Washing¬ 

ton continued publicly to differentiate between regions of primary and secondary inter¬ 

est in East Asia. [John J. Muccio to Rusk, May 25, 1950, FR: 1950, VII, 88; Karl L. 

Rankin to Rusk, September 2, 1950, ibid., VI, 481; Donald R. Heath to Rusk and Jessup, 

October 15, 1950, p. 896.] 

t “There is a great attraction to this idea that we draw a line and say, ‘If you cross this 

line, you get hit,’ ” Secretary of State Dulles admitted before the Senate Foreign Rela¬ 

tions Committee in 1955. “Well, we found that it was almost impossible to draw a line 

in terms of concrete specific named places, and to say ‘this is it’ and nothing else is 

it. . . . [I] f you say ‘nothing else is it,’ then all you do is to let the enemy run around 

the lines that you have indicated. And even to say that ‘this is it’ is not easy.” [Dulles 

executive session testimony, January 24, 1955, U.S. Congress, Senate Committee on For¬ 

eign Relations, Historical Series: Eighty-Fourth Congress, First Session, 1955 (Wash¬ 

ington: 1978), p. 85.] 
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The Origins of Self-Deterrence: 

The United States and the Non-Use of 

Nuclear 

▼TITHIN the vast hangar that houses the Air Force History Museum, out¬ 

side Dayton, Ohio, there rests, like some gigantic stuffed pterodactyl, what 

must be one of the most imposing artifacts of the nuclear age: an entire, 

intact, B-36 bomber, with its six rear-mounted propellors, its four jet-booster 

engines, its extended cylindrical fuselage that was in fact little more than an 

unpressurized bomb-rack, its great drooping wings stretching almost the 

length of a football field, its miles of wiring, linking what was, in its day, 

the latest in vacuum-tube technology. Built and deployed during the late 

1940’s, the B-36 was capable of carrying a 10,000 pound bomb load 10,000 

miles: it could, at least in theory, have taken off from bases in the United 

States, dropped its lethal cargo over Soviet targets, and then returned, all 

without refueling. Four hundred forty-six of these behemoths were eventually 

built, at a cost of more than a billion and a half dollars. Not one of them 

ever dropped a single bomb in combat.1 

Once weapons are developed, it is often asserted, occasions will be found 

to use them. As with most truisms, this one is not always true; indeed, the 

nuclear era has made departures from it seem more the rule than the excep¬ 

tion. Not only was the B-36 with its Volkswagen-sized thermonuclear weapons 

never used in anger: whole generations of intermediate- and intercontinental- 

range ballistic missiles have been built, deployed, and eventually dismantled 

This paper was prepared for a seminar at the Institute of War and Peace Studies at 

Columbia University, organized by Robert Jervis and held in October, 1985. It is to 

appear, in a slightly different form, in the forthcoming published proceedings of that 

conference. 
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without ever having left their launch sites. Russians and Americans have de¬ 

veloped, begun to construct, but then by mutual consent abandoned full-scale 

anti-ballistic missile systems. And, most impressively, something like 70,000 

nuclear weapons have been produced, not one of which has been used for 

military purposes since the ungainly and primitive Fat Man devastated Naga¬ 

saki more than four decades ago.* 

The paradox of utility residing in non-use has become a central feature 

of the nuclear age. It rests upon two obvious facts of life: that nuclear weap¬ 

ons—even small ones—possess a destructive capacity sufficient to distort the 

relationship between ends and means that is the basis of strategy in the first 

place; and that the use of one or more such weapons by either of the super¬ 

powers would almost certainly bring swift and corresponding retaliation 

from the other. The security of nations now rests, as Robert Jervis has pointed 

out, not so much upon the exertions they themselves make, but on the restraint 

exhibited by their adversaries.2 

Curiously, though, the tradition of nuclear restraint predated the capacity 

for nuclear retaliation: during the first four years of the Cold War, the United 

States enjoyed an absolute monopoly over nuclear weapons, and even after 

the Russians successfully tested their first atomic bomb in 1949, they lacked, 

for at least another half-decade, the means to deliver it against American terri¬ 

tory in sufficient quantity and with sufficient surprise to forestall a devas¬ 

tating counter-response. 

What deterred the United States from using nuclear weapons during the 

decade that separated Hiroshima from the development of a credible Soviet 

retaliatory capability? The precedent of combat use had already been estab¬ 

lished. There was no absence of occasions for such use, what with limited wars 

threatening the position of the United States and its allies in Korea, Indo¬ 

china, and in the Taiwan Strait. Strategic doctrine prior to 1953 implicitly 

assumed resort to nuclear weapons if war came; after 1953 the assumption 

became explicit. We now know that during the year 1954, their use was 

recommended to the president on no less than five separate occasions.3 And 

yet, at no point during the decade or more in which it could have used nu¬ 

clear weapons with impunity did the United States actually do so. This essay 

inquires into the reasons for this restraint: it examines the process by which, 

even in the absence of a credible Soviet retaliatory capability, the United 

States established a tradition of not using the weapon it had been the first 

to use. 

* A recent estimate places the total number of nuclear warheads in the arsenals of the 

United States and the Soviet Union as of 1985 at approximately 40,000. But the 

American arsenal alone in the mid-1960’s contained some 30,000 warheads, and the Soviet 

arsenal came close to that figure during the 1970’s; many of these warheads have since 

been retired. Nor does the current estimate of 40,000 include nuclear weapons in the 

arsenals of other countries. [Harold A. Feiveson, Richard H. Ullman, and Frank von 

Hippel, “Reducing U.S. and Soviet Nuclear Arsenals,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 

XLI (August, 1985), 145-46.] Therefore, the figure of 70,000 weapons produced since 

1945 seems, if anything, conservative. 
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I 
The date was October 5, 1945, just short of two months after American 

atomic bombs had ended World War II, but Harry S. Truman was sitting in 

the Oval Office worrying about the prospect of American military impotence. 

Demobilization, he told Budget Director Harold D. Smith, might be pro¬ 

ceeding too fast: “There are some people in the world who do not seem to 

understand anything except the number of divisions you have. ^ Smith found 

Truman’s concern surprising: “Mr. President,” he pointed out, you have an 

atomic bomb up your sleeve.” “Yes,” Truman responded, “but I am not sure 

it can ever be used.”4 
Smith could perhaps be pardoned for feeling puzzled. After all, the United 

States had just spent some $2 billion to develop what was already being 

called the “absolute” weapon; it had demonstrated, in the most convincing 

way possible, that weapon’s military effectiveness; there was no reason to be¬ 

lieve that potential rivals would have their own bombs anytime soon, or that 

they would be able to prevail in an arms race with the United States once 

they did. Could it be so difficult, in these most favorable of circumstances, 

to think of uses for an atomic bomb? 

Truman’s instinct—for that is all it could have been at such an early 

date—was in fact prescient, because the very qualities that made the atomic 

bomb so impressive complicated consideration of what one might actually do 

with it. One could not, Bernard Brodie pointed out in 1946, come up with 

an explosive agent “several million times more potent on a pound-for-pound 

basis than the most powerful explosives previously known” without calling 

into question all previous thinking on the relationship between weaponry, 

strategy, and national policy.6 The Truman administration was in something 

of the same position George Washington’s had once been: correct or not, 

whatever it did would set precedents. But it was not at all clear that these 

would produce an appropriate alignment of military means with national 

needs. 

The “uniqueness” of nuclear weapons. The first of the precedents Truman 

set was the most important: it was recognition of the fact that atomic weapons 

differed in character from all other weapons, and so could not be dealt with 

in purely military terms. “I don’t think we ought to use this thing unless we 

absolutely have to,” he commented in 1948, “this isn’t a military weapon. . . . 

It is used to wipe out women and children and unarmed people. . . . So we 

have got to treat this differently from rifles and cannons and ordinary things 

like that.”6 Coming from the statesman who had authorized use of the bomb 

against Japanese cities, who repeatedly denied having second thoughts about 

that decision, who often said that he would not hesitate to use the bomb again 

if necessary, and who seemed occasionally even to gloat about what it could 
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do—“Boy, we could blow a hole clean through the earth!”7 he told David 

Lilienthal in 1949—Truman’s insistence on distinguishing atomic weapons 

from all other forms of warfare might seem less than convincing. 

But the President realized that Hiroshima and Nagasaki had made such 

a powerful impact on world opinion that those “first uses” were the last that 

would ever take place in so narrow a military context. One could never rule 

out resort to atomic weapons in the future, but any future decision to use 

them would carry profound moral and political as well as military implica¬ 

tions: “When [people] think this is just another bomb, they are making a 

very serious mistake.”8* 

It was for this reason that Truman insisted on retaining total presidential 

authority over the atomic bomb. There was nothing inevitable about this: the 

Nagasaki weapon had been dropped, after all, without specific presidential 

authorization,9 and the Army’s initial proposals for postwar control would 

have left the military with effective custody over both stockpiles and produc¬ 

tion facilities. Concerned about such an arrangement, Truman had success¬ 

fully supported creation of a civilian Atomic Energy Commission with full 

authority over the production and storage of atomic weapons.f As he ex¬ 

plained to Secretary of Defense James Forrestal, he did not want to have 

“some dashing lieutenant colonel decide when would be the proper time to 

drop one.”10J 

Truman was equally adamant in refusing to say categorically whether he 

would authorize the use of atomic weapons if war broke out. The first Na¬ 

tional Security Council study of this subject, undertaken at Forrestal’s re- 

* Truman added, significantly: “But I know the Russians would use it on us if they 

had it.” [David E. Lilienthal Journal, February 14, 1949, quoted in The Journals of David E. 

Lilienthal: The Atomic Energy Years, 1945-1950 (New York: 1964), p. 474.] 

t The May-Johnson bill, originally drafted by the War Department in the summer of 

1945, would have placed all nuclear facilities and raw materials in the hands of a nine- 

member commission made up of five civilians and four military representatives, all presi- 

dentially appointed, but with indefinite tenure. The McMahon bill, finally passed as the 

Atomic Energy Act of 1946, left custody of nuclear production facilities in the hands of 

a five-member fixed-term civilian commission, with no obligation to do anything other 

than consult with a Military Liaison Committee regarding military applications. For the 

history of legislation establishing the Atomic Energy Commission, see Richard G. Hewlett 

and Oscar E. Anderson, Jr., A History of the United States Atomic Energy Commission: 

Volume I: The New World, 1939/1946 (University Park, Pennsylvania: 1962), pp. 408- 

530. 

t Truman’s Budget Director, James E. Webb, elaborated on administration reasoning in 

a memorandum to Truman in July, 1948: “Contrary to the opinion and attitudes of some 

military spokesmen, the atomic bomb is no ordinary piece of ordnance. It is destructive 

beyond anything known heretofore in military science. It has a symbolic value which is 

almost as important as an instrument of international influence as the bomb itself. The 

slowness of the Military Establishment to grasp these distinctions is a strong reason why 

custody of the stockpile should not be transferred to its hands.” [Webb to Truman, July 

22, 1948, Harry S. Truman Papers, PSF Box 200, “NSC: Atomic energy—budget,” Harry 

S. Truman Library.] 
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quest in the summer of 1948, acknowledged that “in the event of hostilities, 

the National Military Establishment must be ready to utilize promptly and 

effectively all appropriate means available, including atomic weapons, but 

it emphasized that any decision actually to use them would involve political 

and moral issues only the President could resolve. Hence, there should be no 

decision in advance “either to use or not to use atomic weapons in any 

possible future conflict,” or “as to the time and circumstances under which 

atomic weapons might or might not be employed.”11 

The President’s insistence on full control was not without its price. It made 

it difficult for the military to train realistically for missions in which atomic 

weapons might be employed.12 It greatly complicated the task of Pentagon 

strategists: lacking information about the number of bombs available or their 

physical characteristics, unsure as to whether use of the bomb would even 

be authorized, they found it impossible to formulate plausible contingency 

plans for war with the Soviet Union.13 This planning vacuum may in turn 

have induced complacency among those responsible for producing the atomic 

bomb, because in the absence of detailed war plans setting out requirements 

for weapons, there was less incentive than there might have been to overcome 

production bottlenecks or to seek additional funding from an increasingly 

parsimonious administration.14 

But Truman did succeed in establishing the precedent that any decision 

regarding the use of atomic weapons would have to be made at the top: this, 

in turn, served to emphasize the distinctive characteristics of those devices. 

In this way, Truman took the first step toward building what has turned out 

to be one of the most important principles of postwar international relations: 

the idea that nuclear weapons differ emphatically from all other weapons, and 

should be treated with corresponding respect. 

Deterrence, not compellence. A second, though less clearly articulated, prece¬ 

dent involved how the bomb would be used in peacetime relations with the 

Soviet Union: it amounted to a choice in favor of deterrence over “com- 

pellence.”* Prior to Hiroshima, those few Americans who knew about the 

bomb had anticipated that it would make a powerful impression on the Rus¬ 

sians: their instinct had been to try to exploit that reaction in ways favorable 

to the United States. President Truman himself and his Secretary of State, 

James F. Byrnes, had expected the bomb to give them diplomatic leverage 

in dealing with Stalin: drawing upon their experience in domestic politics, 

they saw no reason why the Soviet dictator’s awareness of this new weapon 

would not make him more cooperative on issues like Eastern Europe, just as 

political pressure at home might serve as a means of influencing—but without 

permanently alienating—a recalcitrant Congressman or party boss.15 Others, 

like Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, conceived of the bomb as an ultimate 

* The term, of course, is Thomas C. Schelling’s. [See his Arms and Influence (New 

Haven: 1966), pp. 69-78.] 
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instrument of reform: it might be used, Stimson thought, to induce nothing 

less than a transformation in the character of the Soviet system itself.16 

The difficulty with these schemes was their vagueness on just how the 

bomb could be made to produce the desired results. As if to demonstrate that 

they had not been impressed, the Russians shifted to noticeably tougher ne¬ 

gotiating positions in the weeks that followed Hiroshima: “atomic bombs,” 

Stalin would later sniff, “are meant to frighten those with weak nerves.”17 

Administration officials had worked out no strategy for applying pressure 

on the Russians beyond the simple fact of American possession; moreover 

they almost immediately found themselves distracted by pressures to place 

atomic weapons under some form of international control.18 As a result, Tru¬ 

man and his advisers wound up giving more attention during the first year 

of the nuclear era to how they might unilaterally relinquish the atomic bomb 
than to how they might exploit it. 

Administration thinking soon shifted from “compelling” more coopera¬ 

tive behavior on existing issues to “deterring” the Russians from future mili¬ 

tary action. The Red Army’s capabilities at the time appeared awesome: one 

Pentagon estimate credited it with sufficient strength to overrun most of 

continental Europe, Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, Manchuria, Korea, and North 

China.19 But the Russians did not have the atomic bomb, and as long as that 

was the case, a State Department study concluded in November, 1945, “any 

war between the USA and the USSR would be far more costly to Russia than 

to the United States.”20 Two months later the Joint Chiefs of Staff noted that 

even “the threat of the use of the atomic bomb would be a great deterrent to 

any aggressor which might be considering embarking on an atomic war.”21 

And by 1946, civilian strategists too had picked up the theme: hence Brodie’s 

famous observation that the purpose of having a military establishment had 

now shifted from winning wars to averting them.22 

How, though, did one make a deterrent work? “If we could just have 

Stalin and his boys see one of these things,” Truman told David Lilienthal in 

1948, “there wouldn’t be any question about another war.”23 But when Win¬ 

ston Churchill proposed issuing a specific ultimatum—giving the Russians 

the choice of abandoning Berlin and East Germany or seeing their cities 

razed—administration officials refused to take the idea seriously: “You know 

better than I the practical infirmities in the suggestion,” Ambassador Lewis 

Douglas wrote Under Secretary of State Robert Lovett.24 Certainly explicit reve¬ 

lations about American atomic capabilities during this period would not have 

enhanced deterrence: there were only fifty atomic bombs in the American 

arsenal in mid-1948 and only thirty B-29 bombers equipped to carry them; 

the bombs themselves were primitive devices, requiring a specialized crew 

over two days to assemble; and because intelligence regarding the location of 

Soviet targets was sketchy at best, there could be no assurance that weapons 

dispatched would actually reach their targets.25 Public opinion might also 

render the deterrent less than credible, as Secretary of State George C. 

Marshall observed late in 1948: “Until fairly recently I thought the Soviet 
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leaders probably had felt the American people would never permit use of the 

bomb.”26 i . • . , 
What had changed Marshall’s mind was the Truman administration s 

single deliberate attempt to exploit its atomic monopoly to deter Soviet mili¬ 

tary action prior to the Korean War: the quiet—but by no means secret- 

dispatch of B-29 bombers from American to British airbases at the height of 

the Berlin blockade crisis in the summer of 1948. We now know that not a 

single atomic bomb accompanied these bombers; indeed none of them had 

even been modified to carry atomic weapons.2' Without access to Kremlin 

archives, it is impossible to say whether the deployment accomplished its 

objective, which was to keep the Russians from interfering with the Berlin 

airlift. But when the airlift proceeded without incident, it appeared that the 

bomber deployment had accomplished its purpose, and American officials 

drew the appropriate conclusions. “Soviet leaders must now realize, Marshall 

remarked with customary mildness, “that the use of this instrument would be 

possible and hence the deterrent influence now [is] perhaps greater than be¬ 

fore.”28 Truman, as was his habit, was more blunt: if it had not been foi the 

atomic bomb, “the Russians would have probably taken over Europe a long 

time ago.”29 
The Berlin B-29 deployment established two important points about how 

a deterrent might be made to work. First, it had not involved explicit threats 

of the kind Churchill had recommended—that might have alarmed domestic 

opinion or upset allies. “The way to impress the Russian political mind, Dean 

Acheson had suggested a year earlier, “is to understate what we are doing, 30 

and the Berlin experience seemed to confirm the proposition. Second, it had 

emphasized the extent to which credibility could be made to compensate for 

capability: there had been no actual transfer of atomic bombs, nor could 

there easily have been, given the technical constraints of existing weaponry. 

But the deployment appeared to have had the desired effect, nonetheless. A Na¬ 

tional Security Council study completed in September, 1948, drew the ap¬ 

propriate conclusions: the Russians 

should in fact never be given the slightest reason to believe that the 

U.s. would even consider not to use atomic weapons against them if 

necessary. It might take no more than a suggestion of such considera¬ 

tion, perhaps magnified into a doubt, were it planted in the minds of 

responsible Soviet officials, to provoke exactly that Soviet aggression 

which it is fundamentally U.S. policy to avert.31 

The whole affair had been handled “with great skill,” British Foreign Secre¬ 

tary Ernest Bevin recalled two years later: “the Russians really believed that 

if they went too far they might be subjected to an attack.”32 

War planning. What if deterrence should fail the next time, though, and war 

should actually break out? There was little doubt that if a full-scale war with 

the Soviet Union did occur, atomic weapons would be used: all war plans 
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formulated after the summer of 1948 assumed this, and indeed given the cuts 

in conventional military forces that had taken place since the end of World 

War II, there would have been no other choice.33 Truman “prayed that he 

would never have to make such a decision,” Secretary of Defense Forrestal 

recorded in his diary, “but ... if it became necessary, no one need have a 

misgiving but that he would do so.”34 For John Foster Dulles, the matter was 

academic: “The American people would execute you if you did not use the 

bomb in the event of war.”35 But what would it be used against, and what 

would be the effects? These were not easy questions to answer, and the diffi¬ 

culty the administration had in dealing with them demonstrated the extent to 

which it still had not aligned national policy with the weapons now available 

to implement it. 

The Truman administration had undertaken, during the summer of 1948, 

its first formal consideration of what American political objectives would be 

in the event of war with the Soviet Union. The resulting study, drafted largely 

by George F. Kennan and the State Department Policy Planning Staff, con¬ 

cluded that the experience of World War II would not apply: the United 

States could not expect to achieve the unconditional surrender of the Soviet 

government, or to impose its will upon the entire territory of the U.S.S.R. 

“We must recognize that whatever settlement we finally achieve must be a 

political settlement, politically negotiated.”36 The implications were clear: it 

would not be to the advantage of the United States to pursue a wartime strat¬ 

egy so indiscriminate in its effects as to destroy the Soviet Union totally, or 

to bring about the permanent alienation of its people. 

And yet, the administration’s own efforts to economize on military spend¬ 

ing had forced reliance on a wartime strategy that would have been anything 

but discriminating: had war broken out in 1949, Pentagon plans called for 

the destruction over a thirty-day period of seventy Soviet urban targets with 

what was then virtually the entire American arsenal of some 133 atomic 

bombs.37 “There are . . . grave policy issues involved which may have been 

overlooked,” Budget Director Frank Pace warned Truman: For one thing, 

“[ujnless the United States itself were attacked, it is doubtful whether public 

opinion would support atomic warfare as a policy.” It would also be impor¬ 

tant “that the concept of large-scale atomic attack, even if pointed to essen¬ 

tially industrial targets, be examined from the standpoint of a conscious na¬ 

tional policy rather than solely as an aspect of a military plan.” It was one 

thing, Pace noted, “to hold a substantial atomic stockpile in readiness for 

possible use, but a wholly different matter to base war strategy upon an un¬ 

critical acceptance of the idea of atomic warfare on what may amount to 

an unrestricted scale.”38 

Worried about some of the same problems, Secretary of Defense Forrestal 

late in 1948 had asked the Joint Chiefs of Staff to assess the effects of such 

an attack on the Soviet Union. The resulting report, drafted by an interservice 

committee headed by Air Force Lieutenant General Hubert R. Harmon, con¬ 

tained disturbing conclusions: An attack of the type proposed would kill some 
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2.7 million people and injure an additional four million. It would reduce So¬ 

viet industrial capacity by from 30 to 40 percent. But “the atomic offensive 

would not, per se, bring about capitulation, destroy the roots of Communism 

or critically weaken the power of the Soviet leadership to dominate the peo¬ 

ple.” On the contrary, it would “for the majority of Soviet people . . . vali¬ 

date Soviet propaganda against foreign powers, stimulate resentment against 

the United States, unify these people and increase their will to fight.” It 

would not seriously diminish the capacity of Soviet ground forces to advance 

into Western Europe, the Middle East, and the Far East. And, finally, 

“[ajtomic bombing would open the field and set the pattern for all adver¬ 

saries to use any weapons of mass destruction and result in maximum retalia¬ 

tory measures with Soviet capabilities.”39 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the Harmon committee report was not widely 

circulated within the government. Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson, who 

had succeeded Forrestal in March, 1949, saw to it that the President never 

actually received a copy.40 But the study did reflect increasingly widespread 

concern that an air-atomic offensive might not in fact be the appropriate 

strategy if war came.* As Secretary of State Acheson acknowledged later that 

year, the military themselves now worried “that if the Red Army got started 

they would not be able to stop it, even with the bomb ; the effect was to 

make the Pentagon “not so unresponsive to the idea that our war preparations 

are designed to keep us out of war.”41 

For these reasons, the Soviet Union’s successful test of its own atomic 

bomb in August, 1949, did less than one might have thought to shake Ameri¬ 

can officials’ faith in the weapon’s wartime utility: that faith had never been 

robust to begin with. What the Soviet achievement did do was to pose the 

choices now available to the United States in stark terms: should it move 

away from reliance on atomic weapons toward a greater emphasis on con¬ 

ventional warfare capabilities, or should it build more such devices—and 

possibly a new generation of “super” or hydrogen bombs as well—in an effort 

to maintain indefinite nuclear superiority over the Russians ? 

It was George Kennan who made the case for the first alternative most 

clearly. The fact that the Soviet Union now had the bomb, he suggested, might 

well make it “impossible for us to retaliate with the atomic bomb [even] 

against a Russian attack with orthodox weapons.” Since “neither total 

annihilation nor complete surrender of the enemy” was possible, Kennan’s 

own view—as indeed it had been since 1947f—was that the United States 

* Certainly this was the position of the Navy: locked in a desperate struggle with the 
Air Force over the defense budget, it used the arguments of the Harmon report—in sani¬ 
tized form—to bolster its position in public Congressional hearings. [See, on this point, 
Paul Y. Hammond, “Super Carriers and B-36 Bombers: Appropriations, Strategy and 
Politics,” in Harold Stein, ed., American Civil-Military Decisions (Birmingham, Ala¬ 

bama: 1963), pp. 516-27, 539-40. 

t Kennan had warned, in January, 1947, of the danger that “unruly people elsewhere” 
might be tempted to seize “isolated and limited objectives” on the theory that, because 
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could deter wars most effectively by developing the capacity to fight them on 

a limited basis. Atomic weapons might well be irrelevant to that purpose: 

what were needed instead were small, highly trained mobile combat units— 

an early version of what would today be called a “Rapid Deployment Force”— 

capable of dealing quickly with limited war situations as they arose.42 Even 

in a full-scale war, atomic weapons would be useful only as weapons of mass 

destruction: their very destructiveness would preclude their use in attaining 

any rational political objective. “Warfare,” Kennan pointed out early in 1950, 

“should be a means to an end other than warfare,” but atomic weapons “can¬ 

not really be reconciled with a political purpose directed to shaping, rather 

than destroying, the lives of the adversary.”43 Months earlier, even before 

news of the Soviet atomic test, he had concluded that “it would perhaps be 

best for this country, if it were decided that atomic bombs would never be 

used.”44* * 

Advocates of the second position—that the United States had no choice 

now but to bolster its nuclear capabilities—found broader support within the 

administration. The Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Atomic Energy Commission, 

and the Department of State all argued for an increase in the production of 

atomic bombs, both as a deterrent and as a means of fighting future wars; 

President Truman approved their proposals in October, X949.46 The question 

of whether to build a hydrogen bomb was more controversial—the Atomic 

Energy Commission itself was divided on the issue—but in January, 1950, 

Truman authorized that option as well. It is important to note, though, that 

the hydrogen bomb decision was motivated less by the requirements of war¬ 

fighting than by those of deterrence: war plans demonstrating a clear purpose 

for thermonuclear weapons had yet to be devised.46 The choice was made on 

political grounds: deterrence could not be expected to work if the United 

States was perceived to be falling behind in any major category of weapons 

system, whether or not that system would be of any use in fighting a w'ar.f 

the United States possessed only the capacity to respond with atomic weapons, it would 

choose to do nothing at all. [Kennan speech to the National Defense Committee of the 

Chamber of Commerce of the United States, January 23, 1947, enclosed in Kennan to 

Dean Acheson, August 21, 1950, Dean Acheson Papers, Box 65, “Memoranda of conversa¬ 

tions, August, 1950,” Harry S. Truman Library. See also George F. Kennan, Memoirs: 

1925-1950 (Boston: 1967), pp. 310-12.] 

* This position was similar to Kennan’s advocacy, more than thirty years later, of a “no 

first use” strategy for the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. [See McGeorge Bundy, 

George F. Kennan, Robert S. McNamara and Gerard Smith, “Nuclear Weapons and the 

Atlantic Alliance,” Foreign Affairs, LX (Spring, 1982), 753-68.] 

t Truman’s explanation of the hydrogen bomb decision to his staff is revealing: “The 

President said there actually was no decision to make on the H bomb. He said this really 

was a question that was settled in making up the budget for the Atomic Energy Com¬ 

mission last fall. . . . He went on to say that we had got to do it—make the bomb—• 

though no one wants to use it. But, he said, we have got to have it if only for bargaining 

purposes with the Russians.” [Eban A. Ayers Diary, February 4, 1950, Eban A. Ayers 

Papers, Box 27, Harry S. Truman Library.] 
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Insofar as war-fighting capabilities were concerned, the Truman adminis¬ 

tration actually moved, during the first half of 1950, to lessen its reliance on 

nuclear weapons. Kennan’s arguments in favor of conventional force options 

had struck a responsive chord with Paul Nitze, who was shortly to succeed 

him as Policy Planning Staff Director: the Soviet atomic bomb, Nitze con¬ 

cluded in October, 1949, “might make conventional armaments and their pos¬ 

session by the Western European nations, as well as by ourselves, all the more 

important.” Nitze agreed with Kennan that the Russians themselves were un¬ 

likely to start an all-out war. They might well, however, use their satellites as 

proxies to do their “dirty work”: to embroil the West in a series of debilitat¬ 

ing limited conflicts, no one of which would carry the risk of retaliation 

against the Soviet Union itself. To deal with this possibility, Nitze advocated 

a strengthening of American and West European conventional forces that 

went well beyond anything Kennan had envisaged:'"' it might even be neces¬ 

sary, he argued, to begin to shift economic priorities away from the produc¬ 

tion of consumer goods and to resort to a certain amount of ‘ propaganda 

to accomplish that objective.47 

It was this line of reasoning that led to the drafting of NSC-68, the docu¬ 

ment Nitze considers in retrospect to have been his primary achievement in 

public life.48 The conclusions of that lengthy and once-secret document are 

now familiar: it characterized the Soviet threat as world-wide in scope and 

called for a sharp increase in American defense expenditures to meet it; it 

demonstrated that the national economy could sustain such an increase with¬ 

out either crushing taxation or crippling inflation; it called for what one 

official acknowledged would be a “scare campaign” to shock the American 

people into supporting its recommendations.49 

What is often not realized about NSC-68, though, is the conviction that 

pervaded it that nuclear weapons were not likely to be of much use in the 

kinds of wars the United States was most likely to confront. The threat now, 

it argued, was chiefly that of “piecemeal aggression,” conducted on the as¬ 

sumption of “our unwillingness to engage in atomic war unless we are directly 

attacked.” Excessive reliance on nuclear weapons would leave the United 

States, in such situations, with “no better choice than to capitulate or precipi¬ 

tate a global war.” Because of their value as a deterrent, the United States 

could by no means abandon nuclear weapons: indeed “it would appear that 

we have no alternative but to increase our atomic capability as rapidly as 

other considerations make appropriate.” Nor could it embrace Kennan’s pol¬ 

icy of “no first use,” which would be interpreted “by the U.S.S.R. as an ad¬ 

mission of great weakness and by our allies as a clear indication that we 

* Kennan did acknowledge, in February, 1950, that lowering dependence on atomic 

weapons might well require “a state of semi-mobilization, involving some form of com¬ 

pulsory military service and drastic measures to reduce the exorbitant costs of national 

defense.” [Kennan draft memorandum to Acheson (not sent), February 17, 1950, U.S. 

Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States [hereafter FR1: 1950, I, 

165.] 
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intended to abandon them.” But it did appear “imperative to increase as 

rapidly as possible our general air, ground and sea strength and that of our 

allies to a point where we are militarily not so heavily dependent on atomic 

weapons.”50 

“I think it is difficult to deduce any evidence,” State Department Soviet 

expert Charles Bohlen wrote to Nitze in April, 1950, “that this monopoly on 

our part [has] influenced Soviet policy ... or abated its aggressiveness.”51 

This was, perhaps, an excessively gloomy epitaph for the four years in which 

the United States alone had possessed atomic weapons: indeed, Bohlen him¬ 

self would subsequently acknowledge that American possession of the bomb 

may well have induced the caution the Russians exhibited during the Berlin 

blockade.52 But the fact that it was so difficult to identify any specific benefits 

the United States had received from its monopoly, together with the fact that, 

by 1950, it was emphasizing a build-up of conventional forces once again, 

suggests that Truman may not have been far off the mark when he had sug¬ 

gested, at the beginning of the nuclear era, that it might be difficult to find 

uses for the atomic bomb. 

II 

Prior to the North Korean invasion of South Korea in June, 1950, the Tru¬ 

man administration had thought about the military uses of atomic weapons 

only in the context of a general war with the Soviet Union. Although NSC-68 

had warned that “piecemeal” aggression by Russian proxies was the more 

likely prospect, there had been little consideration of how the United States 

might respond to such challenges, and virtually none to the role the atomic 

bomb might play in such a response. Korea provided an effective “crash 

course” on the nature of “limited”wars, but it did little to clarify the uses of 

atomic weapons in fighting them. Indeed, one of the most remarkable aspects 

of the Truman administration’s strategy in the Korean conflict is how incon¬ 

spicuously the atomic bomb figured in it. 

This is not what one might have expected. The entire “defensive perim¬ 

eter” concept in East Asia had been built around the idea that American air 

and naval power, but not ground forces, would be the preferred instruments 

of containment. The use of atomic weapons would have been consistent with 

this “high technology-low manpower” response to aggression.53 Korea was 

also the first instance since the end of World War II in which a nation pos¬ 

sessing those weapons had actually engaged in combat: there was no reason 

to assume automatically that the bomb would not be used again, much as it 

had been in 1945. Even more striking is the fact that the United States and 

its allies came close to defeat more than once in Korea—particularly following 

Chinese intervention late in 1950—and that still Truman and his advisers 

never seriously considered using the most powerful weapon available to them. 
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There were several reasons for this self-imposed restraint. The first had to 

do with the simple matter of what to bomb. Atomic weapons had been devel¬ 

oped as an extension of World War II strategic bombing campaigns. The 

prevailing assumption had been that they would be used, if war recurred, 

against important industrial and military targets inside the Soviet Union. 

Unexpected involvement in a limited war fought against adversaries not de¬ 

pendent on the technology strategic bombing had been designed to disrupt left 

military planners with no obvious targets whose destruction would ensure 

victory. “What would it be dropped on?” General Marshall wanted to know 

when Bernard Baruch proposed using the weapon in Korea.54 The bomb might 

be helpful in breaking up enemy troop concentrations or artillery emplace¬ 

ments, Nitze suggested, but there was no reason to think that its use for that 

purpose would be “militarily decisive.”50 

Following China’s intervention, the Joint Chiefs of Staff did raise with 

General MacArthur the possibility of using atomic bombs to repel the invad¬ 

ing forces, but despite MacArthur’s considerable interest in this option—he 

even speculated early in 1951 about the possibility of laying a belt of radio¬ 

active waste across the neck of North Korea—he at no point formally recom¬ 

mended that such weapons be employed.56" No further consideration of bat¬ 

tlefield use appears to have taken place during the remainder of the Truman 

administration. 

The possibility of bombing China itself did receive serious considera¬ 

tion—despite the fact that MacArthur’s public advocacy of just this course 

of action had contributed to his removal from command in April, 1951—but 

these plans were to be implemented only if the Chinese committed aggression 

elsewhere in Asia, and they would probably not have involved the use of 

atomic weapons. “There are almost no appropriate atomic targets in China,” 

a Policy Planning Staff study noted, and only “three or four in Manchuria. 57 

By 1952 justifications for bombing or blockading China had expanded to 

include retaliation for the failure to reach an armistice agreement in Korea, 

or for the violation of one. But as General Omar Bradley explained to 

Winston Churchill and Anthony Eden, “it was not our intention to use these 

[atomic] bombs, since up to the present time no suitable targets were pre¬ 

sented.” The situation might change, but “so far this was entirely theo¬ 

retical.”58 

* Rosemary Foot has argued that MacArthur did recommend use of the atomic bomb in 

Korea in December, 1950, even to the point of submitting a list of targets and requesting 

actual bombs. [The Wrong War: American Policy and the Dimensions of the Korean 

Conflict, 1950-53 (Ithaca: 1985), pp. 114-15.] But both the official Army history of 

military operations in Korea and MacArthur’s biographer deny that the General ever 

formally recommended the use of atomic weapons in Korea. [James F. Schnabel, United 

States Army in the Korean War: Policy and Direction: The First Year (Washington: 

1972), p. 320n; D. Clayton James, The Years of MacArthur: Triumph and Disaster, 1945- 

1964 (Boston: 1985), p. 579.] The accounts of Schnabel and James suggest that Mac¬ 

Arthur, in the document cited by Foot, was simply responding to inquiries from the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff as to how such weapons might be used. 
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A second reason for Washington’s reluctance to use atomic weapons in 

the Korean war involved the possibility of provoking some form of Soviet 

intervention. Attacks against the United States or its Western European allies 

were not the concern here: although intelligence estimates continued to credit 

the Russians with overwhelming conventional force superiority—and even 

with the ability to carry out one-way bombing missions against selected 

targets in the Western hemisphere—the possibility of general war was thought 

unlikely because the Soviet Union lacked the capacity to neutralize American 

retaliatory forces.59 “[W]ould the Russians accept the risk of a global war if 

they believed they could not ward off a retaliatory atomic attack?” a Policy 

Planning Staff memorandum asked in August, 1951: “Can in fact a dictator¬ 

ship which relies on the secret police to retain itself in power take the risk of 

having its elaborate apparatus destroyed at home?”60 Basing its conclusion 

on Central Intelligence Agency estimates, the National Security Council con¬ 

cluded later that year that the “marked atomic superiority of the United 

States,” together with “the uncertainty that must necessarily exist in the 

minds of the Soviet rulers whether, in the event of general war, strategic 

atomic attack on the Soviet Union could be avoided,” made it unlikely that 

the Russians “would deliberately initiate or provoke war with the United 

States.”61* 

But what if the Soviet Union should intervene on behalf of the North 

Koreans and the Chinese? The State Department and the Central Intelligence 

Agency took quite seriously the Sino-Soviet Treaty of February, 1950, in 

which the Russians had promised to come to the assistance of the Chinese in 

case of attack.62 Use of the atomic bomb in Korea would carry with it the 

“serious possibility” of provoking such intervention, Nitze argued in Novem¬ 

ber, 1950; dropping it on Chinese or Manchurian targets “would almost cer¬ 

tainly bring the Soviet Union into the war.”63 If that happened, it would be 

difficult to avoid a global conflict with the Russians, for as Acheson noted the 

following spring, American public opinion “would doubtless insist that the 

United States respond with all the means at its disposal including atomic 

weapons.”64 But that action, in turn, would mean the loss of Korea altogether, 

since contingency plans called for evacuating the peninsula in the event of 

general war with the Soviet Union.65 

Given these gloomy alternatives, it is curious that the Truman adminis¬ 

tration appears never to have considered explicitly threatening the Soviet 

Union with atomic retaliation as a means of deterring its intervention on 

behalf of the North Koreans and the Chinese. After all, the B-29 deployment 

of 1948 seemed to have discouraged the Russians from interfering with the 

Berlin airlift; certainly American retaliatory capabilities had significantly 

* The NSC report went on to note, though, that the Soviet Union might well attempt, 

“when local opportunities arise, to exploit by cold war tactics its geographic position and 

its preponderant ground and tactical air forces to obtain results advantageous to it. 

[NSC 114/2, “United States Programs for National Security,” October 12, 1951, FR: 

1951,1, 188.] 
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improved since that time.66 The fact that the Russians had not invoked the 

Sino-Soviet Treaty when China entered the Korean War suggests that they 

treated their obligations under that document both flexibly and cautiously.6' 

Had the United States been determined to use atomic weapons in Korea or 

China, the prospect of Soviet intervention, at least in retrospect, would not 

appear to have been great. 

There was, however, a third and even more important inhibition against 

their use, and that had to do with the unique characteristics of the weapons 

themselves. Despite the fact that “the military results achieved by atomic 

bombardment may be identical to those attained by conventional weapons,” 

John K. Emmerson of the State Department’s Bureau of Far Eastern Affairs 

warned in November, 1950, “the effect on world opinion will be vastly dif¬ 

ferent. The A-bomb has the status of a peculiar monster conceived by Ameri¬ 

can cunning, and its use by us, in whatever situation, would be exploited to 

our serious detriment.” The consequences, Emmerson argued, could include 

breaking apart the United Nations coalition then fighting in Korea and pos¬ 

sibly the United Nations itself, a “revulsion of feeling” toward Americans 

throughout all of Asia where fears would be confirmed “that we reserve 

atomic weapons exclusively for Japanese and Chinese,” a “disastrous” loss of 

confidence on the part of Western Europe, and irreparable damage to the 

“moral position” of the United States which the Russians would be well posi¬ 

tioned to exploit in the event that they did wish to provoke a general war.68 

That these were not merely speculative concerns became clear on 

November 30, 1950, when President Truman casually acknowledged, in an¬ 

swer to a reporter’s question, that use of the atomic bomb in Korea had 

always been under “active consideration.” Truman was careful to point out 

that he himself did not want to see the bomb used. “It is a terrible weapon, 

and it should not be used on innocent men, women, and children who have 

nothing whatever to do with this military aggression. That happens when it is 

used.” But he quickly undermined whatever reassurance this last statement 

had conveyed by going on to observe—quite inexplicably, given his own past 

insistence on tight presidential control—that “the military commander in the 

field” would decide when the time had come to use the atomic bomb.69 

The President had, in every sense of a word common to White House 

spokesmen of a subsequent generation, “misspoken.”* By even inadvertently 

raising the possibility of using atomic weapons in Korea—and, even worse, 

by suggesting that it might be left to General MacArthur to decide on their 

use—Truman created an uproar among allies and neutrals that made pain¬ 

fully apparent what the diplomatic costs of such a decision would be. 

“British opinion from top to bottom ... is strongly opposed to any 

* The White House quickly issued a clarifying statement pointing out that the President 

would still have to authorize any military use of the bomb, and that field commanders 

would be responsible only for its “tactical delivery.” [White House press release, Novem¬ 

ber 30, 1950, Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 1950 (Washington: 

1965), p. 727n.] 
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action that would contribute to UN forces becoming entangled in war with 

[Communist] China,” the American Embassy in London reported the day 

after Truman’s press conference: “use of [the] bomb in Korea . . . would 

be likely [to] precipitate such an inextricable entanglement.”70 Prime Minis¬ 

ter Attlee found Truman’s statement so alarming that he immediately invited 

himself to Washington for consultations: “without moving a single man,” he 

complained, “the Soviet Union had succeeded in embroiling the Democratic 

forces increasingly in the Far East. ... We must remember what might 

happen in Europe.”71 The British Chiefs of Staff expanded on this argument 

in a discreet warning to MacArthur: 

in our view, if the atom bomb were used in Korea, it would not only 

be ineffective in holding up the Chinese advance, but it would make 

the situation more desperate by inevitably bringing the Soviet Air 

Force into the war. The atom bomb is our ultimate weapon and we 

must keep it in reserve as a deterrent or for use in the event of the 

Russians launching a third world war.72 

Since, as Deputy Secretary of Defense Lovett put it, “Western Europe was 

our prime concern and we would rather see [the loss of Korea and even 

Japan] than lose in Western Europe”73—and since Truman himself had 

never intended a change of strategy in the first place—it was not difficult for 

Attlee and his colleagues to persuade the Americans of the need to take 

European considerations into account before any decision to use the bomb 

in Korea.* 

Other reactions were more difficult to defuse. The fact that the only prior 

use of the bomb had been against Asians now came back to haunt the Truman 

administration as reports from the United Nations and from embassies over¬ 

seas stressed the extent to which the weapon had come to be seen as a racist 

instrument. The impression was developing, Saudi Arabia’s United Nations 

delegate told Eleanor Roosevelt, that the bomb was intended for use against 

“colored people.”74! Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru warned of the 

“wide-spread feeling in Asia that the atomic bomb is a weapon used only 

against Asiatics.”70 If Asia was to be kept in step with the rest of the world 

in the stand against aggression,” Attlee told French Prime Minister Rene 

* Attlee himself believed that he had dissuaded the Truman administration from em¬ 

barking on a limited war with China. [Report to the Cabinet, December 12, 1950, Cabinet 

Records, CM 85(50), CAB128/18, Public Record Office, London.] But, as Alan Bullock 

has pointed out, the impression within the Labour Party “that Attlee’s visit to Washing¬ 

ton was crucial in preventing the use of the A-bomb ... is a myth.” [Ernest Bevin: 

Foreign Secretary, 1945-1951 (New York: 1983), p. 823.] 

t Mrs. Roosevelt replied coolly that “war itself was [the] basic evil. Although she hoped it 

would not be necessary to use [the] A-bomb in Korea, choice of weapons would have to 

be decided in terms [of the] military situation at [the] particular time.” [Warren Austin 

to Acheson, December 1, 1950, FR: 1950, VII, 1300.] 
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Pleven, “any action [regarding use of the bomb] must be thought of in rela¬ 

tion to its effect on Asiatic opinion.”76* 

Truman’s inadvertent remark had served, then, as a kind of trial balloon, 

revealing even before there had been any serious consideration of using the 

bomb in Korea what the overseas reaction would be. The results were any¬ 

thing but reassuring. As Emmerson had predicted, they included the potential 

of disarray among NATO allies, worried that the United States might be 

committing itself disproportionately in peripheral theaters while neglecting 

the defense of Western Europe. They included the probable alienation of 

newly independent nations in Asia and the Middle East at a time when Soviet 

influence was thought to be growing there. And perhaps most significantly— 

since the Truman administration had no plans actually to use the bomb for 

military purposes in Korea—they inhibited consideration of how the weapon 

might be used as a political instrument to bring an end to the fighting there. 

Early in 1951, Stuart Symington, Chairman of the National Security Re¬ 

sources Board, sent a long memorandum to the President complaining that 

the Russians, taking advantage of the American determination to counter 

aggression without escalation, “can dictate not only how and where we fight— 

but when; and so far they have been allowed to dictate the choice of weap¬ 

ons.” The one place in which this had not been allowed to happen was Berlin: 

there the Russians had been confronted with a line drawn “for all the world 

to see and understand.” The Soviet Union knew that if it crossed that line, 

the result would be “war with the United States and all that such a war im¬ 

plies.” Despite their overwhelming conventional force superiority, the Rus¬ 

sians had not in fact done so; the reason, Symington argued, could only be 

their fear of “our atomic bomb stockpile plus our capability of delivery. . . . 

That same principle of policy we are now utilizing in Berlin could be extended 

throughout the world.”77f 

“[DJuring an era in which the naked power of aggression heeds only 

naked power,” Symington explained in a supplementary report to the Na¬ 

tional Security Council, “the free nations do not in political discussion bring 

up their prime power advantage, the atomic bomb and the capacity to de¬ 

liver it.” If the United States were to make it clear “that any further Soviet 

aggression, in areas to be spelled out, would result in the atomic bombard¬ 

ment of Soviet Russia itself,” this would not only deter Soviet expansionism 

and enhance American leadership in the world: it would 

[establish moral justification for [the] use of United States’ atom 

bombs in retaliation against Soviet aggression . . . [a]nd thus afford 

* “It was necessary to bear in mind,” Attlee added, “that the British and the French were 

more alive to Asiatic sentiment than were the Americans.” [Minutes, Attlee-Pleven con¬ 

versation, December 2, 1950, Foreign Office Records, F0371/83019/F1027/6G, Public Rec¬ 
ord Office, London.] 

t Symington went on to warn, though, that with the Russians now rapidly increasing their 

own atomic stockpile, opportunities for implementing such a strategy would not exist 

much longer. [Symington to Truman, undated but January, 1951, FR: 1951, I, 24.] 
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the United States a measure of moral freedom it does not now have 

to use the atom bomb under circumstances other than retaliation out 

of what devastation might be left of this country after an initial Soviet 

atomic attack.78 

Symington’s idea of issuing an ultimatum to the Russians did not meet with 

wide approval. “My dear Stu,” Truman wrote at the bottom of the memo¬ 

randum Symington had sent him: “this is [as] big a lot of Top Secret 

malarky as I’ve ever read. Your time is wasted on such bunk as this.”79* A 

study done several months later by the Joint Strategic Survey Committee and 

representatives from the State Department concluded that the “public defini¬ 

tion of a ‘stop-line’ would be a grave mistake for, on the one hand, it would 

invite aggression up to the line and, on the other, would probably increase 

our overt commitments to go to war in given situations.”80 

But the Symington memorandum did reflect a widespread sense within 

the government that the United States had failed to devise strategies for de¬ 

terring limited aggression at reasonable cost. When the British continued to 

press for clarification of the circumstances in which Washington proposed to 

use atomic weapons, there began to emerge a consensus that there might be a 

role for them in situations short of all-out war. Nitze pointed out in May, 

1951, that the bomb might provide a means of “localizing” aggression: the 

weapon could be used, for example, to ward off a Soviet invasion of Yugo¬ 

slavia without necessarily precipitating a global conflict.81 The Joint Strategic 

Survey Committee-State Department study that had ruled out the idea of 

Symington’s idea of an ultimatum nonetheless insisted that “the United States 

must retain its freedom of action to employ atomic weapons in . . . local¬ 

ized conflict [s] if the military situation dictates.”82 

It was natural for the British to worry about this issue, Acheson com¬ 

mented a few days later. “[T]hey are now the tail of the kite and they are 

concerned about where the kite is going.” But the fact was that we cannot 

imagine a real war without the use of the atomic bomb. And even if the 

Russians should intervene in Korea, “we would have to react with everything 

we had.” “When talking of the atomic bomb,” Lovett added, “we should not 

speak only of general war because we might . . . use the bomb without it 

being a general war.” Acheson agreed. “[W]e would simply say,” General 

Bradley suggested, “that we would use the bomb in a war against the U.S.S.R. 

and whether we would use it in other circumstances would depend on the 

situation existing at the time.”83 

The growing feasibility of tactical atomic weapons encouraged this line 

of thought. As the Chief of Special Projects of the Joint Congressional Com¬ 

mittee on Atomic Energy wrote in the summer of 1951, these devices were 

likely to be as revolutionary in their effects as the Hiroshima bomb itself: 

they were “300 times more economical than conventional high explosives” 

and as such constituted “the natural armaments of numerically inferior but 

* It is not clear whether the President ever actually conveyed this pungent reaction 

directly to Symington. 
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technologically superior nations. . . . Very probably we will want them . . . 

in the tens of thousands.”84 Bomb production rates were greatly accelerated 

during 1951 and 1952: as Lovett put it, “we must err, if we must, on the 

side of too much rather than too little.”85 This expansion in production, he 

stressed, was intended 

to afford the United States a greater advantage from this powerful 

weapon in any conflict with the Soviet Union or any other active en¬ 

emy of the United States. We place no limit on the extent of the use of 

atomic or any other weapons, nor do we believe that the use of large 

numbers of atomic weapons against an enemy would have any adverse 

effect on neutrals or potential allies.86 

Acheson accepted this argument, endorsing the desirability of having, by 

1956, “a U.S. capability to deal repeated atomic blows at the USSR produc¬ 

tion potential together with a sufficient quantity of atomic weapons for battle¬ 

field use.”87 

Even so, this growing interest in the concept of using atomic weapons in 

limited wars brought about no reconsideration of the Truman administration’s 

policy of refraining from their use in Korea.* The difficulties of finding ap¬ 

propriate targets, of avoiding Soviet intervention, and of unsettling allies all 

seemed as great as they had ever been. Moreover, armistice negotiations with 

the North Koreans and the Chinese Communists had been under way since 

the summer of 1951: any use of atomic weapons clearly would have ended 

them. By the time it became apparent that these negotiations were not going 

to produce quick results, the 1952 presidential campaign was under way, 

Truman himself had announced his intention not to run again, and a general 

attitude had developed of leaving controversial decisions for the next adminis¬ 

tration to make. “Our stockpile is now . . . regarded as frozen until and 

unless general war breaks out,” Nitze commented in January, 1953. “We have 

not fully analyzed the balance between . . . using these weapons to in¬ 

crease . . . the capability of our conventional forces to deal with local situa¬ 

tions as against the contra political and strategic considerations.”88 

The Truman administration’s final review of national security policy, 

completed only a day before Eisenhower’s inauguration, concluded that there 

* Note, for example, the absence of any such recommendation in the Truman administra¬ 

tion’s final comprehensive reviews of national security policy, NSC 135/3, “Reappraisal 

of United States Objectives and Strategy for National Security,” September 25, 1952, 

FR: 1952-54, II, 142-56; and NSC 141, “Reexamination of United States Programs for 

National Security,” January 19, 1953, ibid., pp. 209-22. In a belligerent 1952 diary entry 

signed “The C. in C.,” Truman did pose the question to the Russians: “Now do you 

want an end to hostilities in Korea or do you want China and Siberia destroyed? You 

may have one or the other, whichever you want.” [Truman Diary, May 18, 1952, Robert 

H. Ferrell, ed., Off the Record: The Private Papers of Harry S. Truman (New York: 

1980), p. 251.] But the President used these diary entries largely as a means of blowing 

off steam; they were rarely if ever shown to anyone else, and certainly should not be 
taken as reflecting administration policy. 
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was a fundamental difference in the way in which the two superpowers were 

likely to use nuclear weapons. If the United States, but not the Soviet Union, 

should develop a credible thermonuclear capability during the next two years, 

“the free world would possess for the duration of this monopoly an enhanced 

deterrent to general war.” But “ [wjhether this margin of superiority would 

permit us, through the adoption of bolder initiatives, favorably to resolve a 

number of outstanding issues in the cold war is, however, problematical.” If, 

though, the Soviet Union should also develop the hydrogen bomb, 

this would present an extremely grave threat to the United States, not¬ 

withstanding our own assumed thermonuclear capability. It would tend 

to impose greater caution on our cold war policies to the extent that 

these policies involve significant risks of general war.89 

The implications were obvious: the Russians, because of the very nature of 

their system, faced fewer inhibitions than the United States in attempting to 

extract political advantages from the possession of nuclear weapons. Nitze 

himself posed the crucial question: would the United States ever “be willing 

to use the atomic threat or to follow through on it in the event of any Soviet 

move short of direct atomic attack on the United States?” Suspecting that the 

answer was no, he left the Policy Planning Staff much as he had entered it 

three years earlier at the time of the drafting of NSC-68, advocating action 

“to overcome our dependence on atomic weapons.”90'"' 

Ill 

As it happened, though, the incoming Eisenhower administration had a very 

different attitude toward the potential political uses of nuclear weapons. 

“Power,” John Foster Dulles had insisted during the 1952 presidential cam¬ 

paign, “never achieves its maximum possibility as a deterrent of crime unless 

those of criminal instincts have reason to fear that [it] will actually be used 

against them.” It was necessary “to make such power a deterrent of war 

instead of a mere means of waging war after we get into it.”91 Convinced that 

American nuclear superiority provided that kind of power, Dulles persuaded 

an initially skeptical Eisenhower to move well beyond the Truman administra¬ 

tion’s tentative and unpublicized plans to fight future wars with nuclear weap¬ 

ons toward a strategy of overtly threatening their use to achieve political 

objectives short of war. 
Dulles’s strategy appealed to Eisenhower on both military and economic 

* Although, curiously, Nitze in this same memorandum expressed the view that “[i]f the 

use of atomic weapons could be limited to tactical uses, it is quite possible our very 

great superiority in numbers of weapons would be to our advantage. It is difficult to see, 

however, how a precise dividing line can be drawn, or lived up to, separating tactical 

from strategic uses.” [Memorandum of January 12, 1953, FR: 1952—54, II, 204.] 
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grounds. From the military perspective, it promised to regain the initiative 

that had so obviously been lost in Korea: henceforth the United States would 

confront aggressors on terrain and with weapons of its own choice, not theirs. 

“[N]o foreign policy really deserves the name,” the new Chief Executive 

argued, “if it is merely the reflex action from someone else’s initiative.”92 

From the economic perspective, reliance on nuclear deterrence promised sol¬ 

vency: if the nation had to continue conventional force expenditures on the 

scale the Korean conflict had required, Eisenhower told the National Security 

Council, there would be reason to wonder “whether national bankruptcy or 

national destruction would get us first.”93 NSC 162/2, the new administra¬ 

tion’s first comprehensive statement of national security policy, expressed the 

emphasis clearly: 

In specific situations where a warning appears desirable and feasi¬ 

ble as an added deterrent, the United States should make clear to the 

USSR and Communist China ... its intention to react with military 

force against any aggression by Soviet bloc armed forces. ... In the 

event of hostilities, the United States will consider nuclear weapons to 

be as available for use as other munitions.94 

Or, as Eisenhower publicly acknowledged: “atomic weapons have virtually 

achieved conventional status within our armed services.”95 

What did this mean, though, in practical terms? The Eisenhower admin¬ 

istration had three distinct opportunities to apply this strategy during its first 

three years in office: in Korea, in Indochina, and in the Taiwan Strait. The 

results, as will become evident, were decidedly mixed: 

Korea. Eisenhower and Dulles inherited, but were determined to end, the 

Korean war. The Truman administration had allowed armistice negotiations 

with the North Koreans and the Chinese Communists to drag on for a year 

and a half without results; meanwhile military operations—and American 

military casualties—had continued without letup. Eisenhower himself had 

traveled to Korea in December, 1952; upon his return, he met with General 

MacArthur, who had revived his earlier suggestion to end the Korean war 

through use of the atomic bomb against enemy military concentrations and 

“the sowing of fields of suitable radio-active materials ... to close major 

lines of enemy supply and communication.” The President-elect was non¬ 

committal, noting only that “we have to make sure we’re not offending the 

whole free world.” But MacArthur was sure that Eisenhower had “agreed 

that I was right.”96 

Less than a month after taking office, the new Chief Executive suggested 

to the National Security Council “that we should consider the use of tactical 

atomic weapons” in Korea. Certainly “we could not go on the way we were 

[there] indefinitely.” General Omar Bradley, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff and a veteran of the Truman administration’s deliberations over this 

issue, advised caution, noting the difficulties such a move would create with 

allies. Secretary of State Dulles acknowledged the point, but insisted that it 
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had been Soviet strategy all along to set “atomic weapons apart from all 

other weapons as being in a special category.” The time had come to “try to 

break down this false distinction.”97* The following month, Eisenhower asked 

for information on the costs of assuming the offensive in Korea, on the 

assumption “that the use of atomic weapons in such a campaign should de¬ 

pend on military judgment as to the advantage of their use on military 

targets.”98 

The outcome of these investigations was not particularly encouraging. 

Army Chief of Staff General J. Lawton Collins expressed himself as “very 

skeptical” about the military advantages: Chinese and North Korean forces 

were deeply entrenched along a 150-mile front, and recent bomb tests in 

Nevada had proven “that men can be very close to the explosion and not be 

hurt if they are well dug in.” Paul Nitze, still serving as Director of the Policy 

Planning Staff, noted that if the weapons were not effective, their use might 

“depreciate the value of our stockpile.” Certainly it would cause political 

difficulties with the allies. There was also the question of whether or not the 

Soviet Union might decide “to retaliate in kind.” If that happened, Collins 

added, American harbor facilities at Pusan and Inchon would make better 

targets for atomic bombs than would the enemy."f Perhaps most discour- 

agingly, a National Security Council staff study concluded that it could not 

predict what effect the use of atomic weapons would have on Communist 

forces in Korea, other than to demonstrate American determination.100 

Eisenhower’s own thoughts on this question were ambivalent. On the one 

hand, he repeatedly questioned his military advisers’ conclusion that atomic 

weapons would have little battlefield utility in Korea. “[W]e have got to con¬ 

sider the atomic bomb as simply another weapon in our arsenal,” he told a 

still doubtful Bradley in May, 1953.101 But, on the other, he acknowledged 

that “we could not blind ourselves to the effects of such a move on our allies, 

which would be very serious since they feel they will be the battleground in 

an atomic war between the United States and the Soviet Union,” Nor would 

the American people support a decision “to call off the armistice now and 

to go to war again in Korea.” Moreover, the President acknowledged the pos¬ 

sibility of Soviet retaliation, and not just against Pusan and Inchon: his “one 

great anxiety” was “the possibility of attacks by the Soviet Air Force on the 

almost defenseless population centers of Japan.” There was, General Collins 

observed, “no clear answer to the President’s anxiety.”102 

But if Eisenhower was ambivalent regarding the actual use of atomic 

weapons in Korea, he was not at all reluctant to give the impression that such 

* Eisenhower added that if the allies “objected to the use of atomic weapons we might 

well ask them to supply three or more divisions needed to drive the Communists back, 

in lieu of the use of atomic weapons.” [Minutes, National Security Council meeting, Feb¬ 

ruary 11, 1953, FR: 1952-54, XV, 770.] 

t Although General Bradley warned that if a renewed offensive produced heavy American 

casualties, “we may find that we will be forced to use every type of weapon that we 

have.” [Minutes, meeting of State and Defense Department representatives, March 27, 

1953, FR: 1952-54, XV, 818.] 
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weapons might be used to break the military stalemate there. Even before he 

took office, the State Department had suggested having the Central Intelli¬ 

gence Agency spread rumors about the possible use of atomic weapons in 

Korea and, if necessary, against China as well, if no armistice agreement was 

reached soon.103* What, if anything, the C.I.A. actually did—and to what 

extent Eisenhower was aware of it—is still not clear. But it quickly became 

apparent that idea appealed to him: as early as his return from Korea, in 

December, 1952, he had issued an ominously vague public statement noting 

that only deeds, not words, would impress the enemy there, and that these 
J 1 f -i • 95104 

would have to be “executed under circumstances of our own choosing. 

Dulles followed suit, announcing in May, 1953, that “the U.N. Command is 

not prepared indefinitely to continue bandying words about matters which 

have already been talked about for 2 years.”100 And later that month, while 

in New Delhi, the Secretary of State made a point of telling Indian Prime 

Minister Nehru that “if the armistice negotiations collapsed, the United States 

would probably make a stronger rather than a lesser military exertion, and 

that this might well extend the area of conflict.” In his own memorandum of 

this conversation, Dulles noted: “I assumed this would be relayed. 106f 

The Korean armistice agreement, signed on July 27, 1953, made a decision 

as to whether or not to use atomic weapons there unnecessary. Given cur¬ 

rently available sources, it is impossible to say how effective the administra¬ 

tion’s implied threats were in persuading Beijing and Pyongyang to accept the 

armistice, although it seems safe to say they could not easily have been 

disregarded.107 For Eisenhower and Dulles, the conclusion was clear enough: 

“The principal reason we were able to obtain the armistice,’ the Secretary 

of State explained several months later, 

was because we were prepared for a much more intensive scale of 

warfare. . . . [W]e had already sent the means to the theater for de¬ 

livering atomic weapons. This became known to the Chinese through 

their good intelligence sources and in fact we were not unwilling that 

they should find out.108! 

* Interestingly, this initiative appears to have originated with George F. Kennan, then 

serving as U.S. ambassador in Moscow, although it should be noted that Kennan did not 

specifically recommend, at this point, threatening to use atomic weapons. [Kennan to 

State Department, July 30 and August 19, 1952, FR: 1952-54, XV, 431-32, 484n.] The 

“Project Solarium” Task Force A, which Kennan chaired the following year, did recom¬ 

mend “[clonsidering the question of announcing that the U.S. will feel free to use atomic 

weapons in case of local aggression in the future.” [Task Force A summary, enclosed in 

James S. Lay to the National Security Council, July 22, 1953, ibid., II, 402.] 

f The following day, Nehru expressed concern that if hostilities became more intense in 

Korea, “it would be difficult to know what the end might be.” “I made no comment,” 

Dulles noted, “and allowed the topic to drop.” [Dulles memorandum of conversation with 

Nehru, May 22, 1953, FR: 1952-54, XV, 1071.] 

$ The first transfer of atomic weapons to military control for deployment overseas took 

place in June, 1953. See, on this point, David Alan Rosenberg, “The Origins of Overkill: 
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Years later, when asked why the Chinese had accepted an armistice in Korea, 

Eisenhower replied succinctly: “Danger of an atomic war.”109 

The administration also relied heavily on the threat of atomic retaliation 

to deter violations of the armistice, once it had gone into effect. At its in¬ 

sistence, the sixteen nations that had fought under the United Nations flag 

in Korea declared on the day of the armistice that, in the event of renewed 

fighting, “in all probability, it would not be possible to confine hostilities 

within the frontiers of Korea.”110* * Eisenhower’s comments on the subject 

were particularly vehement: if the Chinese Communists attacked again, he 

told the National Security Council in December, “we should certainly respond 

by hitting them hard and wherever it would hurt most, including Peiping 

itself. This . . . would mean all-out war against Communist China.”111 The 

United States would “hit them with everything we[’ve] got,” he informed 

Congressional leaders the following month.112 And, several days later: “we 

should get tough right away quick and get into the business with both 

feet. . . . When you finally decide to resort to force you should plan no 

limits to its use.”113 

But did Eisenhower really believe this? If United States security interests 

dictated the use of atomic weapons, he assured the N.S.C. in October, 1953, 

he “would certainly decide to use them.” But the President was speaking of 

general war. The Joint Chiefs of Staff, he told its new chairman, Admiral 

Arthur Radford, “should not . . . plan to make use of these weapons in 

minor affairs.” There were places “where you would not be able to use these 

weapons because if you did it would look as though the U.S. were initiating 

global war.” Moreover, “nothing would so upset the whole world as an an¬ 

nouncement by the United States of a decision to use these weapons.”114 Not 

surprisingly, Radford found this guidance less than helpful. When, several 

days later, he pressed Eisenhower for clarification, the President commented 

that the bomb should be used if aggression was renewed in Korea, but 

wondered if this would not cause “a dangerous breach in allied solidarity.” 

When asked whether the language of NSC 162/2, providing that “in the 

event of hostilities,” nuclear weapons would be considered “to be available 

for use as other munitions,” could be made more specific, Eisenhower replied, 

“[N]o, ... we could not hope to do better than the presently agreed lan¬ 

guage on that point.”115 

Eisenhower’s ambivalence reflected the fact that even though threats to 

use atomic weapons might have hastened the armistice, doubts still persisted 

as to whether their military effectiveness would outweigh the resulting dangers 

of escalation. Atomic bombs could prevent United Nations forces from being 

Nuclear Weapons and American Strategy, 1945-1960,” International Security, VII 

(Spring, 1983), p. 27. 

* This so-called “Greater Sanctions” statement had originated during the Truman ad¬ 

ministration, but had not, at that time, been understood as implying the use of atomic 

weapons. [See, on this point, Foot, The Wrang IFar, pp. 154-55, 214-15.] 
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overrun, a National Security Council study pointed out that same month, but 

their use would expose those same forces “to possible atomic bombing by the 

Communists, if they were prepared to risk general war.”116 The Joint Chiefs 

of Staff insisted that if hostilities resumed in Korea, they would seek autho¬ 

rization to hit targets in Manchuria and China, together with “the immediate 

employment of nuclear weapons in sufficient quantity to insure success of the 

proposed operation.”117 But as another N.S.C. study pointed out, war with 

China would “almost certainly [result in] a split of the U.S.-led coalition,” 

would make probable “military intervention by the USSR and a very high 

risk of global war,” and would involve “[p]ossible use of a significant pro¬ 

portion of the U.S. atomic stockpile and employment of a major proportion 

of its atomic carriers.”118 

There were “grave disadvantages” in what the Joint Chiefs of Staff con¬ 

templated, Dulles told the National Security Council early in December. Not 

only would it mean fighting China and probably the Soviet Union as well; 

there would be “virtually no UN participants. . . . We would thus be iso¬ 

lated from our allies.” There was the question of whether Japan would allow 

the United States to use bases there “if they concluded that such permission 

would expose them to direct Soviet attack.” But, most important, such a con¬ 

flict would divert United States forces away from Europe for the purpose of 

conducting a general war in Asia: the result would be that “most of the West 

European countries would immediately run for cover by seeking a neutrality 

pact with the USSR.” Dulles did not entirely rule out use of the atomic bomb 

within Korea itself, or against troop concentrations “in or near the area of 

Korea.” But he thought it “dangerous to provide the military with a decision 

now which might permit them to make a general war automatically in Asia 

in response to a Communist attack.”119 

The American people understood atomic weapons, Eisenhower commented 

early in 1954, “but we must be a little patient with our allies, who had not as 

yet grasped the import of atomic warfare.” For this reason, the commander of 

American forces in Korea would be free to respond to any renewal of aggres¬ 

sion there “with everything he had except the atomic weapon.” Decisions on 

its use would have to be referred to Washington.120 In the end, therefore, 

Eisenhower decided not to decide whether to use the atomic bomb in Korea, 

and events cooperated by not forcing the difficult choice upon him. As an 

intelligence estimate in March, 1954, noted, the Russians and the Chinese 

Communists now feared that attacks against Japan, Taiwan, the Philippines 

or South Korea “would almost certainly bring US actions against the Chinese 

mainland, possibly including attacks with nuclear weapons.” Therefore, 

“[t]he Communists will probably not initiate new local aggressions in Asia 

with identifiable Soviet, Chinese Communist, or North Korean armed forces.”121 

No one can say with certainty what Eisenhower would have done if events 

had turned out differently in Korea. What is clear is that the President was 

more eager to talk about the possibility of using nuclear weapons there than 

he was actually to do so. It is significant that when a militantly aggressive 
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South Korean President Syngman Rhee visited the White House in July, 1954, 

Eisenhower took the occasion to deliver a stern lecture: Korea’s fate, he said, 

was no different from that of other divided countries like Germany, Austria, 

and Indochina: 

We want to see your country unified, but I must tell you, Mr. Presi¬ 

dent, that no one in this world will get America to go to war over these 

problems. . . . [L]et me tell you that if war comes, it will be horri¬ 

ble. Atomic war will destroy civilization. It will destroy our cities. 

There will be millions of people dead. War today is unthinkable with 

the weapons which we have at our command. If the Kremlin and Wash¬ 

ington ever lock up in a war, the results are too horrible to contem¬ 

plate. I can’t even imagine them.122 

A year earlier, after Rhee had almost torpedoed the armistice by unilaterally 

releasing North Korean and Chinese prisoners of war, Eisenhower had pointed 

out that the United States “can do all sorts of things to suggest to Rhee that 

we might very well be prepared to leave Korea, but the truth of the matter 

was, of course, that we couldn’t actually leave.”123 Something like this may 

have been Eisenhower’s strategy with regard to the use of nuclear weapons in 

Korea: it would have been no mean trick, after all, to talk loudly about doing 

things one had no desire to do, if through such talk one could obviate the 

necessity of having to do them. 

Indochina. The Eisenhower administration’s strategy of deterring aggression 

by threatening the use of nuclear weapons received its second test in Indo¬ 

china, where French forces found themselves facing defeat early in 1954 at 

the hands of the Communist Viet Minh. “There is the risk that, as in Korea, 

Red China might send its own army into Indochina,” Dulles had warned sev¬ 

eral months earlier. “The Chinese Communist regime should realize that such 

a second aggression could not occur without grave consequences which might 

not be confined to Indochina.”124 By March, it had become apparent that the 

French had blundered into a dangerous military situation by concentrating 

troops at the fortress of Dienbienphu, which the Viet Minh had now sur¬ 

rounded. The United States might have to take “fairly strong action” to help 

the French, Dulles told the Cabinet on March 26, but the risks involved “will 

be less if we take them now rather than waiting for several years.”125 

What action Washington should take, though, was not at all clear. There 

was “just no sense in even talking about United States forces replacing the 

French in Indochina,” Eisenhower had told the National Security Council 

(“with great force,” the minutes of the meeting record), in January, 1954: 

If we did so, the Vietnamese could be expected to transfer their hatred 

of the French to us. I can not tell you . . . how bitterly opposed I am 

to such a course of action. This war in Indochina would absorb our 

troops by the divisions!126 
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That left the option, then, of either continuing to aid the French, in the hope 

that they could salvage the situation themselves, or of finding ways in which 

the United States could play a military role without committing ground forces. 

Administration officials had discussed, off and on during the first months 

of 1954, the possibility of air strikes to take pressure off the French at 

Dienbienphu. Eisenhower told Dulles in March that he would not exclude the 

possibility of a single strike, “if it were almost certain this would produce deci¬ 

sive results.”127 Several days later, he mentioned the possibility of using car¬ 

rier-based airplanes to bomb Viet Minh positions, although “of course, if we 

did, we’d have to deny it forever.”128 It was not until April that Pentagon 

strategists came up with a specific plan to use atomic weapons in Indochina: 

an “advance study group” had concluded, Admiral Radford informed Dulles, 

that three tactical atomic weapons, if properly employed, would be sufficient 

to “smash” the Viet Minh siege of Dienbienphu.129* 

For State Department Counselor Douglas MacArthur II, through whom it 

had been conveyed, Radford’s proposal raised “very serious questions affect¬ 

ing the whole position of US leadership in the world.” It was not at all cer¬ 

tain that the French would agree to the use of atomic weapons, but one could 

be very certain that they would leak the fact that the offer had been made. This 

would cause “a great hue and cry throughout the parliaments of the free 

world,” especially within NATO. It would give the Russians—and other critics 

as well—the opportunity to charge “that we were testing out weapons on na¬ 

tive peoples and were in fact preparing to act irresponsibly and drop weapons 

of mass destruction on the Soviet Union whenever we believed it was neces¬ 

sary to do so.” Things would be different if the Chinese Communists overtly 

intervened in Indochina, but for the moment, MacArthur told Radford’s emis¬ 

sary, the proposal would require careful consideration.130 

At the time, though, the issue was not so much whether to use nuclear 

weapons as whether to get involved militarily at all. Two major impediments 

had presented themselves: Congressional leaders had emphatically insisted that 

no unilateral intervention in any form take place; the United States should go 

in only as part of an international effort in which the British and others would 

participate.131 But the British, in turn, had manifested an extreme reluctance 

to get involved, not least because of fears that intervention would lead to the 

use of atomic weapons, and to all-out war. As Dulles cabled Eisenhower from 

Geneva at the end of April, “British seem to feel that we are disposed to ac¬ 

cept present risks of a Chinese war and this, coupled also with their fear that 

we would start using atomic weapons, has badly frightened them.”132! 

* During a visit to France in March, 1954, Stuart Symington, by then a senator from 

Missouri, had raised with Defense Minister Rene Pleven the possibility of backing up 

French (and possibly Korean) troops in Indochina with United States carrier-based air¬ 

planes using tactical atomic weapons. Pleven’s immediate reaction had been to point out 

the absence of suitable targets, and to suggest that it might be more useful for the 

Americans to assume responsibility for air defense against the Chinese. [Theodore C. 

Achilles to State Department, March 5, 1954, FR: 1952-54, XIII, 1096.] 

t Eisenhower himself had noted, two days earlier, that the British “have a morbid ob- 
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The President was determined not to intervene alone. To do so, he told the 

National Security Council on April 29, “would mean a general war with China 

and perhaps with the USSR, which the United States would have to prosecute 

separated from its allies.” It would amount “to an attempt to police the entire 

world. . . . We should be everywhere accused of imperialistic ambitions.” It 

might almost be preferable, “[i]f our allies were going to fall away in any 

case, ... to leap over the smaller obstacles and hit the biggest one with all 

the power we had. Otherwise, we seemed to be merely playing the enemy’s 

game—getting ourselves involved in brushfire wars in Burma, Afghanistan, 

and God knows where.”133 

But if the French could be persuaded to “stay and fight,” Eisenhower 

added, some form of intervention might be justified. Later that day, he sug¬ 

gested to his Assistant for National Security Affairs, Robert Cutler, that al¬ 

though it was unlikely that “new weapons” would be effective around Dien- 

bienphu, “we might consider saying to the French that we had never yet given 

them any ‘new weapons’ and if they wanted some now for possible use, we 

might give them a few.”* * The President went on to note, though, that “the 

declarations which we had already made relevant to what we would do if 

China overtly intervened in Indo-China [were] the important deterrent to 

Chinese intervention, rather than whether or not we used the ‘new weapon’ in 

Vietnam.” The most vital task, he emphasized, was to get a regional defense 

organization for Southeast Asia organized.134 

The fall of Dienbienphu on May 7 made any immediate decision on the 

use of atomic weapons in Indochina unnecessary, but it did not end discussions 

about the possibility of some form of intervention there. Should such inter¬ 

vention take place, the Joint Chiefs of Staff pointed out later that month, they 

were still planning on the assumption that “ [ajtomic weapons will be used 

whenever it is to our military advantage.”135 Once again, the Chiefs’ narrowly 

military perspective evoked protests from the State Department. The only ap¬ 

propriate targets would be troop concentrations the size of those that had 

taken Dienbienphu, Policy Planning Staff Director Robert R. Bowie observed, 

and there had been only one other such operation during the past eight years. 

Moreover, “[t]he use of nuclear weapons would also cause an adverse Viet¬ 

namese reaction, which might inhibit the formation of indigenous armies, and 

seriously adverse reactions in Asian neutral nations.”130 Nor was there any 

session that any positive move on the part of the free world may bring upon us World 

War III.” [Eisenhower to Captain E. E. Hazlett, Jr., April 27, 1954, FR: 1952-54, XIII, 

1428.] 

* Later that summer, former French Foreign Minister Georges Bidault claimed that 

Dulles, at some point in April, had offered atomic weapons to the French for ^ use in 

Indochina. Dulles remembered making no such offer, and expressed himself as “totally 

mystified” by Bidault’s statement. The evidence suggests that no such offer was made. 

[See, on this point, Douglas Dillon to Dulles, August 9, 1954, FR: 1952-54, XIII, 1927-28; 

Dulles to Dillon, August 9, 1954, ibid., p. 1928; and George C. Herring and Richard H. 

Immermann, “Eisenhower, Dulles and Dienbienphu: ‘The Day We Didn’t Go to War’ 

Revisited,” Journal of American History, LXXI(September, 1984), 357-58.] 
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way to be sure, the Central Intelligence Agency added, whether use of the 

bomb “would precipitate or deter Chinese Communist intervention.”137 

Frustration over the United States’ apparent inability to project military 

power effectively in Indochina boiled over late in June, 1954, producing an 

anguished re-examination within the Eisenhower administration of the role 

nuclear weapons could have in deterring limited war. The Joint Chiefs of 

Staff set it off by pointing out that “[t]he engulfment of a large segment of 

the world and its people by the Soviet has been accomplished during the pe¬ 

riod in which the United States first held a monopoly and then a significant 

superiority in atomic weapons.” Moscow’s aggressiveness could only intensify 

once its own nuclear capabilities approximated those of the United States, a 

stage it would reach sometime between 1956 and 1959. The “obvious conclu¬ 

sion,” the Chiefs remarked, was that if the West expected a just settlement of 

differences with the Soviet Union, it was going to have to agree on the need 

to press its demands “while the United States still holds atomic superiority.” 

The alternative would be to allow “the lowest common denominator of the 

coalition to determine the level and scope of our actions in pursuit of our 

objectives.”138* 

Dulles acknowledged, in reply, that “[tjhere was much to be said for . . . 

these JCS views, but nevertheless, none of our allies would go along with 

these views except Rhee, Chiang [Kai-shek], and possibly the Greeks and the 

Turks.” Eisenhower added a bit plaintively that “perhaps Franco would join 

us.” The British failure to take a tough stand on Indochina demonstrated, the 

Secretary of State continued, that “[t]he tide is clearly running against us in 

the channel of this tough policy. If we are to continue to pursue it we shall 

lose many of our allies, and this itself compels a reappraisal of our basic pol¬ 

icy.” Eisenhower responded sharply: “if this were indeed the situation, we 

should perhaps come back to the very grave question: Should the United 

States now get ready to fight the Soviet Union?” He had brought this point 

up more than once, the President pointed out, and he had “never done so 

facetiously.”139 

But after the Geneva Conference had concluded—having produced a cease¬ 

fire in Indochina and a divided Vietnam—the President was prepared to take 

a more philosophical view. “It was frustrating,” he acknowledged on Au¬ 

gust 5, “not to have plans to use nuclear weapons generally accepted.” But “to 

attempt to educate public opinion now on the weapons that might have to be 

used in war might produce very great strain on our alliances.” Dulles agreed, 

* Dulles had expressed similar frustrations in a conversation with Eisenhower the pre¬ 

vious month: there were great disadvantages, he argued, “in a situation where we were 

obviously subject to UK veto, which in turn was in Asian matters largely subject to 

Indian veto, which in turn was largely subject to Chinese Communist veto. Thereby a 

chain was forged which tended to make us impotent, and to encourage Chinese Com¬ 

munist aggression to a point where the whole position in the Pacific would be endangered 

and the risk of general war increased.” [Dulles notes, conversation with Eisenhower, May 

11, 1954, FR: 1952-54, XIII, 1533.] 
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noting ruefully that “talk of atomic attack tended to create ‘peace-at-any-price’ 

people. . . . The Russians are smarter on this question because they never 

talk about using atomic weapons.” The trouble with retaliation, Eisenhower 

added, was that “[i]n many cases aggression consists of subversion or civil 

war in a country rather than an overt attack on that country. In such cases it 

is difficult for us to know whom to retaliate against.” Still, “it would be fatal 

to our national security to have relatively immobile U.S. forces stationed all 

around the globe. ... If people don’t want to be free and won’t fight for 

freedom . . . there is not much we can do.”140* 

Taiwan Strait. Sometimes, though, allies could be all too willing to fight. That 

had been the case with Syngman Rhee in Korea, and the Eisenhower admin¬ 

istration confronted a similar situation in its relations with Chiang Kai-shek. 

The Chinese Nationalists had established themselves on Taiwan in 1949, but 

without relinquishing control of several small islands just off the China coast. 

Eisenhower and Dulles had stated publicly—primarily for domestic political 

reasons—that the United States would not oppose attempts by Chiang to re¬ 

take the mainland.141 In fact, however, they regarded his prospects for ac¬ 

complishing this as quite remote, and soon found themselves worrying that 

Nationalists’ determination to hold onto the offshore islands might lead to 

fighting with the People’s Republic of China which could, in turn, involve the 

United States.142! 

These concerns intensified when the Communists began shelling the island 

of Quemoy on September 3, 1954. Determined not to yield further territory 

to the People’s Republic, and yet convinced of Chiang’s error in seeking to 

hold military positions not critical to the defense of Taiwan, the Eisenhower 

administration found itself once again, as in Korea, attempting simultaneously 

to deter action by an adversary and to minimize the risk of American involve¬ 

ment at the hands of an ally. 

Nuclear weapons, it was assumed, would be considered for use against the 

Chinese Communists if they attacked Taiwan itself. “Their fleet of junks 

“might make a good target for an atomic bomb,” Eisenhower had observed a 

month before the shelling of Quemoy began.143 Dulles, loo, regarded the area 

off the China coast as a good place “actively to show Communist China . . . 

* “This is indeed a strange and puzzling situation,” Assistant Secretary of State Robert 

D. Murphy commented that same month. “With what is this nation left to defend itself 

if the instrumentalities brought forward out of our technical inventiveness are themselves 

allowed to become the object of brooding misgivings and indecision?” [Speech to Air 

Force Association, Omaha, Nebraska, August 20, 1954, Department of State Bulletin, 

XXXI(August 30, 1954), 291.] 

t Dulles told the National Security Council in October, 1954, that “the Generalissimo’s 

chances of getting back on the mainland were growing dimmer every day. . . . [Ilf the 

people of Formosa had complete freedom of choice they would vote to be an independent 

state.” [Minutes, National Security Council meeting of October 6, 1954, FR: 1952-54, 

XIV, 700.] 
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that we are ‘willing and able’ to make the aggressor suffer at places and by 

means of our choosing, i.e., where our air and sea power are preponderant.”144 " 

But when it came to the question of defending the offshore islands, the Secre¬ 

tary of State was much more hesitant. The islands were “not demonstrably es¬ 

sential” to the security of Taiwan, he argued; moreover, any American deci¬ 

sion to defend them “would alienate world opinion and gravely strain our 

alliances . . . because it would probably lead to our initiating the use of 

atomic weapons.”145 Eisenhower agreed: war with China, he told the Na¬ 

tional Security Council, would be real war; he was “firmly opposed to any 

holding back like we did in Korea.” But the offshore islands “were only im¬ 

portant psychologically.”146 

Psychological effects could not be disregarded, though. There was reason 

to think, Dulles warned, that the Geneva compromise on Indochina had given 

“the Chinese Communists their head. ... A powerful case can be made that 

unless we stop them, a Chinese Nationalist retreat from the islands would have 

disastrous consequences in Korea, Japan, Formosa and the Philippines.” But 

to go to war with China over the offshore islands would mean that “outside of 

Rhee and Chiang, the rest of the world would condemn us, as well as a sub¬ 

stantial part of the U.S. people.” It was all, Dulles thought, a “horrible di¬ 

lemma.”147! 

By November of 1954, the prospect of war in the Taiwan Strait—together, 

no doubt, with the experiences of Korea and Indochina—had forced the Sec¬ 

retary of State into a fundamental reconsideration of the whole strategy of nu¬ 

clear deterrence. It was all very well to threaten escalation as had been done 

in Korea, he reminded the National Security Council, “but one thing leads to 

another, and ... as General MacArthur had so emphatically stated, victory 

is the only proper objective in war.”148 What would “victory” mean, though? 

u[T]otal war would be an incalculable disaster ” he wrote later that month, 

underlining his own words for emphasis. Both communist aggression and nu¬ 

clear war had to be avoided; this required not only firmness but prudence as 

well: 

The U.S. . . . should (1) forego actions which would generally 

be regarded as provocative, and (2) be prepared, if hostilities occur, to 

* Dulles acknowledged “that the broad policy of showing strength at places and by means 
of our choosing lends itself to confusion on the part of those who are close only to bits 
of the picture and who do not see the whole sweep of our policy from Korea to Indochina. 
I suspect that those at Moscow or Peiping who see the picture as a whole and who read 
our policy speeches carefully, do not suffer from such confusion.” [Dulles to John M. 
Allison, August 20, 1954, FR: 1952-54, XIV, 546.] 

t “You can talk all you want of the bad effect on Asia if the United States does not fight 
to defend these offshore islands,” Dulles told the National Security Council in October, 
1954, “but you say nothing about the bad effect on Europe if we do undertake to fight to 
hold these islands. . . . [W]e would be in this fight in Asia completely alone. Europe 
could be written off in such a contingency.” [Minutes, NSC meeting, October 6, 1954, 
FR: 1952-54, XIV, 699.] 
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meet them, where feasible, in a manner and on a scale which will not 

inevitably broaden them into total nuclear war. . . . [S]uch policies 

are necessary to assure the support of our allies against aggression and 

to avoid risks which do not promise commensurate strategic or politi¬ 

cal gains. These conclusions have an obvious bearing on basic military 

strategy and on our policy toward Communist China.149 

It was a remarkable conclusion for Dulles, who more than anyone else had 

originated the idea of “massive retaliation.” But that strategy had never meant 

“that any local war would automatically be turned into a general war with 

atomic bombs being dropped all over the map,” he explained in a public ad¬ 

dress that same month. “The important thing was “that we and our allies 

should have the means and the will to assure that a potential aggressor would 

lose from his aggression more than he could win.”160 

How, though, was one to contain aggression, prevent escalation, and still 

meet Eisenhower’s strictures about avoiding costly conventional military obli¬ 

gations? Dulles’s answer, at least in the Taiwan Strait crisis, was ambiguity. 

Discussions had already been under way, at the time the Communists began 

shelling the offshore islands, for some kind of defense treaty between the 

United States and Taiwan.161 By proceeding with the treaty, but at the same 

time leaving unclear whether it covered the offshore islands, the administra¬ 

tion could achieve two objectives: It could discourage Chiang from using the 

islands as a base from which to attempt an invasion of the mainland; but it 

could also simultaneously deter the Communists from attacking Chiang’s posi¬ 

tions there. The treaty should make it clear, Dulles insisted, that “we are not 

going to defend our partner while our partner attacks.”162 But it would also 

not be a bad idea to “fuzz up” the text sufficiently “to maintain doubt in the 

minds of the Communists as to how the U.S. would react to an attack on the 

offshore islands.”163* 

The Mutual Defense Treaty between the United States and the Republic of 

China, signed on December 2, 1954, committed Washington to oppose an 

armed attack on Taiwan, the Pescadores, and “such other territories as may 

be determined by mutual agreement.”164 Its purpose, as Assistant Secretary 

of State Walter Robertson explained to Chiang Kai-shek’s foreign minister, 

was to formalize the understanding that without mutual consent, the 

Chinese Government would not take any offensive action which might 

provoke retaliation by the Communists leading to invocation of the 

Treaty. At the same time the U.S. did not want to encourage the Com¬ 

munist Chinese to think they could seize additional territories without 

serious risk.166 

* “Let’s keep the Reds guessing [about the offshore islands],” Dulles told Eisenhower’s 

Press Secretary, James C. Hagerty, “and not make any clearcut statement about them.” 

[Hagerty Diary, December 2, 1954, FR; 1952-54, XIV, 982.] 
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To reinforce the message, the administration then secured—although not with¬ 

out considerable debate—a Congressional resolution authorizing the President 

to take whatever action he deemed necessary in defense of this treaty, in¬ 

cluding “the securing and protection of such related positions and terri¬ 

tories . . . as he judges to be required or appropriate. . . .”156" 

As if in direct response, the Chinese Communists overran the Tachen Is¬ 

lands, where the Nationalists had maintained a small defensive force, in Janu- 

ary, 1955. They then began a military buildup opposite Quemoy and Matsu, 

to such a point that Eisenhower and Dulles felt obliged to remove some of the 

ambiguity that had been written into the Taiwan Defense Treaty and its ac¬ 

companying Congressional resolution. “ [D] oubt as to our intentions was having 

a bad effect on our prestige in the area,” the Secretary of State told the Presi¬ 

dent; “it was in many quarters assumed that we would defend the [offshore] 

islands, and our failure to do so indicated that we were running away when 

actual danger appeared.”15' The difficulty with deterrence, Eisenhower wrote 

Churchill that same month, was that the Russians and Chinese knew “that we, 

in our democracies ... by instinct and training abhor the thought of mass 

destruction . . . that would necessarily involve helpless people.” This left 

them “a great area of fruitful opportunity . . . lying between the excita¬ 

tion of a global war on the one hand and passive acceptance of the status quo 

on the other.” But, Eisenhower went on to point out, “there can be local de¬ 

terrents as well as global deterrents.”158 

It was with this idea in mind that the President began an effort in March, 

1955, to convince the Chinese Communists that nuclear weapons might be used 

against them if they attempted to invade Quemoy or Matsu. When Dulles com¬ 

mented on March 6 that defense of the two islands “would require the use of 

atomic missiles,” Eisenhower “thoroughly agreed with this” and suggested that 

the Secretary of State include in a forthcoming speech a paragraph “indi¬ 

cating that we would use atomic weapons as interchangeable with conventional 

weapons,” although not “weapons of mass destruction.”159f Dulles did warn 

the National Security Council on March 10 that “urgent steps” needed to be 

taken “to create a better public climate for the use of atomic weapons by the 

United States if we found it necessary to intervene in the defense of Formosa.” 

* The point of the Congressional resolution, Hagerty noted in his diary, was to let the 

Chinese Communists “know that we mean business . . . and [to make them] think twice 

about starting any nonsense.” [Hagerty Diary, January 22, 1955, Robert H. Ferrell, ed., 

The Diary of James C, Hagerty: Eisenhower in Mid-Course, 1954-1955 (Bloomington: 

1983), p. 172.] 

t The next day, the two men again discussed, as Dulles recorded, “the importance of 

education with reference to the distinction between atomic missiles for tactical purposes 

and the big bomb with huge radioactive fall-outs.” [Dulles memorandum of conversation 

with Eisenhower, March 7, 1955, John Foster Dulles Papers, White House Memoranda, 

Box 3, “Meetings with the President 1955 (7).”] Dulles also assured Senator Walter 

George, on the same day, that “the missiles we had in mind had practically no radioactive 

fall-out and were entirely local in effect.” [Dulles memorandum of conversation with 

George, March 7, 1955, FR: 1955-57, II, 337.] 



The Origins of Self-Deterrence 137 

Military advisers had convinced him that these would be “the only effective 

weapons which the United States could use against a variety of mainland tar¬ 

gets, and yet “[w]e might wake up one day and discover that we were in¬ 

hibited in the use of these weapons by a negative public opinion.” It was, 

therefore, of “vital importance” to “educate our own and world opinion as to 

the necessity for the use of tactical atomic weapons.”160 But it was left to Ei¬ 

senhower himself to make the point most vividly in public: as long as they 

were used against strictly military targets, he told a press conference on 

March 16, he could see no reason why atomic weapons should not be em¬ 

ployed “just exactly as you would use a bullet or anything else.”161 As he 

subsequently noted in his memoirs, “I hoped this answer would have some ef¬ 

fect in persuading the Chinese Communists of the strength of our determina¬ 

tion.”162 

It is clear now, though, that this was more a declaratory than an actual 

policy. In an Oval Office discussion on March 11, Dulles had warned of the 

need to avoid military involvement of any kind on Quemoy and Matsu until 

treaties establishing the Western European Union had been ratified.* Eisen¬ 

hower had agreed that the use of atomic weapons there would have a “bad 

impact,” and then had gone to rule out their employment except as a last re¬ 

sort. The United States “should do every practical thing that could be done” 

to help the Chinese Nationalists defend themselves, but “if it was necessary 

for the U.S. to intervene, it should do so with conventional weapons.” The 

time might come when atomic weapons would have to be used, “but that 

should come only at the end, and we would have to advise our allies first. . . . 

we [can] not afford to be isolated from our allies in the world.” The objec¬ 

tive, therefore, should be “to delay [a Chinese Communist] attack in strength 

on Quemoy and Matsu, without thereby provoking [such an] attack.”163 

The Central Intelligence Agency confirmed the political risks of using 

nuclear weapons in a National Intelligence Estimate issued on March 16. If 

the United States were to attack the Chinese mainland with such devices, it 

predicted, “the predominant world reaction would be one of shock. These re¬ 

actions would be particularly adverse if these weapons were used to defend 

the offshore islands or destroy military concentrations prior to an all-out Chi- 

ese Communist attempt to take the offshore islands.” Certain European and 

Asian allies might tolerate resort to nuclear weapons to ward off an attack on 

Taiwan itself, but even in that case “the general reaction of non-Communist 

Asians would be emotional and would be extremely critical of the US. In the 

case of Japan, the Government would probably attempt to steer a more neu¬ 

tral course.”164 

* In a separate meeting on the same day, Dulles had told Eisenhower that “it would, I 

thought, be extremely important to avoid, if possible, any U.S. hostilities, particularly 

involving atomic missiles, while the WEU [Western European Union] situation was still 

unsettled. After that was buttoned up he [Eisenhower] could have more freedom of 

action in Asia.” [Dulles notes, conversation with Eisenhower, March 11, 1955, FR: 

1955-57, II, 355.] 
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Secretary of State Dulles saw still other difficulties. Might not Chiang Kai- 

shek himself have the feeling “that an atomic attack on the mainland as a be¬ 

ginning would be a poor way to gain the support of the Chinese people for 

his cause?” he asked his top subordinates on March 28. Moreover, we can¬ 

not splurge our limited supply of atomic weapons without serious danger to 

the entire international balance of power; and therefore any use which is 

made of them must be very carefully planned and thought out.” That had not 

been done in this situation: “we are drifting in very dangerous waters with¬ 

out an adequately prepared chart.”165 

Nor was it at all clear that the effects of atomic weapons, if used to de¬ 

fend Quemoy and Matsu, could be confined to the kinds of military targets 

Eisenhower had talked about at his March 16 press conference. Central In¬ 

telligence Agency Director Allen Dulles warned the White House early in 

April that it might be difficult to use such devices against military emplace¬ 

ments on the mainland without subjecting Quemoy itself to dangerous fallout; 

furthermore, “if the winds were wrong, the fallout would endanger the city 

of Amoy with its several hundred thousand civilian residents.” It would be 

possible, Eisenhower himself observed several days later, to slow a Chinese 

Communist attack on the islands by using atomic weapons, “but I do not 

think that it would be wise, unless we are forced to do it, to atomize the Main¬ 

land opposite them. And even if we did, they could just wait for a while and 

start the attack over again.”166 

“I would personally be very happy,” the President wrote Churchill on 

March 29, “both as a political leader and as an ex-soldier who may have a bit 

of competence in the strategic field, to see Chiang, voluntarily and in accor¬ 

dance with what he believed to be his own interests, withdraw from Quemoy 

and the Matsus.”167 The possibility of persuading the Generalissimo to scale 

down his military presence on the offshore islands was extensively discussed 

within the administration;168 as an inducement, Secretary of State Dulles 

even suggested stationing, “with public knowledge,” United States troops pos¬ 

sessing “atomic capabilities” on Taiwan. Eisenhower questioned the idea of 

publicizing such a measure, but apparently not the idea itself.169 Whether the 

offer to place atomic weapons on Taiwan was actually conveyed to Chiang 

when Admiral Radford and Assistant Secretary of State Robertson visited the 

island in mid-April is not clear from currently available documents.* What is 

clear is that the Chinese Nationalist leader firmly rejected any redistribution 

of forces away from Quemoy and Matsu, and that the President’s representa¬ 

tives informed Chiang with equal firmness that he would henceforth be on his 

own in defending them. 

The United States would not participate in the defense of Quemoy and 

* Radford and Robertson apparently did take with them the document in which Dulles 

had made this proposal, but the subject is not mentioned in Eisenhower’s brief written 

instructions to them [Hoover to Robertson and Radford, April 22, 1955, FR: 1955-57, 
II, 501-2], nor is it referred to in the reports Robertson and Radford sent back of their 

discussions with Chiang Kai-shek and his advisers. [Ibid,., pp. 509-17, 521, 523-25, 528.] 
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Matsu, Robertson explained, because such an operation would very likely re¬ 

quire the use of nuclear weapons. That decision, in turn, would mean war, in 

which case Eisenhower believed it “essential” to retain the “full support [of] 

US public opinion and world opinion.” The United States would need bases for 

operations against the Soviet Union which might be denied it “unless [the] 

countries concerned supported our position.” Although such support would 

probably be forthcoming for the defense of Taiwan proper, it could not, in 

the President’s view, “be marshalled in support of war in defense [of the] 

offshore islands.” Moreover, as Radford pointed out, if nuclear weapons were 

used, 

President Eisenhower would have to consider [the] feeling generated 

throughout the world and in China too, particularly if many civilians 

were killed. He [Radford] was sure [Chiang Kai-shek] could well ap¬ 

preciate [the] terrible responsibilities of President Eisenhower in this 

regard.* 

Robertson admitted that the President had, earlier in the year, planned to as¬ 

sist the Chinese Nationalists if Quemoy and Matsu were attacked. But there 

was now strong opposition to such a course of action: “Therefore . . . Presi¬ 

dent Eisenhower could not now use US forces in defense of these islands with¬ 

out [a] large loss [of] public support at home and abroad.”170 

But if Eisenhower had changed his position, so too, at almost the same 

moment, had the Premier of the People’s Republic of China, Zhou Enlai. Re¬ 

ports from the Bandung Conference of Asian and African nations late in April 

indicated that Zhou had suggested a cease-fire in the Taiwan Strait ;f subse¬ 

quently, he stressed that the Chinese Communists hoped to “liberate” Taiwan 

by peaceful means. Dulles found this a “significant” response, indicating that 

the Chinese might now be willing to accept the principle, already established 

in Germany, Korea, and Vietnam, of seeking the reunification of divided 

countries only by peaceful means.171 There followed a series of contacts with 

the Chinese through intermediaries, and then, in Geneva, direct bilateral dis¬ 

cussions with representatives of the People’s Republic that had the effect of at 

least defusing—if not resolving—the Taiwan Strait crisis. “We were using the 

time thus gained,” Dulles explained to Eisenhower in August, “to try to build 

* The President was reluctant, Dulles told several senators in a private conversation two 

days later, “to see a wholesale use of atomic weapons against the densely populated main¬ 

land where land bursts would be required which would have a fall-out which might 

involve heavy casualties. This might alienate Asian opinion and ruin Chiang Kai-shek’s 

hopes of ultimate welcome back to the mainland.” [Dulles memorandum of conversation 

with Senators Hickenlooper, Knowland and Smith, April 27, 1955, FR: 1955-57, II, 526.] 

t Dulles, not uncharacteristically, was willing to take a certain amount of credit for what 

had happened at Bandung. “I said that we had worked very hard to produce the ... re¬ 

sult and that our friends had pitched in and done a job which had led Chou to follow 

a pacific rather than a belligerent course.” [Dulles memorandum, conversation with Sen¬ 

ators Hickenlooper, Knowland and Smith, April 27, 1955, FR: 1955-57, II, 527.] 
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up a world opinion which would compel the Chinese Communists to accept 

the status quo and not seek to change it by force.”172 

What precise effect threats to use nuclear weapons had in persuading the 

Chinese to seek a cease-fire is no clearer with regard to the Taiwan Strait 

crisis than it is for Korea. Certainly Eisenhower and Dulles had difficulty con¬ 

vincing themselves, as well as the American people and their allies, that 

Quemoy and Matsu—a “bunch of rocks,” as the Secretary of State had at one 

point referred to them173—were worth such drastic means of defense. And yet, 

Dulles, at least, believed that the Chinese had got the message: 

“Why do we not make our position clear on Matsu and Quemoy?” a re¬ 

porter asked the Secretary of State in January, 1956. 

“I think it is clear,” Dulles replied. 

“It is not clear to me, sir.” 

“It is not clear to you because you, like me, cannot read the minds of the 

Chinese Communists. But to them I think it is quite clear.”174 

IV 

The main subject of the Secretary of State’s press conference that day was a 

smug and self-congratulatory interview he had given to James Shepley, just 

published in Life magazine. In it, Dulles had acknowledged that although no 

one could “prove mathematically” that deterrence had worked in the Korean, 

Indochinese, and Taiwan Strait crises, “I think it is a pretty fair inference 

that it has.” He had then gone on, imprudently, to generalize: 

You have to take risks for peace, just as you must take chances in war. 

Some say that we were brought to the verge of war. Of course we were 

brought to the verge of war. The ability to get to the verge without 

getting into the war is the necessary art. If you try to run away from 

it, if you are scared to go to the brink, you are lost. We’ve had to look 

it square in the face—on the question of enlarging the Korean war, on 

the question of getting into the Indochina war, on the question of For¬ 

mosa. We walked to the brink and we looked it in the face. We took 

strong action.175 

Combined with his earlier public pronouncements about “massive retaliation,” 

Dulles’s “brinksmanship” interview reinforced his image as a dangerously trig¬ 

ger-happy warrior-statesman, eager to use nuclear weapons at the slightest 

provocation. In fact, though, this image was not quite fair: the archives reveal 

that the Secretary of State repeatedly urged caution with respect to the use of 

nuclear weapons in these three situations, primarily because of the effect their 

use would have on allies. It was the President himself who seemed prepared, 

more often than Dulles, to “go to the brink.” 

The records are full of statements by Eisenhower about the need to erase 
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the distinction between nuclear and conventional weapons: with global com¬ 

mitments necessarily sustained by limited resources, he argued time and time 

again, the United States had no choice but to be prepared to use nuclear weap¬ 

ons wherever its interests came under attack. If it lacked the resolve to do 

this, he would snap, then it might be better to take on the Russians in an all- 

out war right away, while the United States could still count on winning it.176 

But what Eisenhower said was one thing; what he actually did was some¬ 

thing else again. Although he never explicitly ruled out the employment of 

nuclear weapons in Korea, Indochina, and in the Taiwan Strait, the President 

did manage in each case to find alternatives to their use. In Korea and in 

the Taiwan Strait, he simply deferred action until the other side backed down. 

Ho Chi Minh was not as cooperative, but Eisenhower carefully insisted upon 

Congressional and allied approval before he would authorize intervention in 

Indochina. When these conditions were not met—and it is difficult to believe 

that he ever thought they would be—Eisenhower was in a position to diffuse 

responsibility for a thinly disguised defeat at the hands of the Viet Minh. In 

none of these instances did he demonstrate any overwhelming eagerness to 

use nuclear weapons; indeed one gets the impression, despite his rhetoric, that 

he was looking for excuses not to. 

Eisenhower’s only real departure from Truman’s strategy on the use of 

nuclear weapons in limited wars was, therefore, one of appearances: he was 

prepared conspicuously to consider—and thereby to appear to threaten—such 

use, while his predecessor never was.177 But both Eisenhower and Truman in 

fact shared the view, when confronted with specific situations in which the 

weapons might be employed, that the costs of using them would very likely 

outweigh the prospective benefits. They did so for a combination of military, 

political and moral reasons: 

Military: Because of the absence of appropriate targets, there could be no 

assurance, whether in Korea, Indochina, or the Taiwan Strait, that the use 

of nuclear weapons would produce decisive military results. Their ineffectual 

use, moreover, might compromise the over-all deterrent: if the bomb wras seen 

to have no dramatic effect upon the North Koreans, the Chinese Communists, 

or the Viet Minh, then how could it be expected to impress the Russians, or 

to reassure endangered allies? Better not to use it at all, and thus preserve the 

credibility of a vague and therefore ominous threat, than by using it to remove 

uncertainties and thus risk the contempt that familiarity breeds.* 

Political: Nuclear weapons were, after all, only one of several instruments of 

* The argument here—made most clearly by Paul Nitze [see footnotes 55 and 99], but 

also in NSC 147 “Analysis of Possible Courses of Action in Korea,” April 2, 1953, [FR: 
1952-54, XV, 845]—curiously parallels that of the atomic scientists who rejected a publicly 

announced test of the atomic bomb prior to Hiroshima on the grounds that if the test 

was not successful, the credibility of future uses of the bomb would be called into ques¬ 

tion. [See Peter Wyden, Day One: Before Hiroshima and After (New York: 1984), pp. 

150-51.1 
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containment; both the Truman and the Eisenhower administrations attached 

at least equal importance, in maintaining the global balance of power, to the 

creation and preservation of alliances. And yet, the Western European mem¬ 

bers of NATO made it clear in the most emphatic terms that the use of nu¬ 

clear weapons in Korea, Indochina, and in the Taiwan Strait would provoke 

such opposition within their own countries as to call the stability of the al¬ 

liance into question. The Japanese, in more subtle ways, conveyed similar im¬ 

pressions. Since the beginning of the Cold War, Washington officials had re¬ 

garded the defense of Western Europe and Japan as critical to the security of 

the United States: if the use of nuclear weapons to defend peripheral interests 

was to have the effect of deranging vital interests, then one would clearly have 

to think twice before using them. "' 

Moral: Any nation that is the first to make use of a new and terrible weapon 

is likely to bear—both in the eyes of its own citizens and those of the rest of 

the world as well—a particular moral responsibility, even if, as seems prob¬ 

able in the case of nuclear weapons, other nations would sooner or later have 

found opportunities to develop and use them. The fact that the first American 

bombs had killed Asians compounded the problem by introducing the sus¬ 

picion—justified or not—of racism. Whatever one felt about the morality of 

nuclear weapons, one could hardly deny the clearly devastating effect their 

use once again against Asians would have on the American position in that 

part of the world. “You boys must be crazy,” Eisenhower told his advisers at 

the time of Dienbienphu: “We can’t use those awful things against Asians for 

the second time in less than ten years. My God.”178f 

Self-deterrence, based upon military, political, and moral considerations, 

was thus clearly a potent force, but what about Soviet deterrence? The pos¬ 

sibility of nuclear retaliation by the Russians, though never entirely absent 

from the calculations of Truman and Eisenhower administration officials, did 

not figure as prominently in their thinking as one might have expected. It was 

hardly mentioned in connection with the Indochina and Taiwan Strait crises. 

There was some concern, in Korea, that the Russians might use nuclear weap¬ 

ons against American port facilities or troop concentrations there, or even 

against bases in Japan. Certainly the prospect of Soviet intervention on behalf 

of China—whether nuclear or non-nuclear—was a significant deterrent to ex- 

* Although, as Under Secretary of State Walter Bedell Smith argued with respect to the 

use of atomic weapons in Korea, “[t]he reaction of our allies and the effect on the neu¬ 

trals would also depend on the achievement of success in a short period of time. Much 

would be forgiven us if we were quickly successful and ended the war.” [Minutes, NSC 

meeting, May 13, 1953, FR: 1952-54, XV, 1015.] 

t“[0]ur whole international security structure [is] in jeopardy,” Dulles warned Eisen¬ 

hower late in 1955. “The basic thesis [is] local defensive strength with the backing up of 

United States atomic striking power. However, that striking power [is] apt to be immo¬ 

bilized by moral repugnance.” [Dulles memorandum of conversation with Eisenhower, 

December 26, 1955, Dulles Papers, White House memoranda, Box 3, “Meetings with the 

President, 1955 (1).”] 
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panding the fighting in that direction. But any use of Soviet nuclear weapons 

against American forces would have meant all-out war, and the simple fact 

was that the Russians—still far behind in the production of such weapons and 

the means of delivering them, still lacking the capacity to neutralize over¬ 

whelming American retaliatory capabilities—were in no way prepared for 

such a conflict. Before worrying too much about what the Russians could do 

to the United States, Eisenhower told his military planners in 1953, they 

should consider what the United States could do to the Russians: “They must 

be scared as hell.”179 

That situation would not last indefinitely, though. By the end of 1954, 

the President was acknowledging that “for the first time . . . the United 

States . . . was no longer immune from attack.”180'"' A year later he recom¬ 

mended to his advisers the virtues of “withdraw [ing] into a quiet room and 

contemplating] . . . the real nature of a future thermonuclear war. . . . 

The destruction might be such that we might have ultimately to go back to 

bows and arrows.”181 Soviet long-range missile capabilities were being taken 

seriously by 1956: the Russians might have an operational ICBM in another 

five years, the National Security Council estimated;182 and a special presiden¬ 

tial commission concluded at the end of that year that American casualties in 

an all-out war with the Russians would approximate fifty million.183 Just a 

single attack would produce twenty-five million killed, with another sixty mil¬ 

lion needing hospitalization, Eisenhower noted in 1957: “When you begin to 

think of things like that, you know there must not be war.”184 

The implications did not bode well for a strategy of threatening the use 

of nuclear weapons in situations short of total war. The United States could 

not altogether abandon that option, the National Security Council had con¬ 

cluded as early as December, 1954, but the ability “to apply force selectively 

and flexibly” was becoming more important: 

As the fear of nuclear war grows, the United States and its allies must 

never allow themselves to get into the position where they must choose 

between (a) not responding to local aggression and (b) applying force 

in a way which our own people and our allies would consider entails 

undue risk of nuclear devastation.185 

By the time of his 1956 “brinksmanship” interview, Dulles was privately ack¬ 

nowledging “throughout the world, a growing, and not unreasonable, fear that 

nuclear weapons are expanding at such a pace as to endanger human life on 

this planet.” If that trend continued, “repugnance to the use of nuclear weap¬ 

ons could grow to a point which would depreciate our value as an ally, under¬ 

mine confidence in our ‘collective defense’ concepts, and make questionable 

the reliability of our allies and the availability to SAC of our foreign bases.” 

* Until recently, Eisenhower told a press conference the following month, “the oceans 

had seemed to us such wonderful protective areas that we could well afford the . . . un¬ 

preparedness that had been our history from the Revolutionary War down to the Korean 

War. We can no longer afford it.” [Press conference, January 12, 1955, Public Papers of 
the Presidents: Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1955 (Washington: 1960), p. 59.1 
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The only solution, Secretary of State thought, would be to turn all nuclear 

weapons over to a strengthened and veto-proof United Nations: that would 

relieve the United States of its “present vulnerable position of having sole re¬ 

sponsibility within the free world for determining the use of such weapons, 

“a responsibility which is not governed by any clearly enunciated principles 

reflecting ‘decent respect for the opinions of mankind.’ ”186 

Eisenhower was by no means prepared to go that far. He told General 

Maxwell Taylor in May, 1956, that “planning should go ahead on the basis of 

the use of tactical atomic weapons against military targets in any small war 

in which the United States might be involved.”187 But he acknowledged be¬ 

fore a press conference the following February that the likelihood of any na¬ 

tion using nuclear weapons in an attack “grows less, I think, every year. . . . 

[A]ny such operation today is just another way of committing suicide.” Nor 

would the United States respond defensively with nuclear weapons in all situ¬ 

ations: “a picture of the great Strategic Air Command charging all over the 

world for little police troubles . . . would be entirely wrong.”188 The opin¬ 

ions of others, too, had to be taken into account: “the new thermonuclear 

weapons are tremendously powerful,” the President observed in August of 

1958; “however, they are not, in many ways, as powerful as is world opinion 

today in obliging the United States to follow certain lines of policy.”189'"' 

If there had been any doubt about the accuracy of this last observation, 

the second Taiwan Strait crisis, which broke out that same month when the 

Chinese Communists resumed shelling the offshore islands from which Chiang 

Kai-shek had never withdrawn, quickly confirmed it. Should it become neces¬ 

sary to use nuclear weapons to ward off an invasion, Dulles warned, “there 

would be strong popular revulsion against the US in most of the world. It 

would be particularly intense in Asia and particularly harmful to us in Japan.” 

Nor could there be any assurance that operations could be kept limited: “the 

risk of a more extensive use of nuclear weapons, and even a risk of general 

war, would have to be accepted.”190 

The possible use of nuclear weapons was indeed “the heart of the matter,” 

a worried Eisenhower commented. It was not only that, Dulles replied, it was 

the central component in the administration’s whole strategy: “I thought we 

had acknowledged the risk of the political and psychological dangers of the 

use of these weapons when we included them in our arsenal.”191 It would 

be an “unpleasant prospect” to have to use nuclear weapons in the defense 

of Quemoy and Matsu, the Secretary of State wrote British Prime Minister 

Harold Macmillan immediately after his conversation with the President. But 

it was one “we must face up to because our entire military establishment as¬ 

sumes more and more that the use of nuclear weapons will become normal in 

the event of hostilities.”192 

Apparently concerned that his Secretary of State might be losing sight of 

* This observation was made in the context of pressures for a nuclear test ban, but it 

clearly reflected Eisenhower’s broader concerns as well. 
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the distinction between declaratory and actual policy, Eisenhower resorted to 

a tactic he had used with Dulles several times in the past: he had his secretary, 

Ann Whitman, forward without comment “a very private message” from one 

of the President’s personal correspondents, in this case Abbott M, Washburn, 

Deputy Director of the United States Information Agency. Washburn had in¬ 

sisted that if Washington used nuclear weapons to defend Quemoy and Matsu, 

it “could lose the respect of mankind for all time.” Civilian casualties would 

be enormous, and there would be the possibility as well of nuclear retaliation. 

“There is no such thing as a limited atomic war.”193* 

Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev took the occasion to make the same 

point in a message to Eisenhower several days later. “Those who harbor plans 

of an atomic attack on the People’s Republic of China should not forget,” he 

warned, 

that the other side too has atomic and hydrogen weapons and the ap¬ 

propriate means to deliver them. If the People’s Republic of China falls 

victim to such an attack, the aggressor will at once get rebuff by the 

same means. ... To touch off a war against People’s China means to 

doom to certain death sons of the American people and to spark off 

the conflagration of a world war.194 

It would be stretching a point to argue that Khrushchev’s threat—the first 

overt attempt by the Russians to deter the use of nuclear weapons by the 

Americans in a limited war situation—significantly influenced Eisenhower’s 

position: he had shown little sympathy for pursuing the nuclear option in any 

event. But he did acknowledge, in his memoirs, that improved Soviet retalia¬ 

tory capabilities had created a situation that had not been present in the Tai¬ 

wan Strait crisis of 1954-55: “I did not doubt our total superiority, but any 

large-scale conflict stimulated here was now less likely to remain limited to 

a conventional use of military power.”195 

Once again, Eisenhower was fortunate enough to avoid having to resolve 

the painful dilemmas reliance on nuclear deterrence had created: the Chinese 

Communists continued to shell the offshore islands, but made no attempt to 

invade them or to interfere with United States operations to resupply Chinese 

Nationalist garrisons there. But the 1958 crisis did reveal the extent to which 

threats to use nuclear weapons in situations where something less than na¬ 

tional survival was at stake had become counter-productive: Eisenhower 

pointedly reminded Dulles that “as much as two-thirds of the world, and 50% 

of US, opinion opposes the course which we have been following.”196 The 

crisis also demonstrated, more clearly than any of the others that took place 

during his administration, the extent to which Eisenhower was prepared to 

* It was “not adequate simply to say that we will stand on Quemoy and Matsu,” Eisen¬ 

hower told Secretary of Defense Neil McElroy the following day: “We must move beyond 

that.” [Goodpaster notes, Eisenhower conversation with Neil McElroy, September 11, 

1958, Eisenhower Papers, Whitman DDE Diary, Box 22, “Staff Notes—September, 1958.”] 
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restrain his own subordinates when he believed they had accepted too literally 

the logic of his own strategy. 

V 

History, it is useful to remind ourselves, did not necessarily have to happen 

in the way that it did. There was nothing foreordained about the fact that no 

sooner had they been developed than nuclear weapons would be used, twice, 

within three days of one another, but then not again for at least the next four 

decades. This outcome was all the more remarkable for the fact that the United 

States retained an absolute monopoly over those weapons for four years after 

Hiroshima, and an effective monopoly—because Soviet retaliatory capabilities 

were so primitive—for another half-decade. During those years Washington 

confronted a series of actual and potential military conflicts in which Ameri¬ 

can vital interests appeared to be endangered. And yet, even then, no use of 

nuclear weapons took place. When one steps back from an awareness of what 

actually happened to consider what might have happened—when one shifts 

from the factual to the counterfactual—one cannot help but be impressed by 

how easily things might have gone the other way. 

There is, of course, no way to know with certainty what the world today 

would be like if Presidents Truman and Eisenhower had accepted the recom¬ 

mendations they received to use nuclear weapons in Korea, Indochina, and 

the Taiwan Strait. But it does seem likely that their employment in those situa¬ 

tions—whether the weapons produced the desired results or not—would have 

diminished the profound sense of awe with which the world today still regards 

these particular instruments of war. If familiarity breeds contempt, then it is 

probably also true that remoteness induces respect. Resort to what had come 

to be thought of as the absolute weapon to achieve less than absolute political 

or military objectives could only have had a cheapening effect: the result could 

well have been more frequent use, but less effective deterrence. 

For the Russians, it made sense from the beginning not to initiate the 

use of nuclear weapons because the prospect of American retaliation was al¬ 

ways present. For the Americans, the issue was not that simple: They enjoyed 

at least a decade in which nuclear weapons could have been used without any 

realistic possibility of Soviet retaliation. What deterred the Americans—and 

caused them to embrace in practice the principle of “no first use”—was the 

simple dilemma of disproportion: how does one actually use means that are 

clearly incommensurate with the ends one has in view?197 The fact that 

Americans worried about this sort of thing—not all other countries in similar 

circumstances would have—may well account for the fact that our experience 

of nuclear war is still as providentially limited as it is. 
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Dividing Adversaries: 

The United States and 

International Communism, 1945-1958 

It IS NOT a good idea, as a rule, to revise one’s view of the past on the 

basis of seeing a single document. One runs the risk of committing what the 

historian David Hackett Fischer has called the “fallacy of the lonely fact,” 

best illustrated by his story of a scientist who had published “an astounding 

and improbable generalization about the behavior of rats.” When asked for 

the records upon which his conclusions were based, the scientist triumphantly 

produced a notebook from his desk. “Here they are,” he said. And pointing 

to a cage in the corner, he added: “there’s the rat.”1 

But there are times when seeing a single document can produce more 

useful results. It can illuminate, with abrupt clarity, a pattern of events 

hitherto obscure. It can break through the encrustations of interpretation im¬ 

posed by historians, who had the luxury of knowing what was going to hap¬ 

pen next, to reveal the very different perspectives of people living at the time 

who lacked that luxury. It can provide a healthy corrective to the historian’s 

too-easily made, if usually unconscious, assumption that his own point of 

view must necessarily be more sophisticated than those about whom he writes. 

The need for such correction became clear to me one afternoon in 1979 

wrhile reviewing some recently declassified documents at the Eisenhower Li- 

Portions of this essay were prepared as a paper, “American Policy and Perspectives: 

The Sino-Soviet ‘Wedge’ Strategy, 1949-1955,” for a conference on “Sino-American Rela¬ 

tions, 1945-1955,” sponsored by Peking University and the Committee on Scholarly Com¬ 

munication with the People’s Republic of China, and held in Beijing in October, 1986. 

It has not been previously published. 
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brary. The previous year I had published a short history of Russian-American 

relations in which I had criticized President Eisenhower and his advisers for 

making no effort “to exploit growing Sino-Soviet antagonism to the advan¬ 

tage of the United States.”2 But before me, now, lay the transcript of a 

briefing John Foster Dulles had given to the President, British Prime Minis¬ 

ter Winston Churchill, and French Foreign Minister Georges Bidault at the 

Mid-Ocean Club on Bermuda on December 7, 1953. In it, the Secretary of 

State had acknowledged the existence of a strained relationship between the 

Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China, had proclaimed Mao Zedong 

to be “an outstanding Communist leader in his own right” who would not 

willingly submit to dictation from Moscow, and had suggested that this situa¬ 

tion “may eventually give us an opportunity for promoting division between 

the Soviet Union and Communist China in our own common interest. Dulles 

had then gone on to deliver the following startling recommendation. 

[T]he best hope for intensifying the strain and difficulties between 

Communist China and Russia would be to keep the Chinese under 

maximum pressure rather than by relieving such pressure. . . . [P]res- 

sure and strain would compel them to make more demands on the 

USSR which the latter would be unable to meet and the strain would 

consequently increase. . . . [T]his was the course to be followed rather 

than to seek to divide the Chinese and the Soviets by a sort of competi¬ 

tion with Russia as to who would treat China best.3 

This was, indeed, enough to break the somnolence of an archival reading 

room on a quiet afternoon. Here was Dulles, the very symbol of the American 

tendency to see communism as monolithic, not only acknowledging the ex¬ 

istence of Sino-Soviet differences as early as 1953, but advocating a sophisti¬ 

cated strategy for exploiting them. Even more remarkable is the fact that 

when the Sino-Soviet alliance did begin to break up some five years later, it 

did so in very much the way Dulles had anticipated: because the Russians 

refused to satisfy Chinese demands for military and economic assistance at a 

time when the United States was exerting maximum pressure against the Peo¬ 

ple’s Republic.4 I could only conclude that Dulles’s own strategy—and that 

of the administration he served—had been more sophisticated than I and most 

other historians had suspected.5 

But there was more to the matter than this. The revelation that Dulles had 

sought to encourage a Sino-Soviet split made me wonder how his strategy re¬ 

lated to other—and better known—efforts on the part of the United States to 

promote fissiparous tendencies within the international communist movement 

at earlier stages in the Cold War. These broader speculations, in turn, pro¬ 

duced an arresting—if still provisional—conclusion: that despite what they 

said in public, American policy-makers at no point during the postwar era 

actually believed in the existence of an international communist monolith. A 

single document can take a historian quite a long way. 
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I 

The spectre of an enemy with a coordinated plan—and with concealed means 

of implementing it—has always worried Americans, perhaps because their 

own approach to foreign affairs has so often lacked precisely those qualities 

of purposeful direction. Certainly the fear of an international communist move¬ 

ment, controlled from Moscow and aimed at subverting capitalism through¬ 

out the world, had resided uneasily in the minds of Washington officials since 

the earliest days of the Bolshevik Revolution.6 Abolition of the Comintern in 

1943 had, to some extent, moderated that concern, but when it became ap¬ 

parent in the months following the end of World War II that the Soviet 

Union was still determined to dominate communists beyond its borders, anxie¬ 

ties about a renewed crusade for world revolution—and about the possible 

inability of the United States to deal with it—began to surface once again. 

As early as June, 1945, the State Department was warning President 

Truman of the dangers inherent in a revival of international communist 

militancy, even within the United States itself: the Comintern, it pointed out, 

had been “a tool or weapon such as no other country possessed, and the So¬ 

viet Union never hesitated to use it when the occasion demanded.”7 The 

President’s Chief-of-Staff, Admiral William D. Leahy, noted that same month 

that communism was a religion people were willing to die for, and that wher¬ 

ever such a phenomenon existed, “the United States must of necessity be 

concerned and be ready to defend itself against the onslaught of such a reli¬ 

gion.”8 Nor were such sentiments confined to Americans. To suggest that 

because it had now become a powerful national state the Soviet Union had 

“abandoned interest in Communism abroad or in Marxist-Leninism at home,"’ 

Sir Archibald Clark-Kerr warned the British Foreign Office from Moscow late 

in 1945, “would be as idle as to suggest that Pope Julius II [had] abandoned 

Catholicism for Vatican Imperialism.”9 

But if religion had the potential for crusading zeal, it also carried within 

it the seeds of heresy. What is remarkable about American policy toward in¬ 

ternational communism in the early days of the Cold War is how quickly the 

possibility of encouraging heretical growths came to be seen, and acted upon. 

The objective of separating communism from its source of inspiration and 

central point of control—the Soviet Union—became with surprising speed a 

consistent, if not always obvious, element of United States strategy in the Cold 

War. 
The central assumption behind this strategy was that the interests of com¬ 

munists outside the Soviet LTnion—and of left-wing non-communist movements 

as weq—would not always coincide with those of the Kremlin. As early as 

January, 1945, the Research and Analysis Branch of the Office of Strategic 

Services had pointed out that although the Russians would seek to use foreign 

communist parties to promote their own objectives, they would soon realize 
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“that these parties cannot maintain indefinitely a sufficient popular follow¬ 

ing to make them useful as Soviet instruments unless each of them puts for¬ 

ward ... a domestic leftist program for its own country.” Such a program 

might well come into conflict with the security requirements of the Soviet 

state, since “the makers of Soviet foreign policy must know that the form of 

Soviet expansionism that is most likely to arouse powerful opposition abroad 

is the promotion of leftism as a means of strengthening Soviet influence or 

establishing Russian predominance.”10 

It followed that although the growth of left-wing movements might well be 

inevitable in the wake of fascism’s defeat, domination of these movements by 

the Soviet Union was not. “It is definitely in the interest of the United States, 

State Department Soviet expert Charles E. Bohlen asserted early in 1946, to 

see that the present left movement throughout the world, which we should 

recognize and even support, develops in the direction of democratic as against 

totalitarian systems.” Washington should make it clear that governments 

based squarely on the principles of the preservation of civil and political lib¬ 

erties, no matter how far to the left they may be, will have the support and 

encouragement of the United States.” Such a policy would undermine Soviet 

charges “that the Western democracies are in effect the supporters of reaction 

and that the only progressive force in the world is the Soviet Union and the 

Communist party.”11* 

Bohlen’s fellow Soviet specialist George F. Kennan came to much the 

same conclusion, but by a different route. For Kennan, it was not the triumph 

of the left that was inevitable, but rather the decline of empires. Paraphrasing 

Edward Gibbon, he reminded his Foreign Service colleagues late in 1946 that 

“nothing in human affairs is more difficult to hold in obedience than distant 

provinces.”12 Ideology would be of little use in that regard because it reflected 

more than it determined social and political action: “the Soviet ideology of 

today flows with iron logic and with irresistable force from the inner neces¬ 

sities of Soviet power.”13 Far from being a reliable means by which to expand 

and maintain Soviet imperial authority, communism might indeed prove to 

be the Kremlin’s most vulnerable point of weakness. 

Kennan developed this argument in a speech delivered at the University 

of Virginia early in 1947. “The emotional carrying power of international 

communism,” he suggested, “is greatest in the areas where it has never been 

tried. . . . Those children who are listening for the first time to the entranc¬ 

ing notes of the Pied Piper and have never seeen the mysterious land toward 

which those notes entice, are the ones least able to resist them.” But in coun¬ 

tries “where the communists have been forced into the unpleasant and dis- 

* Robert Hooker, of the State Department’s Division of European Affairs, subsequently 

credited Bohlen with having originated the strategy of working with the non-communist 

left to contain the Russians. “Only the NCL can oppose Soviet expansion without laying 

itself open to the charge of serving reactionary interests. Only the NCL can command 

the broad basis of popular support that is necessary successfully to resist Soviet expan¬ 

sion.” [Hooker memorandum, September 20, 1946, Department of State Records, 711.61/9— 

2046, Box 3428, Diplomatic Branch, National Archives.] 
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turbing position of having to put their ideas into practice, nowhere today do 

they command the hopes and enthusiasms of the majority of the people.” It 

was not a matter of familiarity breeding contempt—the power of the Kremlin 

was too great not to be respected. “But familiarity has indeed bred disillu¬ 

sionment; and those who live under the yoke of communism know full well 

that however elevated its ideological aims, however progressive certain of its 

concepts of human society, it is animated by a political will as despotic and 

intolerant as any that history can recall.” 

Perhaps the Russians were not as hypocritical as some might think when 

they denied their ability to control international conununism beyond their 

borders: 

I sometimes think they have created something more powerful than 

themselves: a force which they do not dare let get out of their hands 

because they fear that it might be turned against them, that they have 

sown their dragon’s teeth and now they find themselves, willy-nilly, for 

better or for worse, the masters and the servants of the weird and ter¬ 

rifying warriors who have grown up in their pasture. 

Indeed, the United States might even find it advantageous for a communist 

government to come to power somewhere beyond the reach of Soviet military 

and secret police authority: 

A communist regime in power in some such country which either failed 

to meet its responsibilities and discredited itself in the eyes of the peo¬ 

ple or which turned on its masters, repudiated the Kremlin s authority, 

and bit the hand which had reared it, might be more favorable to the 

interests of this country and of world peace in the long run than an 

unscrupulous opposition party spewing slander from the safe vantage 

point of irresponsibility and undermining the prestige of this country 

in the eyes of the world. 

Certainly the United States should not openly oppose communist governments 

that came to power by democratic means; “otherwise, we are apt not only to 

put ourselves in the wrong with world opinion but we may well have the ef¬ 

fect of rallying people in the respective countries even more firmly around our 

communist adversaries.”14'"' 

These anticipations of fragmentation within the international communist 

* The Russians had “no desire to see any country move in the direction of a, modified 

form of socialism except under the guidance of persons who recognize Moscow’s author¬ 

ity,” Kennan had noted several months earlier. “[Tjhere is nothing that the Russians fear 

and detest more than a rival in the use of the slogans of social progress. Even if there 

were to be a socialist revolution within the United States itself, “unless it were to be led 

by people who accept the authority of Moscow, the only reaction of the men in the 

Kremlin would be to stamp it a form of fascism and to oppose it even more violently than 

they now oppose the purposes of the present government of the United States. [Kennan 

to Admiral Harry Hill, October 7, 1946, George F. Kennan Papers, Box 28, Seeley Mudd 

Library, Princeton University.] See also, for a further expression of these arguments, 

Kennan’s lecture at the National War College, May 6, 1947, ibid.. Box 17. 
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movement by no means reflected a majority viewpoint in Washington during 

the early years of the Cold War. The steadiness of Soviet ideological objec¬ 

tives—especially when compared with those of the United States—continued 

to impress American observers.15 Moreover, there existed a tendency for those 

who were not specialists on the Soviet Union to attach greater importance to 

ideological explanations of that country’s behavior than those who were.16" 

Certainly the Truman administration’s use of alarmist rhetoric in securing 

aid to Greece and Turkey and in justifying its domestic “loyalty” program did 

nothing to lessen the tendency to explain Soviet behavior in ideological terms.17! 

And Stalin himself seemed to confirm these explanations when he authorized 

resuscitation of the Comintern—this time in the guise of the Cominform—in 

September, 1947.18 

What is striking, though, is the extent to which skepticism about the unity 

of international communism continued to carry weight within the Truman 

administration, even in these unpromising circumstances. That skepticism had 

already provided the basis, by the middle of 1947, for a multi-faceted strategy 

aimed at driving a wedge between Moscow and its ideological allies throughout 

the world: as Kennan himself put it, “we should see to it that no action of 

this Government in the field of foreign affairs is taken without attention to 

the effect it might have upon this situation within the international commu¬ 

nist movement.”19 

II 
As implemented between 1947 and 1950, the “wedge” strategy took several 

forms. There was, first of all, an attempt to make it clear that policies aimed 

at containing the Soviet Union did not imply opposition to communism every¬ 

where. A second manifestation of the strategy involved the use of Marshall 

Plan aid to strain the relationship between Moscow and its satellites. Yugo¬ 

slavia’s break with the Kremlin in 1948 provided the opportunity for a third 

major initiative, aimed at encouraging “Titoist” tendencies elsewhere in Eastern 

Europe. And, finally, the Truman administration sought to promote the spread 

of “Titoism” in Asia as well by leaving open the possibility of cooperation in 

* The reports of Ambassador Jefferson Caffery from Paris, for example, were consistently 

more alarmist regarding international communism than those from the American Embassy 

in Moscow. [See Caffery to Byrnes, August 23, 1946, Department of State Records, 

711.61/8-2346, Box 3428; and Caffery to Marshall, January 28 and February 19, 1947, 

U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States [hereafter FR]: 1947 

III, 689-92.] These reports may well have contributed, in turn, to the Department’s ten¬ 

dency to attribute Ho Chi Minh’s behavior to his communist connections at a time when 

it was not doing the same for Mao Zedong. [See pp. 90-91, above.] 

f “One cannot help suspecting,” an official in the British Foreign Office noted, “that the 

anti-communist drive is being stimulated by the Administration in order to put pressure 

upon Congress.” [F. B. A. Rundall minute, March 31, 1947, Foreign Office Records, 

FO 371/61054/AN1216, Public Records Office. London.] 
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some form with the newly created People’s Republic of China. 

Anti-Sovietism versus anti-communism. The need to clarify this distinction 

grew out of President Truman’s speech to Congress in March, 1947, asking 

for aid to Greece and Turkey. In an effort to prod skeptical legislators into 

approving his proposals, the Chief Executive had described the world as di¬ 

vided between two “alternative ways of life”—one based upon “the will of the 

majority,” the other upon “the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the 

majority.”20 Even though Truman had carefully avoided using the term “com¬ 

munism” in this context—the struggle, as he portrayed it, was between “de¬ 

mocracy” and “totalitarianism”—the sharply ideological tone of the address 

left a widespread impression that the “doctrine” that bore his name required 

opposition to communism throughout the world/' 

Both for reasons of costs and as a point of principle this was not what the 

administration had intended. At a time when heroic efforts had been required 

to pry $400 million for Greece and Turkey from a parsimonious Congress, the 

possibility of a global campaign against communism seemed wildly improb¬ 

able. “If I thought for a moment that the precedent of Greece and Turkey 

obliged us to try to do the same thing in China,” Kennan told students at 

the National War College in May, “I would throw up my hands and say we 

had better have a whole new approach to the affairs of the wo rid.21 f One of 

the first recommendations of the new State Department Policy Planning Staff, 

which Kennan now headed, was that steps be taken to remove the impression 

“that the Truman Doctrine is a blank check to give economic and military 

aid to any area in the world where the communists show signs of being suc¬ 

cessful.”22 
But the potential costs of an anti-communist crusade were not the only 

concern: it was also necessary, as one of the drafters of the Truman Doctrine 

speech later insisted, to show the world “that we have something positive and 

attractive to offer, and not just anti-communism.”23 For Bohlen, who had 

* “It . . . gives promise to the world that whenever factions in any country are threat¬ 

ened with communism, it will be our policy to give them money and other support.” 

[Joseph E. Davies Diary, March 12, 1947, Joseph E. Davies Papers, Box 25, Library of 

Congress.] Presidential assistant Eban Ayres later pointed out that an effort had been 

made in the speech “to avoid direct reference to communism or communists but rather 

to use the term ‘totalitarianism.’ ” [Ayres Diary, May 22, 1947, Eban A. Ayres Papers, 

Box 26, Harry S. Truman Library.] 

t A report from the British Embassy in Washington noted that the Truman Doctrine 

speech, in Kennan’s view, “should have been confined to the specific question of render¬ 

ing economic assistance [to Greece and Turkey] without raising broader implications as 

was eventually done. . . . [H]e felt that it was unnecessary and perhaps even dangerous 

to over-dramatize the situation. ... Mr. Kennan does not believe that, as distinct from 

fostering political instability in such areas, the Kremlin is desirous of promoting the 

actual attainment of power by the Communist parties in Western [European] countries 

beyond the shadow of Russian bayonets.” [John Balfour to Ernest Bevin, May 15, 1947, 

Foreign Office Records, FO 371/61047/AN1795.] 
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emphasized the need to retain the support of the non-communist left, the point 

was particularly important. It would be a mistake, he argued, to brand “as 

a Communist anyone who used the language of Marx and Lenin since there 

is much in Marxism . . . which in no sense reflects a belief in Communist 

theory or involvement in modern day Communist organization.”24 When, in 

the summer of 1947, the Argentine government proposed organization of an 

anti-communist pact in the Western Hemisphere, Bohlen urged rejection of 

the proposal on the grounds that “while we were fully aware of the problem 

of Communism, . . . our policy did not include the prospect of entering into 

anti-Communist agreements with other governments—a move which smacked 

all too strongly of Fascist policy.”25* 

If rigid anti-communism risked alienating the non-communist left, though, 

total inaction raised the even more dangerous possibility that communists in 

some countries might align themselves with other disaffected elements and by 

such means gain power. The question of how the United States would deal 

with such a situation posed agonizing difficulties. “If we were to try to make 

war on the Russians in protest over the activities of Italian communists,” 

Kennan noted in December, 1947, “it would appear ... as an act of unpro¬ 

voked action against Russia. . . . [T]he moral basis of our war effort would 

be polluted and shattered from the start.” But the alternative would be “the 

use of American forces to fight irregular bands of armed civilians in Italy. . . . 

Certainly that is not what we want.” The only way out of the dilemma was 

to strengthen “the natural forces of resistance within the respective countries 

which the communists are attacking and that has been, in essence, the basis 

of our policy.”26 

What Kennan had in mind here, of course, was the European Recovery 

Program, the chief goal of which had been, from its proclamation by Secre¬ 

tary of State George C. Marshall several months earlier, to create positive al¬ 

ternatives to communism without generating sympathy for that ideology by 

opposing it directly. There might not be much that the United States could 

do about rolling back Soviet influence in the Russian-occupied areas of Eastern 

and Central Europe, Kennan had admitted in May, 1947, but where commu¬ 

nist parties existed “beyond the shadow of the power of the Red Army” the 

situation was very different: “Here we have the weakest and most vulnerable 

points in the Kremlin armor.” Because these communists lacked—as yet—“the 

* Kennan agreed that such a pact “could not fail to evoke shades of Ribbentrop’s Anti- 

Comintern Pact.” [Kennan to Robert Lovett, August 11, 1947, Policy Planning Staff 

Records, Box 33, “Chronological—1947,” Department of State Records, Diplomatic 

Branch, National Archives.] The United States was not in a position “where it must 

accept as friends everyone who is anti-Communist,” George Butler, the Policy Planning 

Staffs Latin American specialist, noted in September; “we should choose our friends 

among those nations and peoples who are in accord with our fundamental principles and 

institutions. Communism very probably is the most serious threat today, but many anti- 

Communist elements are only a little less opposed to what we stand for.” [Butler to 

Kennan, September 10, 1947, Policy Planning Staff Records, Box 8, “Communism 
1947—51.”] 
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supports of the totalitarian state,” their fate might still be influenced “by the 

electorates of those countries [,] or by the governments there in power, or by 

the actions of other free governments such as our own.”27 

The Marshall Plan was designed to exploit precisely that vulnerability. 

It was to be directed, the Policy Planning Staff emphasized, “not to the com¬ 

batting of communism as such but to the restoration of the economic health 

and vigor of European society” :28 if that could be achieved, then there would 

be little to fear from communism. It proceeded by indirection: the use of 

economic assistance to achieve a political objective would not only produce 

the quickest possible result by the most efficacious means; it would also avoid 

generating the resistance—in the form of charges that the United States was 

interfering in the political affairs of other countries—that a direct assault on 

communism in Western Europe almost certainly would have.29 

It is significant that when the staff of the newly organized National Se¬ 

curity Council did in fact propose, early in 1948, “a world-wide counter-offen¬ 

sive” aimed at “Soviet-directed world communism,”30 the State Department 

quickly rejected it. The way to handle communism was not to seek its sup¬ 

pression, Assistant Secretary of State Willard Thorp argued: “We must avoid 

any appearance of behaving like a ‘police state.’ ”31 George H. Butler, the 

Policy Planning Staff’s Latin American specialist, insisted that: 

Instead of basing our fight ... on anti-Communism alone, we might 

better place the emphasis on support of those free countries which are 

similar to our own in institutions and systems of government and of 

other non-Communist countries which do not indulge in the police-state 

type of repression of individual rights and civil liberties. If the survival 

and progress of these countries can be achieved, Soviet-directed world 

communism will meet defeat.32 

President Truman himself seemed to endorse this viewpoint in a carefully 

drafted speech early in June, 1948, in which he argued that to attempt to 

outlaw or suppress communism was to miss the point: “Communism succeeds 

only when there is weakness, or misery, or despair. It cannot succeed in a 

strong and healthy society.” The answer was not repression, but “more and 

better democracy.”33 
Indiscriminate anti-communism, therefore, was not the Truman adminis¬ 

tration’s preferred strategy: it would cost too much, it would run the risk of 

associating the United States with unsavory elements on the right, and it 

would fail to deal with what Washington regarded as the real causes of po¬ 

litical and economic instability in non-communist Europe. 

Straining relations between Moscow and its satellites. But what about com¬ 

munist Europe? Although skeptical about what the United States could do 

to reduce the Soviet Union’s influence in those parts of Central and Eastern 

Europe where communist governments were already in power, Kennan had 
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not totally given up on this possibility in the spring of 1947: for this reason 

he had proposed extending Marshall Plan aid, not just to the non-communist 

states of Western Europe, but to the East Europeans and the Russians as well. 

The motives behind this offer were hardly altruistic: “it would be essen¬ 

tial,” Kennan wrote, “that this be done in such a form that the Russian satel¬ 

lite countries would either exclude themselves by unwillingness to accept the 

proposed conditions or agree to abandon the exclusive orientation of their 

economies.”34 Either way, the West would win: if, on the one hand, the Rus¬ 

sians turned down the offer, they would not only take onto themselves the 

responsibility for dividing Europe; they would also create frustration and 

bitterness within their own satellites, where the prospect of such aid was cer¬ 

tain to arouse keen expectations. If, on the other hand, Moscow allowed the 

aid to flow, the effect would be far greater influence for the West in Eastern 

Europe, and a corresponding loss of control there for the Kremlin.35 

Kennan’s proposal caused no little nervousness in Washington: “there was 

no chance of Russia’s not joining in this effort,” a worried Secretary of the 

Navy James Forrestal told the Cabinet in June.36 But British Foreign Secre¬ 

tary Ernest Bevin, a man with long experience in dealing with European com¬ 

munists, thought otherwise: “I feel that it is the quickest way to break down 

the iron curtain . . . Russia cannot hold its satellites against the attraction 

of fundamental help toward economic revival in Europe.”37 And when the 

Russians in fact rejected participation, both for themselves and for their disap¬ 

pointed satellites, Kennan felt vindicated. “Strain placed on communist move¬ 

ment by effort to draw up plan for European rehabilitation,” he wrote in 

rough notes drafted in July, 1947: “Communist parties in West[ern Europe] 

forced to show their hand. Russians smoked out in relations with satellite 

countries. . . . Events of past weeks the greatest blow to European Commu¬ 

nism since termination of hostilities.”38 

When Stalin authorized creation of the Cominform early in the fall of 

1947, Kennan interpreted the decision as a defensive measure brought on by 

strains that had already accumulated between Moscow and the East European 

communist parties. The Russians were worried that these parties might “es¬ 

cape from their real control into a series of national-liberal movements with 

which they would eventually have to come into conflict.” Accordingly, he pre¬ 

dicted, the Soviet Union would move to tighten its authority over existing 

satellites, even if this meant alienating communists and other left-wing move¬ 

ments in Western Europe. “All this indicates that they must have a sense of 

serious weaknesses and dangers within the communist movement. . . . We 

should be able to capitalize effectively on this situation.”39* 

* F. B. A. Rundall, of the British Foreign Office, noted that creation of the Cominform 

had been seen in the United States “primarily as a counter-move to the Marshall Plan,” 

and worried that “as it is thought to be dictated by Russian weakness rather than 

strength” the effect might he “to confirm the fairly prevalent view that Communism is on 

the run and thus . . . decrease the sense of urgency for American economic aid.” [Run¬ 

dall minute, October 21, 1947, Foreign Office Records, FO 371/61056/AN3582.] 



Dividing Adversaries 157 

“I have a certain theory relating to Russian history,” Kennan told a group 

of industrial leaders in an extemporaneous talk in January, 1948, “which is 

that the Czars’ regime actually perished of indigestion [from] the Western 

minorities in Europe which it had been foolish enough to bite off.” The Soviet 

government’s success during the first years of its existence might well have 

resulted from the fact “that [it] had lost those same border territories and 

had only Russians to deal with.” Now, though, Russians were moving into 

these areas again, and “I don’t think their problem of political control through¬ 

out eastern-central Europe has been, by any means, solved. I think the main 

tests of that are still to come, and it is going to become more difficult, rather 

than less, with the passage of time.”40 

The February, 1948, coup in Czechoslovakia, which Kennan had antici¬ 

pated,41* provided an all-too-vivid confirmation of the argument that the 

Russians were in fact worried about their position in Eastern Europe, and 

felt the need to try to strengthen it. The effect was to discredit the Soviet 

Union even further in the eyes of the West European left; it also hastened 

final Congressional passage of the European Recovery Program and stimu¬ 

lated the beginnings of discussions that would lead, a year later, to the crea¬ 

tion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization.42 The Czech coup provided 

painfully little evidence, at least on the surface, that the Soviet “empire” in 

Eastern Europe was about to crumble, but Kennan expected further develop¬ 

ments: “If pressure is kept on [the] Soviet Union and satellite states,'’ he told 

a Canadian diplomat in Tokyo early in March, “within six months [a] spec¬ 

tacular retreat of Soviet and communist influence in Europe can be ex¬ 

pected.”43 

Once again, Kennan proved to be a good prophet, although in a way not 

even he had anticipated. Yugoslavia had been, until the spring of 1948, one 

of the most reliable of Moscow’s Eastern European satellites. “This Govern¬ 

ment is . . . tied hand and foot to the Kremlin,” the British ambassador had 

reported from Belgrade as late as June 18, 1948. “The bird ... is trussed 

for the pot and can be roasted or boiled as and when convenient. . . .”44f 

But on the same day, the American Embassy there was reporting that Soviet- 

Yugoslav disagreements over the Danube constituted the “first direct and 

irrevocable challenge [of] any satellite to [the] supreme authority [of the] 

Communist overlords in [the] Kremlin.”45 And by the end of the month, it 

had become clear, as a Policy Planning Staff memorandum largely drafted 

by Kennan put it, that “[f]or the first time in history we may now have 

* Kennan expresses doubt in his memoirs as to whether Marshall understood his warn¬ 

ings about Czechoslovakia or brought them to the attention of the President and the Pen¬ 

tagon. [George F. Kennan, Memoirs: 1925-1950 (Boston: 1967), p. 403.] In fact, though, 

Marshall himself conveyed this warning, using language very similar to Kennan’s, directly 

to the President and the Cabinet on November 7, 1947. [FR: 1947, I, 770n.] 

t Although Sir Charles Peake’s dispatch did go on to point out that Tito is a very vain 

man and it is just conceivable that he might be driven beyond his limit. [Foreign 

Office Records, FO 371/72630/R7301.] 
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within the international community a communist state . . . independent of 

Moscow.”46 

Encouraging Titoism in Eastern Europe. Yugoslavia’s break with the 

Kremlin confirmed, as little else could have, the potential for disarray within 

the international communist movement, and the Truman administration moved 

quickly to capitalize on what had happened. “A new factor of fundamental 

and profound significance has been introduced into the world communist 

movement by the demonstration that the Kremlin can be successfully defied 

by one of its own minions,” Kennan pointed out: 

By this act, the aura of mystical omnipotence and infallibility which 

has surrounded the Kremlin power has been broken. The possibility of 

defection from Moscow, which has hitherto been unthinkable for for¬ 

eign communist leaders, will from now on be present in one form or 

another in the mind of every one of them.47* 

Another State Department official compared what had happened to “the 

Trotsky fall from grace” and rated it as “probably the most important single 

development since the conclusion of hostilities as far as internal Soviet and 

Communist internal affairs are concerned.”48 

But it was not at all clear just how the United States could exploit this 

situation. Too rapid an embrace of Tito, Kennan pointed out, could only 

arouse “feelings of disgust and revulsion” throughout the international com¬ 

munist movement and among his own followers: the effect could be to under¬ 

mine his position and bring Yugoslavia “back into the fold.” On the other 

hand, a policy of coldness or ridicule toward Tito would give the Russians 

the excuse to argue “that foreign communists have no alternative but to stay 

with Moscow; that desertion only places them at the mercy of the wolves of 

capitalism.”49 The compromise eventually reached was to maintain a policy 

of public coolness toward Yugoslavia—an approach that not only avoided 

discrediting Tito, but that also minimized the possibility of upsetting an 

American public and Congress not yet accustomed to differentiating between 

varieties of communism—while quietly moving toward the provision of eco¬ 

nomic and, if necessary, military assistance to sustain his regime in power.50 

The Yugoslav dictator might indeed be a “son-of-a-bitch,” Secretary of State 

* “[W]hat really caused the difficulty,” Kennan told students at the National War Col¬ 

lege in October, 1948, “was the Politburo in Moscow because they were not content with 

the direct line of authority to Tito. . . . The Politburo tried to infiltrate its own people 

at lower levels [in Yugoslavia] almost out of force of habit. It had never tried to rule 

any other way anywhere, and it assumed that was the way it ought to be done. [It] 

assumed it was the natural right of the Kremlin to control Tito, and . . . that is, I be¬ 

lieve, what really got his goat . . . and caused the split that came.” [Kennan National 

War College lecture, “The Soviet Internal System,” October 14, 1948, Kennan Papers, 

Box 17.] 
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Dean Acheson told a group of business executives in September, 1949, but he 

had the decided merit of being “our son-of-a-bitch.”51* 

With regard to the rest of Eastern Europe, the Truman administration had 

high hopes that the Titoist heresy might spread. The President himself in 

November, 1948, endorsed a National Security Council paper calling for 

efforts to bring about “the gradual retraction of undue Russian power and 

influence from the present perimeter areas around traditional Russian boun¬ 

daries and the emergence of the satellite countries as entities independent of 

the USSR.”52 Kennan told the Policy Planning Staff the following April that 

the relationship between Moscow and its satellites was “the most vulnerable 

point of attack,” and that “everything possible should be done to increase the 

suspicion between the Kremlin and its agents abroad.”53 And by December, 

1949, a full-scale National Security Council review of policy toward Eastern 

Europe, initiated by the Policy Planning Staff, had concluded that “the time 

is now ripe ... to consider whether we cannot do more to cause the elimina¬ 

tion or at least a reduction of predominant Soviet influence in the satellite 

states of Eastern Europe.”54 

The specific efforts the United States made to undermine Soviet authority 

elsewhere in Eastern Europe ranged from the highly conspicuous to the highly 

secret. In the United Nations, the Truman administration mounted a vigorous 

campaign against human rights abuses in Rumania, Bulgaria, and Hungary, 

using as its legal justification the provisions of peace treaties signed with 

those nations in 1947. “[0]ur best traditions and our present interests re¬ 

quire . . . stimulating resistance to Sovietization [in the] countries [of] 

this area,” career diplomat Foy Kohler argued from Moscow early in 1949; 

the “fighting spirit” of the East Europeans “will surely wither away unless 

kept exercised.”55 Simultaneously, the administration sought the cooperation 

of European allies and neutrals in restricting trade with the Soviet Union and 

Eastern Europe: the intent here was to strain Moscow’s relations with its 

satellites by forcing them to look to the Russians for industrial equipment the 

U. S.S.R. was in no position to supply.56! 

At the same time, but less conspicuously, the administration maintained 

ties with a bewildering variety of East European exile groups, all of them 

united only by their determination somehow to challenge Soviet hegemony in 

that part of the world.67 It also lent its endorsement—and, through the Cen- 

* The formulation was an infectious one. British Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin told 
Acheson on the same day that “although [Tito] was a scoundrel, [he] was our scoun¬ 
drel.” [Acheson memorandum, conversation with Bevin, September 14, 1949, FR: 1949, 
V, 956; see also Alan Bullock, Ernest Bevin: Foreign Secretary (New York: 1983) pp. 

719-20.] 

t There is some reason to think that the United States may have deliberately allowed 
blueprints for theoretically plausible but practically unworkable industrial equipment to 
fall into the hands of the Russians. [See a memorandum prepared by the Economic Sec¬ 
tion of the U.S. Embassy in Moscow, October 1, 1949, enclosed in Alan Kirk to Acheson, 

October 1, 1949, FR: 1949, V, 147.] 
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tral Intelligence Agency, discreet financial support—to an ostensibly private 

organization, the National Committee for Free Europe, which provided finan¬ 

cial aid and employment opportunities for East European emigres, and 

through its subsidiary, Radio Free Europe, the means to broadcast anti-Soviet 

propaganda to their homelands. The Committee, Kennan wrote Acheson, had 

been designed “to become one of the principal instrumentalities for accom¬ 

plishing a number of our most important policy objectives.”58 

There were also, we now know, covert operations aimed at creating cen¬ 

ters of anti-Soviet resistance within Eastern Europe itself. The most elaborate 

of these involved Albania, a small but at that time staunchly reliable Soviet 

satellite that appeared vulnerable to such activities because of the defection 

of Yugoslavia. Between 1949 and 1952, the Central Intelligence Agency, in 

collaboration with the British Secret Intelligence Service (MI6), infiltrated 

agents and even paramilitary forces into that country in the hope of over¬ 

throwing the government of Enver Hoxha; these efforts came to naught, in 

part because the British spy, Kim Philby, leaked information about them to 

the Russians.59 A similar result awaited a second major CIA enterprise—an 

effort during 1951-52 to reconstitute the anti-communist World War II Home 

Army inside Poland—which in retrospect appears from the beginning to have 

been orchestrated by Soviet and Polish security forces for the purpose of 

exposing the anti-Soviet underground and embarrassing the West.60* 

American efforts to encourage the spread of Titoism elsewhere in Eastern 

Europe were not successful: it would not be until the early 1960’s that an¬ 

other Communist country in that region—Rumania—would proclaim and 

succeed in maintaining a foreign policy relatively free from dictation by the 

Kremlin.61 The treason of Philby and others may have contributed this fail¬ 

ure, but that is hardly the whole story. For one thing, Titoism itself had 

developed in Yugoslavia quite independently of anything the United States 

had done; it is not at all clear that it was ever within Washington’s power to 

affect, in any substantial way, the relationship between Moscow and its East 

European satellites in the first place. Certainly the very uniqueness of Tito’s 

position as a communist leader with genuine national support made it 

unlikely that his example would spread: “Except for Yugoslavia,” Kennan 

pointed out in 1948, “the satellite governments are the slaves, not the partners, 

of Russia. The area of self-determination in their policies is not large.”62 

But there were also self-imposed constraints on American policy in Eastern 

Europe. The United States had extended diplomatic recognition to most of the 

Soviet satellite governments there, and could not now openly seek to under¬ 

mine them without appearing to practice, as Kennan put it, “precisely that 

sort of interference in the internal affairs of other countries which [the Rus- 

* Kennan is on record as arguing, in August, 1949, that “some covert operations should 

be applied at the appropriate time. ... [Ilf we wanted to cause difficulties among the 

communist leaders in Poland this probably could be done immediately by effective covert 

operations.” [Minutes, Under Secretary of State Staff Meeting, August 31, 1949, Execu¬ 

tive Secretariat Files, Box 13, Department of State Records.] 
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sians] like to practice themselves. They would love to get us in this posi¬ 

tion.”63 There was also the danger of provoking a Soviet military response. 

The circumstance most likely to bring this about, Kennan argued, would be 

“an abrupt weakening of [the Russians’] power in Eastern Europe, which in 

their view might leave no choice other than military action.”64 Moscow was 

not likely to respond to Tito’s defection by going to war, CIA analysts con¬ 

cluded in the fall of 1948, but it might well prefer war to the prospect of 

losing Eastern Europe altogether.65 

Despite this disappointing immediate outcome, though, there were more 

hopeful long-term lessons that American officials could draw from the Tito 

experience: first, that nationalism could serve as an antidote to communism; 

second, that the creation of a Soviet “empire” was as likely to cause difficul¬ 

ties as advantages for the Russians; and third, that as a result not all com¬ 

munists everywhere need be considered enemies of the United States. “The 

Russians fear Titoism above everything else,” Walter Bedell Smith told the 

Policy Planning Staff in March, 1949, upon his return from having spent 

three years as Ambassador to the Soviet Union. “[T]he United States does 

not fear communism if it is not controlled by Moscow and not committed to 

aggression.”66 

Encouraging Titoism in China. “I can’t say to you today whether Titoism is 

going to spread in Europe,” Kennan admitted to students at the Naval War 

College in October, 1948. But he added: “I am almost certain that it is going 

to spread in Asia.”67 Kennan’s confidence on this point—a confidence shared 

by many of his colleagues in the State Department—reflected a set of assump¬ 

tions about East Asia that had grown out of the experience of World War II 

and the events that had followed there. 

The first of these was that, whatever else happened, no external power was 

likely to dominate China. Franklin D. Roosevelt’s insistence on treating that 

country as one of the postwar “Four Policemen” had reflected this assump¬ 

tion: highly sensitive to the rising power of nationalism in Asia, concerned as 

well to limit the expansion of Soviet influence there, the President believed 

that the long-term interests of the United States would better be served by 

encouraging China’s emergence as an independent force than as a satellite of 

either Moscow or Washington.68 Even after accumulating evidence of Chiang 

Kai-shek’s ineptitude had made it painfully clear that Nationalist China was 

unlikely to play the ambitious role Roosevelt had assigned it, the expectation 

remained that no outside force—American or Russian—would find it easy to 

control the course of events in postwar China.69 

The second assumption, closely linked to the first, was that communism in 

China was an indigenous rather than an imported phenomenon. Those few 

Americans who had studied the history of the Chinese Communist Party were 

aware of how little assistance—and how much bad advice—it had received 

from its Soviet counterpart prior to 1945; most Americans who made con¬ 

tact with Mao Zedong and his associates during the war had come away im- 
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pressed by their competence, their incorruptibility, and their apparent inde¬ 

pendence from Moscow.70 To be sure, these characteristics did not make the 

Chinese Communists pro-American; Washington’s continuing recognition of 

Chiang Kai-shek ensured that relations with the Communists would not be 

easy, as General George C. Marshall found out during his long but unsuccess¬ 

ful attempt to resolve their differences with the Chinese Nationalists.71 It is 

also the case that the developing Cold War in Europe caused American offi¬ 

cials to begin to worry about the extent of Russian influence within the 

Chinese Communist Party.72 But there still was no automatic tendency in 

Washington to assume that Chinese Communists would be docile puppets of 

the Kremlin, especially once they confronted the task of defending Chinese 

national—not just party—interests.73* 

The third assumption, growing out of the experience of both the war and 

the Marshall mission, was that the ability of the United States to affect events 

on the mainland of Asia was severely limited. This proposition made it easier 

than it might otherwise have been for the Truman administration to accept 

the argument that a victory for communism in China would pose no over¬ 

whelming threat to American interests, both because the task of ruling that 

country would, it was thought, absorb the communists’ energies for years to 

come, but also because Mao and his colleagues were unlikely to defer blindly 

to Moscow’s wishes.74 Kennan summed up the prevailing view succinctly for 

Marshall in November, 1947: there was “no convincing evidence . . . that, 

even should the Chinese National Government collapse, the communists could 

in the foreseeable future assume effective authority over all China and at the 

same time remain seriously susceptible to Soviet guidance or control in inter¬ 

national affairs. Thus while a collapse of the National Government would be 

deplorable, it probably would not be a catastrophe for American interests in 

China.”75 

For these reasons, then, the idea was already in place, even before Tito’s 

break with the Kremlin in the summer of 1948, that the potential existed for 

an independent Chinese communist movement at some indefinite point in the 

future. But the effect of what happened in Yugoslavia, together with increas¬ 

ing indications that the Communist seizure of power in China was itself not 

far off, was to transform the prospect of “Chinese Titoism” from a theoretical 

possibility into an immediate probability; that development in turn caused 

American officials to begin to think about what the United States might do to 

bring such a thing about.76 These discussions centered—as had earlier con¬ 

sideration of how to split Moscow from its satellites—in Kennan’s Policy 

Planning Staff. 

* “[Tlhere is a good chance,” Kennan told students at the National War College in May, 

1947, “that if you let the Russians alone in China they will come a cropper on that prob¬ 

lem just as everybody else has for hundreds of years. ... If they [the Chinese Com¬ 

munists] were to become a majority, if they were [to] come to control, let’s say, a large 

portion of the territory of China, I am not sure their relations with Moscow would be 

much different than those of Chiang today.” [Transcript, Kennan question and answer 

session, National War College, May 6, 1947, Kennan Papers, Box 17.] 
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The dominant influence there on East Asian affairs was John Paton 

Davies, a career Foreign Service officer with long experience in China whom 

Kennan had come to know during their brief period of service together in 

Moscow in 1945-46. As early as 1943, Davies had warned that too close an 

American alignment with Chiang Kai-shek might push the Chinese Commu¬ 

nists into the arms of the Russians;77 by the end of 1947, as a newly appointed 

member of the Policy Planning Staff, he was calling for careful studies of 

communism in East Asia based on the premise that that phenomenon could 

not be understood simply “by applying mechanistically the European pattern 

to the Far Eastern scene.”78 The first of such studies, completed in September, 

1948, concluded that if events in Yugoslavia were any guide, “Moscow faces a 

considerable task in seeking to bring the Chinese Communists under its com¬ 

plete control, if for no other reason than that Mao Tse-tung has been en¬ 

trenched in power for nearly ten times the length of time that Tito has.”'9" 

The Truman administration found this reasoning persuasive. Early in 

March, 1949, the President authorized a policy of seeking, “while scrupu¬ 

lously avoiding the appearance of intervention ... to exploit through politi¬ 

cal and economic means any rifts between the Chinese Communists and the 

USSR and between the Stalinist and other elements in China both within and 

outside of the communist structure.”80 Two strategies were considered for 

accomplishing this: either to treat the People’s Republic of China as an inter¬ 

national pariah, isolating it from contact with the non-communist world in the 

hope of encouraging the overthrow or collapse of the communist government 

there; or to provide economic inducements to the Chinese Communists—in 

the form of carefully regulated trade with Japan and the Western world—to 

maintain their independence from Moscow, with the implied threat that such 

trade would be terminated if they failed to do so. The administration endorsed 

the latter alternative, on the grounds that a policy of isolating China would 

not only reinforce that country’s dependence on the Russians, but would also 

retard economic recovery in Japan.81 

It has been correctly pointed out82 that there were contradictions in this 

approach. For one thing, the Truman administration proposed to maintain 

diplomatic relations with the Chinese Nationalist government “until the situa¬ 

tion is further clarified.” It also left open the possibility of providing “mili¬ 

tary and political” support to anti-communist groups operating on the main¬ 

land if it appeared “that such support would mean the overthrow of, or at 

least successful resistance to, the Communists.”83 The administration was 

also working secretly at this time to deny the island of Taiwan to both the 

Nationalists and the Communists by encouraging the creation of an indepen¬ 

dent government there, a policy that would have improved relations with 

* Even if Mao was “fearfully loyal,” the document continued, “Moscow still cannot be 

satisfied with the situation. China is too big, too populous. Even Mao and his colleagues 

cannot be permitted eventually to acquire all of it—the temptation might be too great 

for them, especially as they would have, in part, risen to power on the heady wine of 

nationalism. The Kremlin prefers, where possible, not to take chances in such matters. 

[PPS/39, United States Policy Toward China,” September 7, 1948, FR: 1948, VIII, 148.1 
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neither of them had it become known.84 But it is clear, nonetheless, that the 

State Department, with the approval of the President himself, had by the 

spring of 1949 come to rely upon the long-term possibility of a Sino-Soviet 

rift as the best hope for minimizing the damage to American interests that 

was sure to follow the final Chinese Communist consolidation of power.85 

This strategy rested, Kennan pointed out several months later, not on the 

facile assertion that events in China would replicate precisely those that had 

taken place in Yugoslavia, but rather upon the remarkable capability of the 

Soviet system eventually to alienate even its most sympathetic admirers: “The 

Russians can be as mean and exacting in their friendships as they can in their 

enmities. They have a hard time being anything else.” Because the Chinese 

Communists, like their Yugoslav counterparts, had come to power on their own 

and did not depend upon the Russians to remain in that position, they could 

be expected—as had the Yugoslavs—to resist Moscow’s constricting embrace. 

That resistance, in turn, would pose problems for the Kremlin, because a com¬ 

munist state that defied its authority would be “a more horrible prospect in 

Moscow’s eyes than the [most] incorrigible capitalist government. . . . Rus¬ 

sian Communism may some day be destroyed by its own children in the form 

of the rebellious Communist parties of other countries. I can think of no de¬ 

velopment in which there would be a greater logic and justice.”86* 

Ill 

The Truman administration encountered relatively little difficulty, prior to 

1950, in justifying its strategy of driving a “wedge” between the Soviet Union 

and European communists. Bipartisan cooperation still largely insulated diplo¬ 

macy in that part of the world from domestic political interference; “Mc- 

Carthyism,” which would later impose severe constraints on East Asian 

policy, had not yet taken hold. But another reason why there was so little 

opposition to the “wedge” strategy in Europe was that its successes—or at 

least some of its successes—were so quickly apparent. The Marshall Plan did, 

as intended, force communist parties in France, Italy, and other parts of 

Western Europe to choose between continued fidelity to Moscow and the 

prospect of gaining political power at home; the result, since most of them 

remained loyal, was a significant dimunition of their popular influence. At the 

same time, Tito’s heresy showed that states that had already become commu¬ 

nist could break with the Kremlin and get away with it, thereby confirming 

* “I’m not predicting a repetition in China of what happened in Yugoslavia,” Kennan 

commented the following month. “I’m only saying that I think the Russians are very 

alive to the fact that you can get a lot of people, ideologically, on your side and still the 

logic of power compulsions can cause them to challenge your physical authority at some 

stage along the way.” [Kennan comment. State Department China Round Table discus¬ 

sions, October 6, 1949, Harry S. Truman Papers, PSF, Box 174, “Subject File: Foreign 

Affairs: China: Record of Round Table Discussions,” Harry S. Truman Library.] 
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the administration’s assumption that not all communists need be Soviet pup¬ 

pets. 

China, though, was another matter. Here Washington had to base its 

policy upon an anticipation of events rather than—as in the case of Yugo¬ 

slavia—upon what had already happened. Administration officials were confi¬ 

dent that differences between the Russians and the Chinese Communists 

would eventually arise. President Truman himself in the spring of 1949 cited 

an unimpeachable authority on the difficulty of adapting communist theory 

to Chinese reality: “Joe Stalin says that the people of North China will never 

be Communists and he’s about right, at that.” But it was not at all clear how 

long it would take for these differences to emerge. Nothing could be done, 

the President admitted, “until things kind of settle down.” Eventually, the 

“dragon” would “turn over and after that perhaps some advances can be 

made out of it.”87 Dean Acheson had had the same point in mind several 

months earlier when he characterized American China policy—to his subse¬ 

quent regret—as one of “waiting for the dust to settle.”88 

Implicit in these counsels of patience was a reliance on long-term histori¬ 

cal forces. Nationalism was the most important of these, Acheson told the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee in October: “if we put ourselves sym¬ 

pathetically on the side of . . . nationalism, which is the dominant spiritual 

force in that area, we have put ourselves on the side of the thing which more 

than anything else can oppose communism.”89 It was important, the Secretary 

of State added several months later, to exploit the leverage to be derived from 

associating American interests with irreversible trends: “We think we have a 

great force operating with us, and instead of fighting that force if what you 

do is roll with it, you get the advantage of the gravitation of the earth or the 

turning of the earth, whatever it is that is behind that force.” It was inevitable 

that the Chinese Communists would come into conflict with the Russians, 

“because the very basic objectives of Moscow are hostile to the very basic 

objectives of China.”90 

The administration’s major public initiatives on China during this pe¬ 

riod—the “White Paper” of August, 1949, the January, 1950, announcement 

that the United States would not seek to defend the Chinese Nationalists on 

Taiwan, and Acheson’s National Press Club speech several days later—all can 

be understood as efforts to “buy” the time necessary for these long-term Sino- 

Soviet differences to emerge. It would be a major error, Acheson warned in 

the Press Club speech, to do anything for short-term reasons that would “de¬ 

flect to ourselves the righteous anger, and the wrath, and the hatred of the 

Chinese people [toward the Russians] which must develop.”91* At the same 

* Acheson’s main intention, the British Ambassador in Washington reported to the For¬ 

eign Office, “was to . . . impress on the minds of both Chinese and Americans that the 

United States is desirous of following its earlier benevolent line of ‘hands off China.’ If 

the Chinese can be convinced of this the Secretary of State clearly hopes that their 

xenophobic tendencies can be channeled against Soviet Russia. [Sir Oliver Franks to 

Foreign Office, January 16, 1950, Foreign Office Records, FO 371/83013/F1022/5.1 
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time, Acheson had the State Department carefully looking for signs that Sino- 

Soviet antagonism had already emerged, even to the point of planting rumors 

to this effect with favored columnists.92 

But this insulation of long-term interests from short-term preoccupations 

proved difficult to sustain. One problem was that there were few, if any, 

indications that “Titoism” was actually taking hold in China. If anything, the 

tendency—especially after Mao’s “lean to one side speech” at the end of June, 

1949, appeared to lie in the opposite direction; the conclusion of a Sino- 

Soviet Treaty of Friendship in February, 1950, only reinforced the prevailing 

impression. This initial alignment of the new Chinese government with the 

Soviet Union was by no means unexpected: Acheson had predicted, as early 

as March, 1949, that the Communists would “go out of their way to show 

their sympathetic attitude of cooperation with the Russians.”93 Nor did these 

events cause the State Department to give up its “wedge” strategy.94* But the 

absence of any immediate evidence that such a strategy seemed likely to work 

with respect to China shifted the burden of proof against that approach much 

more than had been the case in the Yugoslav situation, where quick results 

had been there for all to see. 

Further complicating the situation was the fact that, whatever their long¬ 

term attitude toward the Russians, the Chinese Communists could be expected 

for some time to manifest considerable hostility toward the United States. 

Once again, American officials understood this prospect clearly enough, view¬ 

ing it as an unpleasant but unavoidable price to be paid for the administra¬ 

tion’s reluctant—but Congressionally mandated—continuation of military and 

economic assistance to Chiang Kai-shek. “I think we should recognize,” Ache¬ 

son had told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee early in 1949, “that the 

initial period [of Communist rule in China] will be a period unfavorable to 

us.”95 But the new Chinese government seemed particularly determined to 

prove the Secretary of State correct: the bitterness it felt obliged to demon¬ 

strate toward the United States in public—whatever its actual intentions—also 

made it difficult for the administration to sustain its policy of waiting for 

long-term Sino-Soviet differences to emerge.96 

Yet another complication was the growing tendency, inside the United 

States, to perceive foreign policy issues in ideological terms. Historians still 

debate the reasons for this: some would argue that the tendency grew out of 

the partisan instincts of a Republican Party unexpectedly humiliated at the 

polls in 1948; others that it stemmed from the rhetorical excesses of a Truman 

administration determined to frighten the country into supporting contain¬ 

ment in Europe.97 But for whatever the reason, there had developed in the 

* “It is regrettable but not surprising,” the as yet undiscovered Soviet spy Guy Burgess 

noted from his post in the British Foreign Office in March, 1950, “that U.S. public opinion 

and even official comment was reluctant fully to face up to the possible implications of 

the Sino-Soviet Treaty, so particularly serious if you have no policy.” [Burgess minute, 

March 11, 1950, attached to Franks to Foreign Office, March 6, 1950, Foreign Office 

Records, FO 371/83013/F1022/10.1 



Dividing Adversaries 167 

country by 1949, to a degree not present previously, a tendency to see ideol- 

ogy more as a cause than as a reflection of the behavior of nations. It is sig¬ 

nificant that newly appointed Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson saw fit, in 

June of that year, to raise with the National Security Council the question of 

whether “a major objective of United States policy” was not “to contain 

communism in order to reduce its threat to our security,” and to ask whether 

the administration’s policies toward Asia had been framed with that principle 

sufficiently in mind.98 

Requirements of military strategy also made it hard to sustain a strategy 

of waiting for Sino-Soviet differences to emerge. Concerned about the costs 

of keeping ground forces in East Asia, the Truman administration had moved, 

during 1948 and 1949, to liquidate major responsibilities on the mainland 

in favor of reliance on air and naval power to hold such offshore island posi¬ 

tions as Japan, Okinawa, and the Philippines. Precisely because it wanted to 

avoid driving the Chinese Communists into the arms of the Russians, the 

State Department—not without difficulty—had prevented Taiwan from being 

included within this “defensive perimeter,” despite its incontestable status as 

an offshore island. But this attempt to subordinate geography to geopolitics 

made little military sense, as critics of the administration’s policy argued with 

increasing emphasis during the first half of 1950: a Taiwan under hostile 

control, they pointed out, would imperil both the Philippines to the south and 

Okinawa to the north. There was, thus, significant pressure growing both 

within and outside the administration to include Taiwan within the “defen¬ 

sive perimeter,” whatever the additional burdens this might impose upon the 

Sino-Soviet “wedge” strategy.99 

All of these short-term considerations—the absence of overt Sino-Soviet 

antagonism, the persistence of Chinese Communist hostility toward the United 

States, the increasingly ideological orientation of American foreign policy, 

and the military anomaly of not defending Taiwan—worked against the Tru¬ 

man administration’s long-term goal of waiting for Sino-Soviet differences to 

emerge. But they did not, in themselves, cause a reversal of that strategy. The 

two principal objectives of the United States in the Far East, Acheson told 

Thomas E. Dewey in April 1950, were still to sign a Japanese peace treaty 

and “to drive a wedge between Peiking [sic] and Moscow.”100 

What did cause these short-term considerations to override long-term in¬ 

terests was a wholly unanticipated event: the North Korean invasion of South 

Korea at the end of June, 1950. Although developments on the Korean penin¬ 

sula had had little to do with the evolution of the American “wedge” strategy 

prior to that moment, the outbreak of fighting there affected implementation 

of that strategy in several decisive ways: 

First, and most significantly, the fighting in Korea produced an immediate 

revision of policy with respect to Taiwan, as the Truman administration 

ordered the Seventh Fleet into the Taiwan Strait to prevent either Chinese 

Communist attacks on the island or Chinese Nationalist attacks on the main¬ 

land. Even at this point, the administration did not see itself as intervening on 
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behalf of Chiang Kai-shek: its intention, as American officials said at the 

time, was to “neutralize” the area while military operations on the Korean 

peninsula were under way. The consistency with which Truman and his ad¬ 

visers rejected General Douglas MacArthur’s repeated recommendations to 

allow Chinese Nationalist forces to fight in Korea supports the thesis that the 

administration still hoped to avoid taking sides in the Chinese civil war.101 

It is clear in retrospect, though, that the Taiwan Strait decision produced the 

impression in Beijing that the United States was taking sides, and that the 

result was to undermine whatever inclination yet remained in that capital to 

leave the door open for eventual cooperation with the United States.102 "' 

Second, the outbreak of the Korean War reinforced the growing tendency 

within the United States to see ideology rather than national interests as deter¬ 

mining the behavior of communist states. As Ambassador George V. Allen 

explained to Yugoslav Foreign Minister Edvard Kardelj early in July, “many 

people in [the] US regarded Communism, like Fascism and other dictator¬ 

ships by one group or class, as synonymous with aggression.”103 There was 

an emotional groundswell of public opinion in the United States, the British 

Embassy in Washington reported the following month, that “leads people to 

want to bash anything that can be labelled Red or Russian. . . . This feel¬ 

ing . . . makes it easier to talk of ‘No more Munichs with China’ or not 

letting another acre of ground go to the Reds than it is to see the varying 

shades of Red in the [communist] areas of the world. . . .”104f 

Third, Korea demonstrated as clearly as any event in recent memory the 

problem of psychological vulnerabilities in international relations. As early 

as 1947, the Truman administration had decided that defense of the penin¬ 

sula was not among the vital interests of the United States.105 But the events 

of June 25, 1950—and, in particular, the dramatic way in which they oc¬ 

curred—gave Korea a symbolic importance that completely and almost in¬ 

stantly overrode coolly rational distinctions between vital and peripheral 

interests. What Korea showed was that even regions not deemed vital could 

become vital if threatened by hostile military force. Whether that force ema¬ 

nated from states acting in unison with the Soviet Union or not became 

largely an academic question: the issue at stake now, in the eyes of most 

Washington officials, was the credibility of American commitments to resist 

aggression, from whatever source.106 That viewpoint, too, weakened efforts 

to distinguish between varieties of communism. 

* Kennan, interestingly, anticipated this development. He told Acheson in August, 1950, 

that “our policy toward the rival Chinese regimes is one almost sure ... to strengthen 

Peiping-Moscow solidarity rather than weaken it.” [Kennan to Acheson, August 21, 

1950, FR: 1950, VII, 624.] 

f “They [the State Department] appear up to now to have judged Chinese intentions 

without much regard to what the Chinese are likely to be thinking themselves. . . . Since 

the principal danger of an extension of the conflict in the Far East is the tension between 

the United States and China, we should rather like to ride the Americans off this if we 

can.” [M. E. Dening to B. A. B. Burrows, August 24, 1950, Foreign Office Records, 

FO 371/83296/FC1023/6.] 
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It is important to recognize that the outbreak of the Korean War did not 

completely discredit the strategy of seeking to promote Sino-Soviet differ¬ 

ences. Those differences might actually intensify, State Department intelli¬ 

gence specialists speculated, if the fighting in Korea had the effect of denying 

Taiwan to the Chinese Communists, or of bringing about a strengthened Amer¬ 

ican military position in East Asia.107 There was also some expectation that a 

reunification of Korea brought about by a successful United Nations attack 

across the 38th parallel might cause the Chinese to question their alignment 

with the Russians.108 Acheson’s public statements continued to stress the 

threat the Soviet Union posed to Chinese sovereignty.* And as late as Novem¬ 

ber 27, 1950, just as full-scale Chinese intervention in the Korean conflict was 

getting under way, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Livingston Merchant 

could still argue, in a top secret memorandum, that “our objective, of course, 

is to destroy the basis for a durable alliance between the Soviet Union and 

China.”109 

But most American officials had long since relegated this prospect to the 

distant—and therefore not immediately policy-relevant—future. For the mo¬ 

ment, Charles Bohlen told a meeting of British and French diplomats in 

August, it could be assumed that on questions of general foreign policy the 

Chinese would follow the Soviet line. Rifts might eventually appear between 

the Russians and the Chinese, but “we could not afford to predicate our policy 

on the expectation of Communist China splitting away from the Soviet world.” 

Such a split, if it should occur, would not in any event be the result of West¬ 

ern efforts: “kindness from the West will not tempt them [the Chinese] to 

break away from the Soviet world. If a break should come, it may be ex¬ 

pected to come from within.”110 A colloquy between Senator J. William Ful- 

bright and Representative Walter Judd at a Congressional hearing the follow¬ 

ing month reflected the extent to which optimism about the “wedge” strategy 

had waned: 

Fulbright: I think the only hope for an ultimate solution is that they 

[the Chinese] break away from the Russians. 

Judd: Boy, you are leaning on a weak reed. 

Fulbright: I admit it is not very favorable at the moment.111 

Chinese intervention in the Korean conflict late in November, 1950, made 

prospects for encouraging a Sino-Soviet split even bleaker, as Prime Minister 

Attlee discovered during his hurried trip to Washington early in December. 

The United States was making a mistake, Attlee suggested, by treating China 

* “[A] great cloud from the north, Russian penetration, is operating, and it is quite ob¬ 

vious that the plan is to absorb those northern areas of China under Soviet domination. 

. . . Why they [the Chinese] should want to further their own dismemberment and de¬ 

struction by getting at cross purposes with all the free nations of the world who are in¬ 

herently their friends and have always been friends of the Chinese against this imperial¬ 

ism coming down from the Soviet Union I cannot see.” [CBS television interview with 

Acheson, September 10, 1950, Department of State Bulletin, XXIII (September 18, 1950), 

463.] 
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in such a way as to leave the Soviet Union as its only friend. The Chinese 

were “hard-shelled Marxists-Leninists” but they were probably not “Soviet 

imperialists.” There was still “a chance of Titoism,” 

Acheson replied that few of the President’s advisers would disagree with 

that appraisal: indeed, he himself had probably been more bloodied than 

anyone else in trying to make this case. “The question was not whether this 

was a correct analysis but whether it was possible to act on it.” 

Perhaps in ten or fifteen years we might see a change in the Chinese 

attitude but we do not have that time available. ... If in taking a 

chance on the long future of China we affect the security of the United 

States at once, this is a bad bargain. . . . All that the Prime Minister 

had said was correct if we had time but we can’t buy our way into this 

poker game; the cost of coming in is too high. 

It was also the case, Acheson argued, that the American people would never 

accept a policy of standing up to Soviet aggression in Europe while accom¬ 

modating Chinese aggression in Asia. “The public mind was not delicate 

enough to understand such opposing attitudes and even if it were that dif¬ 

ference would be wTrong.” If Americans “accepted the proposition that because 

an aggression is a very large one we can submit to it,” then they would have 

changed their attitudes “very deeply” and would have little choice but to 

“adjust ourselves to power and aggression everywhere.”112 Truman agreed: 

the Chinese, he told Attlee, “are satellites of Russia and will be satellites so 

long as the present Peiping regime is in power. . . . The Chinese people do, 

of course, have national feelings. The Russians cannot dominate them for¬ 

ever, but that is a long-range view and does not help us just now.”113* 

Even so, the administration believed strongly enough in the possibility of 

exploiting eventual Sino-Soviet differences that early in 1951 it took the ex¬ 

treme risk—given the domestic political climate that existed at that time—of 

authorizing highly secret State Department contacts with Chinese believed to 

represent the views of at least some elements within the government in Beijing. 

Precisely what the administration had in mind remains unclear, but it appears 

to have hoped for a cease-fire with Chinese and North Korean forces—prob¬ 

ably arranged independently of the Russians—-in exchange for an eventual 

cessation in American support for Chiang Kai-shek, recognition of the Peo¬ 

ple’s Republic of China, and admission of that country to the United Nations. 

“We are actuated,” Charles Burton Marshall of the Policy Planning Staff told 

his still-unnamed Chinese negotiating partner, “by the hope that something 

may occur to bring China to its senses so that it will cease to serve the inter- 

* Truman added in a separate meeting with Attlee on December 7 that he was not “in 

any mood for an unnecessary surrender to give in to China which is actually the Russian 

government. He hoped that time would bring them [the Chinese] to realize that their 

friends are not in Siberia but in London and Washington.” [Minutes, Truman-Attlee 

meeting, December 7, 1950, FR: 1950, VII, 1456.] 
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ests of [a] conspiracy that is aimed against Chinese independence just as 
much as ours.”114 

But there were obvious difficulties with such an approach. The State De¬ 

partment was pressing, at just this moment, for public United Nations con¬ 

demnation of the People’s Republic as an aggressor: that effort created a less 

than favorable climate for secret attempts to appeal to the government in 

Beijing.115" Nor was the Department certain that it wanted to negotiate with 

Mao Zedong: much attention was also being given, at this time, to promoting 

the emergence of a third force” on the mainland—opposed to both Mao and 

Chiang Kai-shek—which could seize power in Beijing and then make peace.116 

Nor had much thought been given to how such a settlement with China could 

be justified inside the United States. When a State Department representative 

cautiously broached with House Majority Leader John McCormack the possi¬ 

bility of a negotiated cease-fire in Korea in return for American recognition 

of the People’s Republic, the reaction was e xpl osive: 

His response was that it would be a calamity. He . . . would rather 

see us pull out of Korea than to be guilty of such an act of “appease¬ 

ment.” . . . He said that such a move would completely destroy all of 

the Democratic support for the Administration.117 

By June, 1951, Marshall was forced to report that his secret contacts with the 

Chinese had produced no results, that the Beijing government was “thor¬ 

oughly locked into collaboration with Moscow,” that the “third force” option 

had turned out to consist “mostly of petty politicking among inconsequential 

people,” and that Chiang Kai-shek’s reputation on the mainland was “much 

better now than many of us have tended to think.” Formosa, Marshall con¬ 

cluded, “constitutes our main tangible asset in respect to the China prob¬ 

lem.”118 

With the onset of cease-fire negotiations in Korea in July—arranged 

through the Russians—the administration’s efforts to use the Korean conflict 

to split the Sino-Soviet alliance became academic in any event. Even if that 

had not happened, it is difficult to see how the approach to the People’s Re¬ 

public could have succeeded, given the intensity of domestic opposition within 

the United States to the granting of any concession whatever to the Chinese 

Communists. It is an indication of the depth of Congressional sentiment on 

this point that in September, 1951, in what proved to be an unsuccessful effort 

to gain senatorial approval of Philip C. Jessup’s nomination to the United 

States delegation to the United Nations, Acheson was forced to deny “persis- 

* “It is important to realise,” the British Embassy in Washington reported, “that in pur¬ 

suing their present policy the Administration, and in particular Mr. Acheson, are not 

actuated mainly by the desire to appease the China lobby but are acting on what they 

believe to be a vital moral principle, the neglect of which led to the destruction of the 

League of Nations and by indirect but nonetheless definite stages to the outbreak of the 

second World War.” [Weekly Political Summary, January 27, 1951, Foreign Office Rec¬ 

ords, FO 371/90903/AU1013/6.] 
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tent but baseless reports” that the State Department had ever considered 

recognizing the People’s Republic of China, or its admission to the United 

Nations.119 

To be sure, the long-term strategic objective of somehow breaking up the 

Sino-Soviet alliance still persisted. On May 17, 1951, President Truman had 

approved NSC 48/5, which listed as the first of several “current objectives” of 

United States policy in Asia to “detach China as an effective ally of the 

USSR and support the development of an independent China which has re¬ 

nounced aggression.” This would be done both by “stimulating] differences 

between the Peiping and Moscow regimes” and by “creat[ing] cleavages 

within the Peiping regime itself by every practicable means.”120 Assistant 

Secretary of State Dean Rusk’s public condemnation of the People’s Republic, 

the following day, as “a colonial Russian government—a Slavic Manchukuo 

in a larger scale” was intended to be yet another attempt to discredit the 

Russians in the eyes of the Chinese: as Acheson assured Truman several days 

later, “Mr. Rusk had not suggested or in any way made any change in policy, 

but had merely repeated what had been said by both the President and me 

many times in the past.”121* 

Unfortunately, the image of a “Slavic Manchukuo” resonated more with 

Americans than it did with the Chinese: in the wake of several months of 

deadly combat in Korea, and with the domestic political situation inside the 

United States in an uproar over the alleged “loss” of China, the firing of 

General MacArthur, and charges of treason in high places, few in the United 

States were prepared to acknowledge any redeeming features at all in either 

the Chinese people or their government; fewer still were prepared to defend 

the administration’s continued—but increasingly muted—belief in the prin¬ 

ciple, as John Paton Davies had expressed it, “that when one is confronted 

with two enemies it is often profitable to play them off against one an¬ 

other.”122 

There were, in retrospect, several reasons for the Truman administration’s 

difficulties in implementing the “wedge” strategy. First, it required the pur¬ 

suit of objectives that promised no immediate benefits. With a domestic 

climate of opinion increasingly disinclined to differentiate between adver¬ 

saries, with a People’s Republic of China determined to demonstrate its 

solidarity with the Soviet Union, and with the eruption of a wholly unforeseen 

but desperate military struggle on the Korean peninsula, the argument that 

one should wait for long-term historical forces to manifest themselves was not 

easy to sell. It was a strategy that demanded the luxury of time; but that 

commodity, for an unpopular administration beset with crises both at home 

and abroad, was in decidedly short supply. A Sino-Soviet split had seemed 

* The Department explained to the American Embassy in London that although the 

speech “contained no modification nor change in policy,” it had been “slanted in part for 

use in psychological warfare within China which may in part explain distortion achieved 

by certain extracts lifted out of context.” [Telegram of May 22, 1951, FR: 1951, VII, 

1673n.] 
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“a real possibility” prior to the outbreak of the Korean War, Acheson ad¬ 

mitted to Winston Churchill early in 1952. But Chinese intervention “had 

made this hope seem very distant and impossible of attainment at the present. 

I did not think that over any period of time with which we could now be 

concerned it was possible to create a divergence between the two communists 

[sic] groups.”123 

Second, the President and his advisers never made a clear choice between 

the two obvious methods of implementing the “wedge” strategy: the “Chinese 

Tito” option, which would have involved seeking to wean Mao Zedong’s gov¬ 

ernment away from its alignment with the Russians without trying to replace 

it; and the “third force” option, which would have required treating Mao’s 

regime as a Soviet puppet while building a non-communist “nationalist” oppo- 

tion on the mainland capable of overthrowing it. The decision, admittedly, 

would not have been a simple one. The “Chinese Tito” alternative had the 

advantage of not depending upon the dubious prospect of creating a mainland 

opposition movement, but it involved the disadvantage of being willing to deal 

openly with a communist government, an equally dubious prospect given the 

American domestic political situation at the time. The “third force” option 

would have been easier to justify domestically—although only marginally, 

since it would surely have encountered the wrath of the powerful Nationalist 

Chinese lobby in Washington—but the task of creating such an opposition 

movement out of the disorganized and mutually antagonistic array of Chinese 

exile and resistance groups that remained beyond the control of either Mao 

or Chiang Kai-shek would have been a daunting prospect. The path of least 

resistance was to leave options open rather than to choose between them, but 

that course then left the administration vulnerable to the possibility that the 

simultaneous pursuit of two such obviously contradictory options might un¬ 

dercut them both. 

Explicit alignment with the Chinese Nationalists on Taiwan was, of course, 

yet another alternative, but Truman administration officials regarded it as one 

that would preclude altogether the goal of detaching the Chinese Communists 

from the Russians. Accordingly, they limited their objectives there to keeping 

the island out of the hands of any regime associated with the Soviet Union, 

while avoiding any direct commitment to defend the Chinese Nationalists.124 

There was, the State Department admitted late in 1951, “no presently achiev¬ 

able solution for the disposition of Formosa which will satisfy United States 

policy objectives.”125 

What is surprising, then, is not that the “wedge” strategy was difficult to 

explain, or unpopular with those who did comprehend it, or vague in its antic¬ 

ipated benefits, but rather that Truman and his advisers had sufficient faith 

in the triumph of long-term over short-term considerations to cause them to 

stick with it as persistently as they did. 
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IV 

John Foster Dulles, too, believed in the importance of long-term historical 

forces: like Kennan and other architects of the Truman administration’s 

“wedge” strategy, he saw such forces as antithetical to the ability of the So¬ 

viet Union, over time, to maintain influence over its satellites. The “great 

weakness in the present brand of communism,” he had written in 1949, “is 

insistence upon absolute conformity to a pattern made in Russia. That does 

not work in areas where the economic and social problems are different from 

those in Russia and where there are deep-seated national and cultural loyal¬ 

ties.”126 Asia was certainly one such place: “It is not necessary to reconquer 

China by subsidizing a vast military operation. Communism will disintegrate 

in China, and the Chinese themselves will take care of that, because of its in¬ 

ability to solve the problems of China.”127 There was no immediate possibility 

of breaking up the Sino-Soviet alliance, Dulles acknowledged after Chinese 

intervention in the Korean War late in 1950, but in the long run “our best de¬ 

fense lies in exploiting potential jealousies, rivalries, and disaffections within 

the present area of Soviet communist control so as to divert them from exter¬ 

nal adventures to the problem of attempting to consolidate an already over¬ 

extended position.”128 

The new Secretary of State differed from his predecessor, though, in that 

he was able to devise a viable domestic political rationale for pursuing such 

a strategy, something the Truman administration had never quite managed. 

That rationale was, of course, the concept of “liberation,” which Dulles made 

a central theme of the 1952 Republican presidential campaign. Dulles had not 

been the first to endorse the idea: the objective of “liberating” Soviet satel¬ 

lites from Moscow’s control had been implicit in Kennan’s thinking about 

“containment” from the beginning, and had long since been quietly endorsed 

by Truman himself.129* Nor did Dulles question the Truman administration’s 

determination to proceed in this direction by peaceful means, even if his pub¬ 

lic rhetoric did not always make this point as clearly as it might have.130 

But Dulles did insist—as Truman and Acheson had not—that the United 

States could most effectively strain the relationship between the Soviet Union 

and the rest of the communist world by applying maximum pressure on it, 

not by trying to conciliate disaffected communists in the hope of persuading 

them to break with Moscow.131 “My own feeling,” he wrote Chester Bowles in 

March, 1952, “is that the best way to get a separation between the Soviet 

Union and Communist China is to keep pressure on Communist China and 

make its way difficult so long as it is in partnership with Soviet Russia.” Tito 

* A British report of a conversation in February, 1952, with Truman’s last CIA Director, 

Walter Bedell Smith, quotes him as arguing “very vehemently on the need to advance and 

meet the Russians on their own ground. By waiting passively we would, in his view, be 

ultimately and entirely outclassed.” [William Elliott memorandum, conversation with 

Smith, February 7, 1952, Foreign Office Records, FO 371/100825/NS1023/1.] 



Dividing Adversaries 175 

had not broken with Stalin “because we were nice to Tito. On the contrary, 

we were very rough on Tito.” If China could win American favors while re¬ 

maining aligned with the Kremlin, “then there is little reason for her to 

change.”132 The Yugoslav precedent, Dulles reminded presidential candidate 

Dwight Eisenhower several months later, “showed a possibility that other 

countries, such as Czechoslovakia, Poland and China, might in due course 

peacefully resume effective control of their affairs.”133* 

Not the least advantage of a strategy that would seek to divide the Soviet 

Union from its satellites by applying pressure rather than attempting con¬ 

ciliation was that it would avoid the problem of differentiating between ad¬ 

versaries that had caused such domestic political difficulties for the Truman 

administration. One could condemn “communism” in general, one could even 

take the rhetorical position of rejecting “containment” in favor of “rolling 

back” communist influence in the world, without worrying about driving the 

Soviet Union and its allies into closer alignment with each other: differences 

within the communist bloc were already so great that pressure would intensify 

rather than minimize them. Specific opportunities could not be publicized, 

Dulles acknowledged, without running the risk of destroying them. “But be¬ 

lieve me, they exist, and if availed of, can transform the world, not overnight, 

but within a reasonable period.”134 

Dulles came to this position from a long-standing belief—similar to Ken- 

nan’s—in the vulnerability of empires. “Dictatorships usually present a formi¬ 

dable exterior,” he had reminded readers of his book, War or Peace, pub¬ 

lished just prior to the outbreak of the Korean War. “They seem, on the 

outside, to be hard, glittering, and irresistible.” But within, “they are full of 

rottenness.”135 In his first radio-television address as Secretary of State, Dulles 

pointed out that the “Russian Communists” had “swallowed” something like 

800 million people, “but you know there is such a thing as indigestion. Peo¬ 

ple don’t always get stronger by eating more.”136f Several days later, Presi¬ 

dential assistant Robert Cutler placed before the newly constituted Eisenhower 

National Security Council the central question Dulles’s arguments had raised: 

“Do existing policies sufficiently weigh or consider the vulnerabilities of the 

Kremlin regime (such as the ingestive results of swallowing such large areas 

and populations so rapidly), or the psychological aspects related thereto?”137 

The idea of applying “pressure” against communist vulnerabilities while 

* Dulles added that “while Yugoslavia was not symbolic of what Americans like as a 

form of government, and while we would wish it different, it was symbolic of the possi¬ 

bility of breaking up the Soviet empire without war, and that was a symbol which I did 

not think the free world should want to see struck down.” [Dulles to Eisenhower, June 

25, 1952, John Foster Dulles Papers, Box 57, “Bebler” folder, Seeley Mudd Library, 

Princeton University.] 

t Kennan had made a similar argument the month before in an off-the-record address at 

the National War College: “We often forget that there is such a thing as an over- 

extension of the battle line in the political field as well as in the military, and that there 

may be times when there can be advantages as well as disadvantages in luring your ad¬ 

versary into the assumption of responsibilities and commitments far afield.” [National 

War College lecture transcript, December 18, 1952, Kennan Papers, Box 18.] 
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at the same time reaping the domestic advantages of such an approach is ap¬ 

parent in several of the early initiatives of the Eisenhower administration. It 

lay behind the decision, early in 1953, to withdraw the Seventh Fleet from 

the Taiwan Strait, thus—in theory, at least—freeing Chiang Kai-shek to at¬ 

tack the mainland.138 It motivated administration support for a Congressional 

resolution expressing solidarity with the “captive nations” of Eastern Europe 

and East Asia: the intent here, Dulles explained, was to “allay the fears of 

some enslaved peoples that the United States is abandoning them to their 

fate” and, as a result, to cause “a little indigestion” behind the Iron Cur¬ 

tain.139 The strategy of “pressure” also bolstered the administration s deter¬ 

mination not to repatriate Chinese Communist and North Korean prisoners- 

of-war, even if this delayed concluding an armistice in Korea: knowing that 

they could expect political asylum in any future conflict, Dulles insisted, “sol¬ 

diers in these armies who want freedom will be more apt to desert and sur¬ 

render, . . . the Red armies [will] become less dependable and there is 

far less risk that the Communists will be tempted to use these armies for 

aggression.”140 

But it was the death of Joseph Stalin on March 5, 1953, that provided the 

new administration with its most promising—if unexpectedly early—opportu¬ 

nity to exploit vulnerabilities within the Soviet bloc. Dulles informed Ameri¬ 

can embassies overseas the following day that they should seek “to sow doubt, 

confusion, uncertainty about [the] new regime not only among both Soviet 

and satellite elites and masses, but among local Communist parties outside 

[the] Soviet Union.”141 Several days later, he predicted in a National Secu¬ 

rity Council meeting that “the Communist leaders in the satellites would ex¬ 

perience far greater difficulty today in subordinating the impulse of national¬ 

ism in their respective countries to the relatively unknown individual who had 

taken Stalin’s place.” What the United States needed to do “was to play up 

this nationalism and discontent for all it was worth, to seize every opportunity 

by this device to break down the monolithic Soviet control over the satellite 

states.”142 Moscow’s power was already overextended, Dulles pointed out in 

another National Security Council meeting two weeks later: “If we keep our 

pressures on, psychological and otherwise, we may either force a collapse of 

the Kremlin regime or else transform the Soviet orbit from a union of satel¬ 

lites dedicated to aggression, into a coalition for defense only.” The dictator’s 

death clearly marked “the end of an era. There is no real replacement for 

Stalin the demi-god.”143 

But the Secretary of State also emphasized the need for caution. Too glee¬ 

ful a reaction on the part of the West might drive Russian nationalism into a 

position of sympathy for the new regime. “The Soviet was now involved in a 

family funeral,” Dulles noted on March 12, and it might be best to wait “until 

the corpse was buried and the mourners gone off to their homes to read the 

will, before we begin our campaign to create discord in the family.” More¬ 

over, American allies might react negatively if there were too overt an attempt 

too quickly “to carry the offensive direct to the Soviet Union.”144 With these 

strictures in mind, Eisenhower several months later approved employing a 
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variety of “political, economic, propaganda and paramilitary operations, in¬ 

cluding controls on East-West trade, ... to delay the consolidation of 

Soviet bloc power,” but with the qualification that these efforts to strain 

Moscow’s relations with other communist countries were to be employed 

“without taking undue risks.”145 

The administration’s restraint was evident in June, 1953, when a series of 

anti-communist riots suddenly broke out in East Berlin and spread through 

East Germany before being suppressed by the Russians. The Central Intelli¬ 

gence Agency appears to have rejected suggestions that it distribute weapons 

to the rioters,146 and Secretary of State Dulles went out of his way to make it 

clear publicly that encouraging internal difficulties within the Soviet bloc 

“does not mean an armed revolt which would precipitate a massacre.”147 The 

United States hoped for free elections in Eastern Europe, Eisenhower told a 

press conference at the beginning of July, but there was no thought of “taking 

any physical action of any kind that could be classed as intervention.”148 

Later that month, when the possibility of reviving covert efforts to detach 

Albania from the Soviet bloc came up in a National Security Council meeting, 

the President cautioned that Albania would be “a very difficult case because 

of the question of who gets it and who gets hurt.”149 Increasing Soviet mili¬ 

tary capabilities imposed limits, as well, on how far the United States should 

go: even before the Russians had tested their first thermonuclear device in 

August, 1953, Eisenhower told his Assistant for National Security Affairs, 

Robert Cutler, he had had doubts “about how much we should poke at the 

animal through the bars of the cage.”150 

The Eisenhower administration’s first comprehensive review of national 

strategy, NSC 162/2, completed at the end of October, 1953, reinforced the 

prevailing mood of caution with respect to the Soviet Union’s European 

satellites.* Unrest in East Germany and elsewhere in Eastern Europe had 

made clear the Russians’ failure “fully to subjugate these peoples or to 

destroy their desire for freedom.” As a result, the Kremlin was in no position 

to count on the loyalty of satellite armed forces; the situation moreover had 

clearly “placed internal and psychological strains upon the Soviet leadership.” 

But these events had in no appreciable way reduced Moscow’s ability to dom¬ 

inate Eastern Europe through the use of its own armed forces, and that situa¬ 

tion did not appear likely to change soon: “The detachment of any major 

European satellite from the Soviet bloc does not now appear feasible except 

by Soviet acquiescence or by war.”151f 

* NSC 162/2, in turn, had been very much influenced in this respect by conclusions 

reached during a major review of national security policy, “Operation Solarium, carried 

out during the summer of 1953. [See, on this point, FR: 1952-54, II, 463-64, 491.1 

t Policy Planning Staff Director Robert Bowie had pressed for the inclusion in this 

policy statement of language specifying that the United States would not “initiate aggres¬ 

sive actions involving force against Soviet bloc territory,” but Dulles rejected this as long 

as it was understood that the National Security Council would have to approve any such 

operation. [Bowie to Dulles, October 28, 1953, FR: 1952—54, II, 566-67; Minutes, NSC 

meeting, October 29, 1953, ibid., p. 569.1 
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China presented more promising opportunities. Even before Stalin s 

demise had been confirmed, Eisenhower was speculating that although that 

event might not make a great deal of difference in Eastern Europe, one 

specific area of the world where Stalin’s death could make a very great differ¬ 

ence was Communist China.”152 Charles Bohlen, soon to become ambassador 

to the Soviet Union, agreed, pointing out that “in spite of some pretense of 

originality in the field of Communist theory, Mao has been willing to acknowl¬ 

edge Stalin as the master.” It was “highly doubtful” that he would accord 

such a position to whatever new leadership emerged in the Soviet Union, 

especially if the United States could make a point, in its propaganda, of 

contrasting the ‘bloody little butcher’ Malenkov to the formidable Stalin. 

It was one thing for Mao to “play second fiddle to Stalin, but quite another 

to accept the supremacy of Malenkov.”153 

With these opportunities in mind, the National Security Council staff 

completed its first major review of American policy toward the People’s Re¬ 

public a month after Stalin’s death. The evolution of a friendly, independent, 

and non-communist China would never occur, it maintained, without detach¬ 

ment of that country from “the Soviet orbit.” That event could take place, in 

turn, either through the Beijing government’s defection from Moscow, or 

through its overthrow. Both options presented advantages and disadvantages 

for the United States, but there was no immediate need to choose between 

them because “a policy of increasing pressure on Communist China . . . 

promotes both courses; it does not render the eventual detachment of China 

from the Soviet orbit impossible by way of either course.” 

Eventually a choice might have to be made, but in the absence of any 

evidence that Mao’s government actually wanted to break with Moscow, “the 

question of providing an ‘avenue of escape’ from the Soviet relationship is 

academic . . . especially when its provision would severely handicap, if not 

nullify, the accomplishment of other important U.S. objectives.” China’s 

alienation from Russia would come about, moreover, only partly as the result 

of American actions: “Soviet dealings with the Chinese Communist regime 

may in the end prove more decisive in determining whether a change in the 

status quo occurs in China.” American policy should therefore be confined 

to “demonstrating to the Chinese that the pro-Soviet posture of the Peiping 

regime does not pay off but in fact causes them increasing hardships and 

sacrifices.” Such an approach would provide no immediate “avenue of es¬ 

cape,” but it would, over time, “stimulate a desire for an avenue of escape.” 

When that happened, Washington could re-examine its options.154* 

* The study went on to note the possibility that, even with the application of pressure, 

the Chinese Communist government might not break with the Russians. “In such a case, 

nothing less than complete obliteration of the regime would satisfy U.S. objectives.” It 

was also conceivable that a Chinese regime that had broken from Moscow might remain 

hostile to the United States, and “as a purely Asian power . . . might attract far more 

Asian support than it does now.” [National Security Council Staff Study, “Basic U.S. 

Objectives Toward Communist China,” April 6, 1953, FR: 1952-54, XIV, 177.] 
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Eisenhower had mixed feelings about this strategy of “pressure.” There 

was an inconsistency involved in maintaining diplomatic relations with the 

Soviet Union but not with Communist China, he reminded a group of legis¬ 

lators in May, 1953: it was unfortunate that “ever since President Wilson’s 

time, recognition [had] meant approval of a government.”155 The following 

month, he successfully opposed Congressional efforts to bar American finan¬ 

cial support for the United Nations if that organization admitted the People’s 

Republic to membership, on the grounds that “it is not wise to tie our own 

hands irrevocably about affairs in advance. . . . [J]ust think back to 1945, 

when Germany was our deadly enemy; who could then have foreseen that in 

only a few years it would become a friendly associate?”156 But the President 

also assured Congressional leaders that “so long as Red China was constituted 

on its present basis, under its present leaders, and so obviously serving the 

ends of Soviet Russia ... I would never be a party to its recognition and 

its acceptance in the United Nations.”157 

Eisenhower saw the possibility, as well, of using trade as an inducement 

to wean the Chinese away from the Russians. Restrictions on trade had been 

useful in forcing Beijing to seek an armistice in Korea,158 but if the long¬ 

term objective was to “weaken the Sino-Soviet alliance,” he told the National 

Security Council in November, 1953, then “trade might be a very useful tool 

in accomplishing this purpose.” It could also provide a solution to Japan’s 

economic difficulties: 

If ... we could get the Japanese to send harmless manufactured 

goods, such as crockery, knives and forks, and wholly non-strategic 

materials, and sell them to China, this would serve the dual purpose of 

relieving Communist China’s dependence on the USSR and Japan’s 

dependence upon our own Treasury. 

When Secretary of Defense Charles E. Wilson confessed puzzlement as to 

“how you could love the Chinese Communists and fight them at the same 

time,” Eisenhower acknowledged “the great difficulty [posed by] the public 

relations aspect of . . . trading with the Chinese Communists.” Demagogues 

were sure to “raise a hue and cry about building up the economies of nations 

who would use their resources to kill our soldiers.” Still, the President said, 

he “shuddered to contemplate the hard and fixed rules which this Govern¬ 

ment was setting up to guide its policy on trade with the Communist 

powers.”159* 

Nevertheless, on November 6, 1953, Eisenhower approved NSC 166/1, 

which proclaimed it to be United States policy to “reduce the relative power 

* Eisenhower raised the question again in the National Security Council several months 

later, noting that “the trouble was that so many members of Congress want to crucify 

anyone who argues in favor of permitting any kind of trade between the free nations and 

Communist China.” But the President “could discern no other effective means of weaken¬ 

ing the tie between these two nations [China and the Soviet Union].” [Minutes, NSC 

meeting, April 13, 1954, FR: 1952-54, XIV, 409.] 
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position of Communist China” by “developing the political, economic and 

military strength of non-communist Asian countries, by “weakening or at 

least retarding the growth of Chinese Communist power in China, and by 

“impairing Sino-Soviet relations.” This lengthy document provided the most 

specific prediction yet of how hostility between Moscow and Beijing might 

arise: 

As the inevitable differences in interest, viewpoint, or timing of ac¬ 

tions develop between the Russians and the Chinese; as the Chinese 

tend to become importunate in their demands for Russian assistance 

or support; or as the role of the Chinese as viceregents for interna¬ 

tional communism in the Far East becomes too independent and self 

reliant—there will be strong temptation for the Russians to attempt to 

move in the direction of greater disciplinary control over the Chinese 

Communists. If the time ever comes when the Russians feel impelled 

to contest with the Chinese Communist leaders for primacy in the do¬ 

mestic apparatus of control of the Chinese regime, the alliance will be 

critically endangered. For . . . the Chinese Communist leaders are 

Chinese as well as Communists. 

It was unlikely that the West could, solely by applying pressure on the Sino- 

Soviet relationship, bring about its demise. But attempting to wean the 

Chinese away from the Russians was an even more improbable possibility: 

the experiences of 1949, “when the Western powers, including the United 

States, had obviously reconciled themselves to the defeat of the Nationalists 

and the supremacy of the Communists in China, and were making gestures 

of accommodation, [have] already given some indication of the limited 

efficacy of appeasement as a weapon against the continuation of the alli¬ 

ance.”160 

Given the existence of domestic political constraints that militated against 

trade or the establishment of diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic, 

given the intensity of Congressional support for Chiang Kai-shek, the Eisen¬ 

hower administration in fact had little choice but to opt for a strategy of 

“pressure” over “appeasement” as the most feasible way to strain the rela¬ 

tionship between Moscow and Beijing. This amounted to saying, as one frus¬ 

trated State Department analyst noted, “that the Chinese Nationalist Gov¬ 

ernment in Formosa represents a key instrument for detaching China from 

the Soviet Union.” It was an argument that “a few years hence will be read 

with puzzlement,” because the Chinese on the mainland who eventually 

“throw the Russians out will have no intention of recognizing or submitting 

to the authority of the regime in Formosa,” a regime that, in time, “will be¬ 

come much more of an embarrassment to us than anything else.”161 Eisen¬ 

hower and Dulles would not have disagreed with that long-term view, but 

their problem in the fall of 1953 was one of adapting it to immediate reali¬ 

ties. From that perspective, the illogic of alignment with the Chinese Nation¬ 

alists could become quite logical indeed. 
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“One might ask what was our purpose in aiding Chiang,” Dulles acknowl¬ 

edged in his briefing for Eisenhower, Churchill, and Bidault at Bermuda in 

December, 1953. Answering his own question, the Secretary of State went on 

to explain that “this aid helped to hold the island which would probably fall 

without it to the Communists, [thereby causing] a serious breach in the off¬ 

shore island chain anchored on the Korean and Indo-Chinese peninsulas and 

running through Japan, Formosa and the Philippines.” But there was a sec¬ 

ond consideration as well, which was that in case of war “the threat from 

Formosa would tend to concentrate a large measure of Communist strength 

opposite Formosa.” Even without actual fighting going on, Chiang Kai-shek’s 

forces were tying down some 400,000 Chinese Communist troops on the 

mainland opposite them, because “the Communists were unwilling to expose 

their seacoast. This was another of the measures we liked to pursue on the 

theory of exerting maximum strain causing the Chinese Communists to de¬ 

mand more from Russia and thereby placing additional stress on Russian- 

Chinese relations.”162 

But what was to happen after a Sino-Soviet split had taken place? Army 

Chief of Staff General Matthew B. Ridgway raised the issue in August, 1954, 

in connection with a National Security Council review of policy toward 

China: “If then we accept the objective of splitting Red China and the USSR, 

the statesmanlike approach would seem to be to bring Red China to a realiza¬ 

tion that its long-range benefits would derive from friendliness with Amer¬ 

ica . . . [and] that these benefits could reasonably be expected in time, if 

Red China would mend its ways.”163 Ridgway’s implication that an eventual 

rapprochement between the United States and the People’s Republic might 

be possible provoked a wrathful outburst from the Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff, Admiral Arthur Radford, who expressed great skepticism 

about “any policy based on trying to split Communist China and the Soviet 

Union. We had been trying to do precisely this ever since 1950, and with 

very scant success.” The Sino-Soviet “tie-up,” Radford thought, “was some¬ 

thing religious in nature, and he doubted the possibility of breaking it.” 

Eisenhower’s response was revealing. He agreed with Radford that there 

was no immediate prospect, “short of some great cataclysm,’' of breaking 

China away from the Soviet Union and from communism. But “history did 

seem to indicate that when two dictatorships become too large and powerful, 

jealousies between them spring up. Then, and only then, is there a chance to 

split them apart.” It might take a quarter of a century, Secretary of State 

Dulles added, but China and Russia would eventually become adversaries 

“because of the pressure of basic historical forces and because the religious 

fervor of Communism would have died down.” The problem was whether 

Washington “could play this thing for 25 years. Could we afford to wait that 

long for a split between these two enemies?” 

For Vice President Richard Nixon, a man who would subsequently play 

a role of some importance in bringing about a Sino-American rapprochement, 

the option of a more conciliatory policy toward the People’s Republic was, 
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for the foreseeable future, “wholly academic.” Ultimately, “we would have to 

face the final decision whether to adopt a hard or a soft policy toward Com¬ 

munist China,” but no policy of accommodation would work “over the period 

of the next 25 or 50 years.” The immediate choice, however, need not be 

between war and appeasement: 

There was an area of action in between . . . which we should ex¬ 

plore, on the basis that in the long run Soviet Russia and Communist 

China can and must be split apart. If we follow [a policy of accom¬ 

modation], Communist Chinese power would sweep over Asia. Coex¬ 

istence in that sense we certainly reject. This, however, did not mean 

that we must go to war with Communist China. In fact, a tough 

coexistence policy may be in the long run the best method of driving 

a wedge between China and Russia. 

As he saw it, Secretary of Defense Wilson noted, “the Vice President was 

attempting to make a distinction between cohabitation and coexistence.” The 

President, “amidst laughter . . . said he thought Secretary Wilson had 

something there.”164 

Whether one characterizes their strategy as one of “coexistence,” “co¬ 

habitation,” or “confrontation,” Eisenhower and his advisers had clearly 

resolved, by the end of 1954, to continue the Truman administration’s efforts 

to break up the international communist “monolith.” They sought to accom¬ 

plish this, though, not by encouraging defections, as Truman and Acheson 

had attempted to do with China between 1949 and 1951, but rather by apply¬ 

ing pressures that would increase the dependence of communist states upon 

one another, and thus speed up the long-term tendencies toward fragmenta¬ 

tion that they believed existed within all imperial structures. To borrow from 

the terminology of a not unrelated area of contemporaneous concern, fusion, 

not fission, was to be the method of choice. 

Like the Truman-Acheson approach, the Eisenhower strategy associated 

American interests with what were believed to be irreversible historical forces. 

But by avoiding any possible appearance of “appeasement,” it also mini¬ 

mized domestic political opposition of the kind that had bedeviled the previous 

administration’s China policy. In a curious anticipation of what would happen 

in Nixon’s own administration two decades later, a public posture of hard¬ 

line anti-communism created greater opportunities for exploiting differences 

within the communist world than did less rigid ideological stances. 

V 

Having a strategy, though, provides no guarantee that one will actually use 

it: the transition from theory to practice is no more easy to accomplish in the 

realm of national security affairs than it is in most others. It is not always 
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possible to distinguish what is done in the name of “strategy” from initiatives 

taken—or not taken—for reasons of inertia, expediency, or pique. Because 

all of these things would influence the Eisenhower administration’s policy 

toward international communism to one degree or another during its remain¬ 

ing years in office, determining to what extent “strategy” lay behind it is not 

a simple matter. 

Quemoy and Matsu. The best case for a linkage between the “wedge through 

pressure” strategy and actual policy can be made with respect to the People's 

Republic of China. Here the dominant issue was the fate of Quemoy and 

Matsu, the two small islands just off the coast of China that had remained 

under Nationalist control after 1949, but also under the perpetual threat of 

Chinese Communist attack. Eisenhower’s handling of the Quemoy-Matsu 

crises of 1954-55 and 1958—his public support for Chiang Kai-shek’s deter¬ 

mination to hold the islands, even to the point of appearing to threaten the 

use of nuclear weapons to defend them—has been generally understood as a 

response to domestic political imperatives in the United States: the continu¬ 

ing influence of the Chinese Nationalists in the Congress and with public 

opinion, together with a corresponding reluctance to sanction any form of 

rapprochement with the People’s Republic.160 

But newly released documents make it clear that the President and his 

Secretary of State did not view their tough line on Quemoy and Matsu simply 

as a way to placate domestic constituencies; it was intended, as well, to under¬ 

mine the relationship between Moscow and Beijing. Dulles in September, 

1954, raised the possibility of taking the issue to the United Nations Security 

Council, where the Russians would be confronted with the option of either 

supporting the Chinese, which would impair Moscow s worldwide peace 

offensive,” or not doing so, an omission that would “put a serious strain on 

Soviet-ChiCom relations.”166 Eisenhower sought to weaken the relationship 

in another way: by projecting the impression that war with China would 

mean war with Russia itself. He would not allow Russia to help China fight 

us without getting involved,” he told the National Security Council; he would 

“want to go to the head of the snake.”16741 If the Russians refused to honor 

their treaty commitments to help the Chinese, “the Soviet empire would 

quickly fall to pieces.”168 “Our attitude with respect to the offshore islands,” 

Eisenhower commented in December, seemed to him “perfectly OK.”169 

Dulles became more explicit early in 1955. The long-term objective of 

* Dulles, at least in his dealings with the Chinese Nationalists, was more cautious: the 

United States would welcome the collapse of the Communist regime, he acknowledged, 

“but it is important not to move prematurely. We must await a propitious moment for 

action when such action would not be likely to provoke war with the Soviet Union. The 

U.S. would have to accept war if the Soviet Union starts hostilities, but the U.S. must 

not incite it.” [McConaughy memorandum, Dulles conversation with Chinese Nationalist 

Foreign Minister George Yeh and Ambassador Wellington Koo, November 2, 1954, FR: 

1952-54, XIV, 846.] 
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American policy in East Asia, he told British Ambassador Sir Roger Makins 

in February, was to bring about “sufficient independence between Peiping and 

Moscow as to create the beginning of a balance of power relationship.” That 

goal required the United States “to put its power into the scales,” at least 

until such time as Japan had regained the strength it had lost as a result of 

World War II. It also required the defense of Taiwan, because if morale 

there should collapse, “a lot of things would break quickly. The result would 

be serious in Japan, the Philippines, and possibly through South East 

Asia.”170 
Such exertions of American power on behalf of Beijing’s adversaries 

would not, Dulles believed, drive the People’s Republic into a closer rela¬ 

tionship with the Russians, for the simple reason that Moscow would not be 

able to afford the costs of linking its own priorities to those of Mao Zedong. 

“Undoubtedly the Soviet Union was overextended,” he explained to Chinese 

Nationalist Foreign Minister George Yeh: 

The Soviet Union was trying to match U.S. military power with an 

industrial base only one-third or one-fourth that of the U.S. Com¬ 

munist China was undoubtedly pressing the Soviet Union hard for 

more military and industrial assistance. Through the Chinese Com¬ 

munists, the North Korean and Viet Minh regimes were making large 

demands. The military requirements in the European satellite coun¬ 

tries were heavy. The economy of the European satellite countries had 

been squeezed. The satellite peoples were squirming under the de¬ 

mands made of them. They were restive. The whole Communist do¬ 

main was overextended. . . . The Communist regimes are bound to 

crack. The leaders will fall out among themselves, or the people will 

rise up, or both, or the excesses of the regime will eventually cause all 

the non-Communist world to agree that the Communist dictators must 

be driven out as enemies of mankind. 

It was important, therefore, “to keep the Communist regimes under eco¬ 

nomic and other pressures . . . which will lead to disintegration.” Dulles 

could not guarantee “that every act of the American Government would be 

consistent with this theory of pressures, but . . . that would be the general 

approach and he himself was convinced of the soundness of it.”171* 

The Secretary of State’s confidence on this point no doubt reflected indi¬ 

cations that had already begun to surface of Moscow’s uneasiness about the 

intentions of its Chinese “ally.” After meeting Soviet Foreign Minister 

Vyacheslav Molotov in Berlin the previous winter, Dulles had reported that 

* “We must have faith that the dissolution of this evil system is gradually taking place 
even when there is no surface evidence,” the Secretary of State added. He then quoted 
St. Paul: ‘“Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.’ 
We must know in our hearts that Communism contains the seeds of its own destruction. 
External pressures hasten the destructive process.” [McConaughy notes, Dulles conversa¬ 
tion with Yeh, February 10, 1955, FR: 1955-57, II, 258.] 
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the Russians seemed “worried over the possibility of new aggression by the 

Chinese Communists.”172* Ambassador Bohlen reported from Moscow shortly 

after the onset of the Quemoy-Matsu crisis that the Soviet Union was prob¬ 

ably not prepared “to run [a] serious risk of involvement in [a] major war 

over Chinese claims to Formosa.”173 The Central Intelligence Agency, Direc¬ 

tor Allen Dulles assured the National Security Council, was inclined to take 

recent Soviet expressions of support for the Chinese Communists “with a grain 

of salt.”174f And Eisenhower himself expressed repeated doubts about the 

extent to which the Russians and the Chinese were in agreement on the 

Quemoy-Matsu question: “I have a feeling that the Chinese Communists are 

acting on their own on this,” he told Press Secretary James C. Hagerty early 

in 1955, “and that is considerably disturbing to the Russians.”175 

The President and his advisers did not wholly exclude the possibility of a 

more conciliatory approach to the People’s Republic during this period. The 

Secretary of State had been careful, before the Taiwan Strait crisis broke, 

not to rule out the Beijing government’s eventual admission to the United 

Nations.176^ When the Commerce Department late in 1954 challenged Dulles’s 

assertion that “the best prospect of disrupting the Sino-Soviet alliance is 

through maximizing the dependence of Communist China on the USSR, 177 

Eisenhower admitted that “under present conditions, no change of our atti¬ 

tude was possible, [but] ... if the Chinese Communists met certain quite 

obvious requirements, then the situation might be different.”1'8 And when 

Premier Zhou Enlai abruptly defused the Quemoy-Matsu crisis by offering at 

the Bandung Conference in April, 1955, to enter into negotiations with the 

United States, the administration after some hesitation accepted the proposal, 

thus setting in motion what was to be a long series of Sino-American am- 

* Molotov had warned Dulles that American policy toward China was “bankrupt” because 

it “merely forced China closer to [the] Soviet Union which was not to US advantage.” 

[Dulles to Eisenhower, January 30, 1954, FR: 1952-54, XIV, 354.] But since Dulles con¬ 

sidered it advantageous to force the Chinese into a position of dependency on the Rus¬ 

sians, it is unlikely that Molotov’s warning caused him to lose much sleep. For reasons 

best known to himself, the Soviet Foreign Minister also made a point of reminding Under 

Secretary of State Walter Bedell Smith in May that “China is always going to be China, 

she is never going to be European.” [Smith to State Department, May 23, 1954, ibid., 

p. 431.] 

t One reason for the Agency’s position, Director Dulles explained with an uncharacter¬ 

istic lack of foresight, was that the assurances had been delivered by Khrushchev, “rather 

a brash fellow who for some reason is permitted a lot of latitude by Malenkov. Accord¬ 

ingly, this rather extreme statement by Khrushchev . . . was not as significant as what 

Malenkov might say on the same subject.” [Minutes, NSC meeting, October 6, 1954, FR. 

1952-54, XIV, 690.] 

t Dulles had actually called for the admission of the People’s Republic to the United 

Nations in his book, War or Peace, which had been published just prior to the outbreak 

of the Korean War. Since that time, he acknowledged, there had been “a very marked 

change in the situation.” [Press conference, July 8, 1954, Department of State Bulletin, 

XXXI (July 19, 1954), 88.] 
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bassadorial-level talks with the Chinese on a narrow range of outstanding 

issues.179 

But the administration was not prepared, in 1955 or at any point there¬ 

after, to resume the Truman administration’s attempts to wean the Chinese 

away from the Russians through conciliation. Too friendly an approach to 

the People’s Republic risked unsettling allies and alienating domestic constit¬ 

uencies at a time when the support of neither could be assumed. Any im¬ 

mediate consideration of diplomatic recognition or of Chinese admission to 

the United Nations would create “a whirlpool in the free world,” Dulles 

warned the National Security Council in December, 1954; this moved NSC 

assistant Robert Cutler to remind those present that it would create an 

“equally dangerous whirlpool” in the United States as well.180* The adminis¬ 

tration “had no intention of supporting Red China’s entry into the UN,” 

Dulles assured a delighted Chiang Kai-shek the following March. “I said I 

did not know how I could possibly add anything to my firmness in this re¬ 

gard. The President [Chiang] laughingly agreed.”181 

Throughout the remainder of his term as Secretary of State, Dulles would 

persistently rebuff suggestions from Beijing that the ambassadorial-level talks 

be extended to cover the Taiwan issue, or the possibility of normalizing rela¬ 

tions with the mainland.182 “There are some who suggest that, if we assist the 

Chinese Communists to wax strong, then they will eventually break with 

Soviet Russia,” he told an audience in San Francisco in June, 1957. “No 

doubt there are basic power rivalries between Russia and China in Asia.” But 

it was important to remember that both countries—whether allies or not—• 

shared an ideology antithetical to the interests of the United States. The Axis 

powers might well have fallen to quarreling among themselves if they had 

won the Second World War, “but no one suggested that we should tolerate 

and even assist an Axis victory because in the end they would quarrel over 

the booty—of which we would be a part.”183 

When the second Quemoy-Matsu crisis suddenly erupted in August, 1958, 

both Eisenhower and Dulles initially interpreted it as a joint Sino-Soviet 

probe intended to test Western resolve.184 But by November, after the Chinese 

had once again backed down, the President was wondering—apparently on 

the basis of intelligence reports]'—whether “the Soviets were not really be- 

* Three years later Eisenhower acknowledged, in a letter to Henry Wallace, that the 

strategy of “creating divisive rather than unifying influences between China and the So¬ 

viets is obviously a correct one. The problem is to discover ways of doing this without 

weakening our own ties with numerous Allies—particularly in the Far East.” [Eisenhower 

to Wallace, June 8, 1957, Dwight D. Eisenhower Papers, Ann Whitman File, DDE Diary, 

Box 14, “June 57 Misc (2),” Dwight D. Eisenhower Library.] 

t Intelligence reports were showing Sino-Soviet disagreements, CIA Director Allen Dulles 

reported to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee early in 1959, over Chinese belliger¬ 

ence during the Quemoy-Matsu crisis the previous autumn, as well as Mao’s “Great Leap 

Forward,” relations with Yugoslavia, Soviet shipments of industrial equipment to China, 

and Moscow’s reluctance to supply Beijing with nuclear weapons. There was also an 

emerging personal dislike between Khrushchev and Mao Zedong. “[Mao] has never liked 
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coming concerned about Communist China as a possible threat to them in 

the future.”186 Several days later, Eisenhower discussed with Dulles “at some 

length” 

our policy of holding firm until changes would occur within the Sino- 

Soviet bloc. He felt these were inevitable but realized that the policy 

we were following might not be popular. There were some who wanted 

to give in; others who wanted to attack. The policy that required pa¬ 

tience was rarely popular.186 

Dulles himself, in his final appearance before the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee early in 1959, acknowledged that “you could very well have a 

struggle between . . . Mao Tse-tung and Khrushchev as to who would be the 

ideological leader of International Communism.” But their common ideolog¬ 

ical threat would remain the same: there was “no early prospect of a division 

there which would be helpful to the West.”187 

It is not yet possible, given currently available documentation, to say to 

what extent the strategy of stimulating Sino-Soviet differences through the 

application of “pressure” caused the administration to reject conciliatory 

overtures from Beijing and to continue its hard line after 1955. Certainly 

domestic political constraints, as well as the requirements of dealing with the 

Chinese Nationalists and other anti-communist allies in Asia, would have pro¬ 

vided ample reasons for such an approach, even in the absence of a “wedge” 

strategy. But it is now at least demonstrable that the idea of promoting Sino- 

Soviet differences by forcing the Chinese into a position of dependence on the 

Russians had been a major influence on the administration’s behavior during 

its first two and a half years in office; given the infrequency with which ad¬ 

ministrations alter existing stategies in mid-stream,188 it seems a plausible as¬ 

sumption that the “wedge through pressure” strategy—however distant its 

payoff might be—continued to shape the thinking of Eisenhower and his ad¬ 

visers through the end of their term.189 

Eastern Europe. The administration’s policies with regard to Eastern Europe 

can also be understood in terms of a “wedge through pressure” strategy, al¬ 

though here it proceeded with less purposefulness and greater circumspection 

than was the case with China. Despite the unrest that had taken place in East 

Germany in 1953, there seemed little reason to expect any imminent spread of 

“Titoist” tendencies among the Soviet Union’s European satellites. National 

Intelligence Estimates during the spring and summer of 1954 detected less 

potential for independent action among them than in China,190 and several 

months later Allen Dulles reported to the National Security Council that there 

cocktail parties like Khrushchev. He is much more of a philosopher, and he likes to re¬ 

tire and study.” [Dulles executive session testimony, January 26, 1959, U.S. Congress, 

Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, Historical Series: Eighty-Sixth Congress, First 

Session, 1959 (Washington: 1982), pp. 103, 117-18.1 
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was “little chance of Soviet control [in Eastern Europe] being shaken by in¬ 

ternal revolt in the next few years.”191 

There was also the suspicion within the administration that the Russians 

would risk war to retain control of Eastern Europe, an assumption that 

seemed less plausible with respect to China. “[I]t would be extremely dan¬ 

gerous,” State Department Soviet specialists warned the White House in 

March, 1954, “to assume that the USSR, because of internal difficulties or 

trouble in the satellites, is so weakened that it will not under any circum¬ 

stances resort to war.” Such a response could be expected “against any action 

on the part of the United States or its allies which it considered to be a suf¬ 

ficiently serious threat to its own position.”192 There should be “long-range 

plans for a rollback in the satellites,” Secretary of State Dulles told the Na¬ 

tional Security Council the following August, but “these plans would have to 

be very long-range indeed.”193 “[H]ow far are you going?” an impatient 

Eisenhower demanded, in response to a press conference question about “lib¬ 

eration” in Eastern Europe some months later. “You are certainly not going 

to declare war, are you?”194 

One thing the United States could do was to support the continued inde¬ 

pendence of Tito’s Yugoslavia, in the hope that it might yet provide a model 

for what could happen elsewhere in that part of the world. “It was “ex¬ 

tremely unlikely,” Dulles told Eisenhower in August, 1955, “that Yugoslavia 

would ever again go under the yoke of Moscow leadership.” Tito’s ambition 

was “to make himself the leader of a group of Communist states and attract 

them away from Moscow”; his “Bukharin brand of Communism” accepted the 

possibility “that you would have Communism on a national basis and that 

Communist countries need not necessarily be under the iron discipline of the 

Soviet Communist Party as the leader of the world proletariat.” This, Dulles 

argued, was an ambition “we could afford quietly to countenance.”195 A year 

later, Eisenhower went out of his way to emphasize publicly that Tito’s first 

visit to Moscow since his defection did not mean the reconstitution of unity 

within the international communist movement: “I should think that in the 

central headquarters of communism they would be thinking very seriously 

about what their satellite governments think ... of Marshal Tito. . . . 

[T]hey might be tempted at other places to emulate him.”196'* 

That prospect had become more than just a hypothetical possibility in 

1956 as rumors had begun to circulate of Nikita Khruschev’s de-Stalinization 

campaign inside the Soviet Union. Administration officials initially tended to 

downplay the importance of this development in their public comments,197 

* What had passed between Khrushchev and Tito was not completely clear, Dulles told 

Eisenhower the following October, but “I went on to say it seemed to me that in the 

main our policy of backing Tito was paying off in terms of an increasing desire on the 

part of the satellites for independence from Moscow.” [Dulles memorandum, conversation 

with Eisenhower, October 11, 1956, John Foster Dulles Papers, White House Memoranda, 

Box 4, “Meetings with the President, August-December, 1956 (4),” Dwight D. Eisenhower 
Library.] 
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but in mid-April an abrupt shift in position took place. Allen Dulles openly 

suggested that dissatisfaction within the Soviet Union itself had prompted 

the attack on Stalin.198 Eisenhower pointed out that “any time a policy is 

winning and the people are completely satisfied with it, you don’t change. You 

change policies that markedly, you destroy old idols as they have been busy 

doing, only when you think a great change is necessary.”199 And Secretary 

of State Dulles, noting the Kremlin’s professed desire for a reconciliation 

with Tito, pointedly drew from this a conclusion that could not have been 

welcome in Moscow: “If the Soviet Communists now say that it is all right to 

have communism on a national basis, that offers a great prospect to the Poles, 

the Czechs, and so fourth, who would much rather have their own national 

brand of communism than be run by Moscow.”200 

It is not precisely clear, from the available documentation, what prompted 

this change in administration rhetoric, but one very likely explanation is that 

the Central Intelligence Agency had, by April, procured the text of Krush¬ 

chev’s secret speech to the 20th Soviet Party Congress, delivered two months 

earlier. By early June, on the prompting of Allen Dulles but no doubt with 

the approval of his brother and the President as well, the decision had been 

made to leak the text of the speech to the New York Times, where it appeared 

on June 4.201 It was, John Foster Dulles commented, “the most damning in¬ 

dictment of despotism ever made by a despot”;202 its publication, he ex¬ 

plained to Eisenhower, had left the Russians with the choice “of either allow¬ 

ing liberal forces to grow and obtain recognition, or else revert [ing] to [a] 

Stalinist type of repression, in which case they would lose the ground they 

had been trying to gain with the free nations as having become more civilized 

and more liberal.”203* 

The Russians soon made it clear that, confronted with this choice, they 

would opt for repression over reform. Within weeks of the publication of 

Khrushchev’s speech, unrest had broken out in Poland, for which Dulles quickly 

claimed credit. Soviet difficulties in Eastern Europe had been “touched off by 

our publication of the Khrushchev secret speech,” he told the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee. “Khrushchev is on the ropes and, if we can keep the 

pressure up . . . there is going to occur a very great disintegration within 

the apparatus of the international Communist organization.”204 The adminis¬ 

tration had at no point actually promised “liberation,” Dulles reminded 

Eisenhower in September, but it had, through the Voice of America and by 

* Eisenhower raised the question with Dulles of whether he should be speaking publicly 

about these matters. The Secretary of State responded that it was “very important from 

the standpoint of the Mutual Security legislation [then before the Congress] to portray 

our past policies as successful and to have some reason such as their success for con¬ 

tinuing these policies. Furthermore, all that I said and did in this matter was very care¬ 

fully weighed not only in the Department of State but also with Mr. Allen Dulles. The 

President indicated his complete understanding and approval of what I had done.” 

[Dulles memorandum of conversation with Eisenhower, July 13, 1956, Dulles Papers 

(Eisenhower Library), White House memoranda, Box 4, “Meetings with the President, 

January-July, 1956 (1).”] 
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other means, “done much to revive the influences which are inherent in free¬ 

dom, . . . thereby contributing] toward creating strains and stresses within 

the captive world.”205 

It is tempting to see what followed—a leadership crisis in Poland in Oc¬ 

tober, the spread of unrest into Hungary that same month, and the Soviet 

Union’s brutal suppression of what had become an all-out revolution in the 

latter country early in November—as an intended consequence of the Eisen¬ 

hower administration’s efforts to strain the relationship between Moscow and 

its satellites. But there is reason to think that what happened in Eastern 

Europe in the fall of 1956 went well beyond what the President and his ad¬ 

visers had been hoping to accomplish.* A direct revolt against Soviet power 

in Eastern Europe, they believed, could not succeed without United States and 

NATO military assistance, the provision of which would almost certainly 

have led to war.f “The Russians were scared and furious,” Eisenhower 

pointed out at the height of the Hungarian crisis, “and nothing is more dan¬ 

gerous than a dictatorship in that frame of mind.”"’06 Annihilating Hungary, 

“should it become the scene of a bitter conflict, is no way to help her. 207 

Nor did the administration seize this opportunity to activate the corps of 

East European refugees and emigres the Central Intelligence Agency had 

been training for several years, with a view to exploiting unrest in that part 

of the world.J The precise objectives of this project, code-named Red Sox/ 

Red Cap,” remain unclear, but Allen Dulles’s refusal to authorize its use in 

October and November of 1956—a decision that provoked intense opposition 

and even extreme psychological distress among some of his subordinates in 

the Agency—suggests how cautious the administration’s commitment to “lib¬ 

eration” actually was.208 

Eisenhower and his advisers did, however, clearly see events in Eastern 

Europe as confirming what they had suspected all along: that Moscow’s means 

* Subsequent investigations cleared Radio Liberty and Radio Free Europe—both CIA- 

supported organizations—of having called directly for an uprising against the Russians, 

although broadcasts to Hungary during the rebellion there did repeat, without comment, 

local broadcasts implying that outside assistance might be provided. [See John Ranelagh, 

The Agency: The Rise and Decline of the CIA (New York: 1986), pp. 308-9.] 

t Dulles had warned the National Security Council two years earlier that even if the 

United States should succeed in splitting the Soviet Union from its satellites, “we would 

still have to face the terrible problem and threat of an unimpaired nuclear capability in 

the USSR itself.” [Minutes, NSC meeting, December 21, 1954, FR: 1952-54, II, 834.] 

$ NSC 5412, approved by Eisenhower in March, 1954, had authorized the Central Intelli¬ 

gence Agency “in accordance with established policies and to the extent practicable in 

areas dominated or threatened by International Communism, [to] develop underground 

resistance and facilitate covert and guerilla operations and ensure availability of those 

forces in the event of war, including whether practicable provisions of a base upon which 

the military may expand these forces in time of war with active theaters of operation as 

well as provision for stay-behind assets and escape and evasion facilities.” [NSC 5412, 

“Covert Operations,” March 15, 1954, Eisenhower Papers, White House Office Files: Office 

of the Special Assistant for National Security Affairs, Box 7, “NSC 5412/2.”] 
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of control there were tenuous, and that the judicious application of pressure—- 

even so simple a matter as publishing Khrushchev’s own colorful prose— 

could deny the Russians many of the benefits of the empire they had created. 

Moscow had “lost a satellite and gained a conquered province,” Allen Dulles 

told a meeting of legislative leaders on November 9: “the myth of [the] 

sweet reasonableness of communism has been destroyed . . . and the Soviets 

now realize that satellite armies are not at all trustworthy.”209 Secretary of 

State Dulles argued before a similar meeting several weeks later that “our 

policy should continue to be the encouragement of an evolutionary process 

leading toward national Communism as a first step prior to a complete de¬ 

parture from international Communism.”210 “[A]s far as encouraging this 

growing independence of Moscow,” Eisenhower explained at a press confer¬ 

ence the following April, “we believe in that.” But the satellites were not 

going to have complete freedom all at once: “we try to help each step as far 

as we can,” so as not to leave the satellites with the belief that they “are com¬ 

pletely and absolutely dependent on Moscow for [their] livelihood and no 

place else.”211 

Other applications. Did the “wedge through pressure” strategy affect the im¬ 

plementation of policy in areas apart from China and Eastern Europe? 

Once again, available documentation permits no conclusive answer, but there 

is some basis for selective speculation. However cautious the Eisenhower ad¬ 

ministration may have been about using the Central Intelligence Agency 

against Soviet satellites, the fact remains that covert action was one of its 

preferred methods of operation. The Agency’s techniques offered the advan¬ 

tages of discretion, deniability, and, not least, economy; its director, Allen 

Dulles, had succeeded—as his brother, the Secretary of State, had not—in 

insulating his subordinates from the ravages of McCarthyism, thus preserving 

a capacity for flexible and imaginative approaches to the task of dealing 

with international communism.212 The administration’s first formal guidelines 

on covert action, issued in March, 1954, had encouraged efforts to: 

a. Create and exploit troublesome problems for International 

Communism, impair relations between the USSR and Communist 

China and between them and their satellites, complicate control within 

the USSR, Communist China and their satellites, and retard the growth 

of the military and economic potential of the Soviet bloc. 

b. Discredit the prestige and ideology of International Commu¬ 

nism, and reduce the strength of its parties and other elements.213 

In the light of such instructions, it seems not implausible to suggest that some 

of the Agency’s major activities during the Eisenhower administration—the 

staging of successful coups in Iran and Guatemala and an unsuccessful one 

in Indonesia, plans to overthrow Fidel Castro’s government in Cuba, behind- 

the-scenes support for left-wing student groups and publications, and close co¬ 

ordination with both American and Western European labor movements214— 
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may have had as a common objective the separation of international commu¬ 

nism from potential supporters through the application of pressures against 

them. 

“Wedge through pressure” tactics may also help to explain certain aspects 

of Eisenhower’s Middle East policy. The best way to deal with Egypt s in¬ 

creasingly pro-Soviet orientation, the President speculated in his diary in 

March, 1956, might be to leave that country “with no ally in sight except 

Soviet Russia.” At that point, “she would very quickly get tired of that pros¬ 

pect and would join us in the search for a just and decent peace in that re¬ 

gion.”215 When Senator Fulbright subsequently brought up the prospect of 

letting the Russians take over previous American commitments to build the 

Aswan dam, Dulles acknowledged that they might indeed “find that they had 

a white elephant on their hands,” both because of the complexity of the 

project, and because the burdens it would impose on the Egyptian economy 

would make them unpopular in that country. “[Y]ou have to balance what 

might seem to be an immediate gain to the Soviet Union as against what I 

think might very well prove to be, in the end, a boomerang.”216 

Many would argue that with President Gamel Abdel Nasser’s seizure of 

the Suez Canal late in July, the decision to withdraw from the Aswan project 

had “boomeranged” on Dulles instead, but the Secretary of State remained 

optimistic. Admitting that there was now a “close partnership” between the 

Egyptians and the Russians, he nonetheless told Eisenhower 

that I did not believe that any such partnership was durable. I pointed 

out that where countries were physically adjacent to the Soviet Union 

and where Soviet troops were there to sustain a pro-Soviet govern¬ 

ment, the people had little recourse. However, that was not the case 

where a country was not adjacent to the Soviet Union and where 

Soviet military power was not available to support the government. 

The President recalled, in this connection, Guatemala.21' 

Would it be tolerable, a reporter asked Eisenhower in August, 1957, to have 

in the Middle East a regime subject to communist control which could cut off 

oil supplies to the West, as the Egyptians had done at the height of the Suez 

crisis the previous November? The United States did not approve of com¬ 

munism under any circumstances, the President replied, but there were dis¬ 

tinctions to be kept in mind: “international communism and subordination to 

the views of Moscow are one thing. Independent communism is something 

else. And . . . there are all degrees of its application.”218 

As the outcome of both the Suez crisis and certain of the CIA’s covert 

operations suggest, efforts to drive “wedges” between adversaries by applying 

pressures on them did not always work out as planned. Nor is it possible to 

determine conclusively—given the present inaccessibility of Soviet, East Euro¬ 

pean, and Chinese sources—to what extent the existence of that strategy con¬ 

tributed, if at all, to the breakdown of international communist solidarity that 

had begun to be apparent by the time Eisenhower left office. All one can say 
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now is that the intention of promoting fragmentation existed within Eisen¬ 

hower’s administration, as it had within Truman’s as well; and that what 

subsequently happened to the communist world corresponded, more than is 

usually the case in matters of policy and strategy, to the objectives Washing¬ 

ton had sought. 

VI 

The long-term perspective that informed the Truman and Eisenhower “wedge” 

strategy has proven to be remarkably accurate: the Russians have indeed had 

difficulty sustaining their authority beyond the immediate reach of their own 

military power, not just in Egypt, as Dulles suggested, but in Asia, Africa, and 

much of the rest of the Middle East as well. Even in those regions where 

Soviet military control does prevail, as in Eastern Europe and Afghanistan, 

loyalty to Soviet interests obviously does not. The ideological bond that many 

Americans feared would unite all communists under Moscow’s leadership 

after World War II has proven instead to be—as Kennan suggested it might 

four decades ago—a source of divisiveness and bitter contention. If the Cold 

War ever was an ideological competition—and many people thought it was, 

for many years—then the West has long since won it. 

The architects of the “wedge” strategy based their confidence in the ulti¬ 

mate fragmentation of international communism upon predictions drawn from 

historical experience: that, in the long run, nationalism would be durable, but 

empires would not; that those who aspired to global or even regional hege¬ 

mony would sooner or later defeat themselves because the further they ex¬ 

tended their authority, the greater the forces of resistance they would provoke. 

“[T]he dream of world domination by one power or of world conformity is 

an impossible dream,” Eisenhower told the United Nations General Assembly 

in August, 1958.219 A week later, in an extemporaneous press conference 

comment, he looked forward to the day when 

even the Soviets begin to learn that it is not to their benefit to go in 

and try to buy, bribe and subvert generally people that are themselves 

trying to lead their own lives; because, finally, what all history shows, 

[is] that when any dictatorship goes too far in its control, . . . whether 

it be the Roman Empire or Genghis Khan’s or Napoleon’s or anyone 

else’s, just the very size of the thing begins to defeat them.220 

The phrasing may have been faulty, but the lesson for the future drawn from 

the experience of the past clearly was not: the quarter-century that has passed 

since Eisenhower left office has indeed provided little basis upon which to 

encourage aspirants to global hegemony, whether in Moscow, Washington, or 

anywhere else. 

The problem with such long-term perspectives is that they are not of much 
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help in dealing with short-term problems. The tangible benefits, for the West, 

of fragmentation within the communist world would not become fully appar¬ 

ent until well after Truman and Eisenhower had left office: they began to 

show up in Moscow’s growing interest in detente and in controlling the pro¬ 

liferation of nuclear weapons during the 1960s, in the failure of the Russians 

and the Chinese to agree on coordinated action against American military 

operations in Vietnam, and, most significantly, in the long-delayed rapproche¬ 

ment between the United States and the People’s Republic of China that 

began when Richard Nixon stepped off Air Force One in Beijing in 1972 

seven years earlier than his most optimistic prediction for such an event in 

1954.221 

Even if anticipated, such distant “payoffs” would have been of little use 

to Truman and Acheson as they grappled with the China lobby, or the 

Korean War, or General MacArthur, or Senator McCarthy; or to Eisenhower 

and Dulles as they wrestled with crises in French Indochina, or Quemoy and 

Matsu, or Hungary, or Suez. No doubt this problem of how to relate long¬ 

term considerations to short-term preoccupations helps to account for the less- 

than-arduous efforts both administrations made to explain the “wedge” 

strategy in public, or to try to build a domestic base of support for improving 

relations with communist states not under Moscow’s control. At a time when 

support for foreign and military policies could by no means automatically be 

assumed, it was more convenient to retain the image of a coordinated, con¬ 

spiratorial, and highly competent adversary than to reveal what was known— 

and what was anticipated—of adversary weaknesses. The result was such a 

confusion of interests and threats that the United States would come to be 

seen in the 1960’s—and, to some extent, would come to see itself—as a nation 

that had taken on imperial characteristics of its own in the process of attempt¬ 

ing to resist the imperial aspirations of others.222 

But what happened in Vietnam should not obscure the perceptiveness of 

the long-range strategy the Truman and Eisenhower administrations worked 

out for dealing with the problem of international communism. Correspon¬ 

dence between intentions and consequences is a sufficiently unusual phenom¬ 

enon—whatever the field of endeavor, and however long it takes—that when 

one finds a strategy that really did, whether by direction or indirection, 

achieve its objectives, then the historian may, perhaps, permit himself a cer¬ 

tain grudging respect for the cleverness of its architects, and at the same time 

a moderate degree of awe over the comparative rarity of their achievement. 
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Learning to Live with Transparency: 

The Evolution of a Reconnaissance 

Satellite Regime 

EsPIONAGE, the philosopher Michael Walzer has suggested, might—under 

certain circumstances—promote rather than hinder communication among 

nations.* The idea seems improbable at first glance, given the efforts great 

powers have always made to guard themselves against the loss of state secrets. 

Certainly the history of the Cold War would not appear to contain very many 

instances in which Washington and Moscow welcomed each other s attempts 

to ferret out such information. But if one effect of espionage were to be to 

reduce the danger of surprise attack, then, in theory at least, states should 

derive mutual benefits from tolerating a certain amount of it. And, in prac¬ 

tice, something like this has happened in relations between the United States 

This essay was prepared for the Stanford University project on “U.S.-Soviet Efforts to 

Cooperate in Security Matters: Achievements, Failures, Prospects,” organized by Alex¬ 

ander Dallin, Philip Farley, and Alexander George. I am particularly indebted to Philip 

Farley for valuable suggestions on an earlier version of this essay. 

* “Another form of great power communication, this one . . . undervalued, is espionage, 

which makes for a sharing of information about new weapons systems and recent troop 

deployments and so, perhaps, reduces the risks such things involve.” [Michael Walzer, 

“The Reform of the International System,” 0yvind 0sterud, ed., Studies of War and 

Peace (Oslo: 1986), p. 236.] For one possible confirmation of Walzer’s theory, see 

Christopher Andrew’s recent account of Anglo-Italian relations during the Italian- 

Ethiopian War (1935-36) and the Spanish Civil War (1936-39), when both countries 

were intercepting each other’s military and diplomatic cable traffic. [Her Majesty s Secret 

Service: The Making of the British Intelligence Community (New York: 1986), pp. 

401-3.] 
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and the Soviet Union during the past quarter-century, albeit discreetly and 

without explicit agreements governing the procedures involved. The fact that 

Americans and Russians have actually cooperated in spying upon one another 

was in itself, for many years, one of the better kept secrets of the Cold War; 

the fact that they have come to regard such activities as consistent with the 

principles of international law is certainly one of that conflict s least expected 

developments. 

Reconnaissance satellites are no longer a secret, although both govern¬ 

ments remain cautious about formally acknowledging their existence.* The 

critical role these instruments have played in the verification of arms control 

agreements is now generally understood;1 the threat that anti-satellite weap¬ 

onry might pose to them is now openly discussed.2 But what has not received 

attention, until recently,3 is the question of how the Soviet Union and the 

United States came to tolerate, and even to rely upon, the collection of sensi¬ 

tive intelligence about each other from these devices in the first place. Their 

decision to do so represents the clearest example in postwar Soviet-American 

relations of tacit cooperation on matters of mutual interest. It was also an 

implicit acknowledgment that certain forms of espionage can not only facili¬ 

tate communication: they can also serve the cause of peace. 

I 

There was, to be sure, little in the history of great power rivalries to suggest 

that nations might willingly allow potential adversaries to reconnoiter their 

territories.! Observation balloons had been used, but also fired upon, as early 

* The first official—if inadvertent—acknowledgment of the benefits of satellite photog¬ 

raphy came in what was supposed to have been an off-the-record comment by Lyndon 

Johnson in March, 1967. [New York Times, March 17, 1967.] There was also an oblique 

reference to the use of satellites for the verification of arms control agreements in Secre¬ 

tary of State William P. Rogers’s letter of June 10, 1972, formally transmitting the Anti- 

Ballistic Missile Treaty to President Nixon prior to submission to the Senate. [Weekly 

Compilation of Presidential Documents, VIII (June 19, 1972), 103.] No further public 

reference to the role of reconnaissance satellites would come until Jimmy Carter described 

them, in October, 1978, as “an important stabilizing factor in world affairs in the monitor¬ 

ing of arms control agreements.” [Public Papers of the Presidents: Jimmy Carter, 1978 

(Washington: 1979), p. 1686.] The first published photograph from a reconnaissance 

satellite appeared in Jane’s Defence Weekly in 1984 as the result of a security breach for 

which former Navy employee Samuel Loring Morison was sentenced to two years in 

prison. [New York Times, December 5, 1985.] It is reproduced in David Hafemeister, 

Joseph J. Romm, and Kosta Tsipis, “The Verification of Compliance with Arms-Control 

Agreements,” Scientific American, CCLII (March, 1985), 38. 

t One possible exception to this generalization would be the custom, prior to World War 

I, of allowing foreign officers to attend military maneuvers, but even that access tended 

to be cut off in periods of crisis. [See, on this point, Ernest R. May, ed., Knowing One’s 

Enemies: Intelligence Assessment Before the Two World Wars (Princeton: 1984), espe¬ 

cially pp. 42^14, 179-80.] 
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as the Wars of the French Revolution.4 Military reconnaissance conducted 

from aircraft came into its own during World War I, but so too did counter¬ 

measures: the first true fighter aircraft were developed for the purpose of 

shooting down observation planes.5 World War II provided few instances in 

which belligerents perceived it to be to their advantage for their adversaries 

to conduct successful overhead reconnaissance,* nor were such flights left 

unopposed during the Korean War.6 And, of course, the most famous recon¬ 

naissance aircraft of all time, the U-2, entered the public’s consciousness only 

as a result of being shot down over the Soviet Union in May, 1960; still an¬ 

other U-2 would be destroyed at the height of the Cuban Missile Crisis twTo 

years later.7 

The U-2 program grew out of a series of efforts Washington had made 

since the onset of the Cold War to compensate for one of that conflict’s most 

obvious asymmetries: the disparity between an almost totally closed Soviet 

Union, given to making available virtually no accurate information about its 

military capabilities, and the almost totally open United States, where details 

about new technologies appeared regularly in newspapers and periodicals,8 

and in which the location of sensitive military installations could be pin¬ 

pointed from the detailed road-maps available—in those days, free—at corner 

service stations. 

That disparity had stimulated, during the first postwar decade, several 

ingenious but not always effective attempts by the United States to penetrate 

Soviet secrecy: they included the use of defectors, emigres, and—more 

rarely—actual spies; the careful analysis of World War II and even tsarist- 

era maps; eavesdropping in the form of intercepted cable and radio com¬ 

munications; the use of radar to track early Soviet missile experiments; 

regular monitoring of the upper atmosphere to detect Soviet nuclear tests; the 

launching of balloons equipped with cameras designed to float across Soviet 

territory for subsequent recovery; and regular reconnaissance flights along 

Soviet and East European borders and on several occasions deep into Soviet 

territory itself.9 None of these efforts—with the exception of those directed 

toward the monitoring of nuclear tests—had produced much useful informa¬ 

tion. There were “shortcomings of a serious nature” in the accuracy of intelli¬ 

gence estimates regarding the Soviet Union, CIA Director Allen Dulles 

admitted to the National Security Council early in the Eisenhower adminis¬ 

tration: “We must remain highly critical of our intelligence effort . . . but 

we must not be defeatist in the face of the difficulties of securing adequate 

information.”10 

As if in response to Dulles’s injunction, Eisenhower in the months that 

followed authorized two separate but related initiatives—one covert, the other 

* The exception here would be instances in which specific measures were undertaken to 

deceive enemy observers. For examples, see R. V. Jones, The Wizard War: British Scien¬ 

tific Intelligence, 1939-1945 (New York: 1978), pp. 405-12; and Stephen E. Ambrose, 

Ike’s Spies: Eisenhower and the Espionage Establishment (Garden City, New York: 

1981), pp. 83-86. 
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conspicuously overt—aimed at improving the collection of intelligence about 

the Soviet Union. Early in 1954, he established a Technological Capabilities 

Panel, headed by James R. Killian, president of the Massachusetts Institute 

of Technology, to investigate ways of reducing the danger of surprise attack. 

Placing its faith in rapidly developing remote-sensing technology, the Killian 

Committee advised immediate construction of a high-altitude photorecon¬ 

naissance aircraft (which turned out to be the U-2), and, as a longer-term 

measure, investigation of the potential of reconnaissance satellites. Eisen¬ 

hower accepted these recommendations, thus committing his and subsequent 

administrations to reliance on overhead reconnaissance as the primary method 

of breaching Soviet secrecy.11" 

But the President authorized an overt approach to this problem as well: 

one that sought to legitimize these new reconnaissance techniques through 

diplomatic means. The world first learned of Eisenhower s Open Skies in¬ 

spection plan when he suggested it to the Russians—in what appeared to be 

a spontaneous gesture—at the Geneva four-power summit conference in 

July, 1955.12 We now know that a working group headed by presidential 

assistant Nelson Rockefeller had originated this plan, which would have in¬ 

volved an exchange of information on military facilities and the unrestricted 

right of aerial photoreconnaissance over both Soviet and American territory; 

Eisenhower had approved it, and indeed had insisted on presenting it over 

the objections of a skeptical John Foster Dulles.13 What is interesting about 

this sequence of events is that Rockefeller’s working group apparently knew 

nothing of what the Killian Committee had recommended regarding the 

U-2.14f Only the President and a few trusted top advisers were aware that the 

United States would soon have the capacity to institute its own wholly uni¬ 

lateral “open skies” plan. 

The question arises, then, as to why Eisenhower undertook the Geneva 

initiative at all. Surely he must have expected the Soviets to reject it, given 

the disproportionate benefits it would have provided to the United States.1 

Surely Eisenhower was aware that the U-2 and satellite reconnaissance pro¬ 

grams could proceed—at least for a while—without the Russians’ permission, 

since it would take them time to develop effective countermeasures. That situ- 

* The theoretical possibility of reconnaissance satellites had been the subject of specula¬ 

tion within the U.S. government since at least 1945. [See, on this point, Paul B. Stares, 

The Militarization of Space: U.S. Policy, 1945-84 (Ithaca: 1985), pp. 23-33.1 

t Rockefeller was presumably aware of the potential benefits of satellite reconnaissance. 

[See his memorandum of May 17, 1955, included in NSC 5520, “U.S. Scientific Satellite 

Program,” May 20, 1955, Dwight D. Eisenhower Papers, White House NSC Assistant, 

NSC Series, Policy Paper Subseries, Box 16, Dwight D. Eisenhower Library.] 

t Admiral Arthur Radford, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, candidly acknowledged 

that “it would be to the advantage of the U.S. to make such an agreement, since the 

Soviets already have most of the information they could obtain through such a privilege, 

whereas we have little or none.” [Quoted in W. W. Rostow, Open Skies: Eisenhower’s 

Proposal of July 21,1955 (Austin: 1982), p. 53.1 
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ation would not last indefinitely, though, and it is this prospect of counter¬ 

measures that makes one wonder whether Eisenhower’s “open skies” plan 

might not have been a far-sighted attempt to build a climate of legitimacy for 

overhead reconnaissance, in anticipation of the day when the Russians would 

develop the capability to act against it. 

As is often the case with the elusive Eisenhower, his intentions in this 

matter are not easy to pin down. But there is no question that his World 

War II experience had thoroughly sensitized him—as few other political 

leaders at the time could have been—to the potential military significance of 

overhead reconnaissance.16 We know as well that he worried about how the 

Soviets might respond to unilateral American reconnaissance efforts: in May, 

1956, for example, he warned of the need “to be wise and careful in what we 

do” because he wanted “to give the Soviets every chance to move in peaceful 

directions and to put our relations on a better basis.”16* But the underlying 

motive of the “Open Skies” plan appears most clearly—if obliquely—in a 

comment Eisenhower made to a group of advisers shortly after the launching 

of Sputnik in October 1957: the Russians, he argued, “have in fact done us a 

good turn, unintentionally, in establishing the concept of freedom of inter¬ 

national space.”17! 

Unfortunately, the U-2 incident of May, 1960, confirmed a somewhat different 

proposition: that the Soviet Union, once it had the capacity to do so, would 

shoot down whatever flew over its territory. Russian secretiveness had long 

been a matter of state policy, one that not even collaboration in the wartime 

anti-Hitler coalition had in any significant way breached.18 This attitude 

continued after the war, with the Soviet government refusing—almost alone 

among independent states at that time—to participate in international civil 

aviation agreements providing for the right of “innocent passage” through 

sovereign airspace.19 And although it acknowledged in principle the need for 

verification in monitoring arms-control agreements, the U.S.S.R. insisted on 

* Eisenhower’s comment took place in the context of a discussion concerning a Soviet 

protest over what had probably been a RB-47 reconnaissance flight in the Arctic. (The 

document in question, cited in the notes, is partially sanitized.) The first U-2 overflight 

of the Soviet Union took place on July 4, 1956. [Michael Beschloss, Mayday: Eisenhower, 

Khrushchev and the U-2 Affair (New York: 1986), pp. 121-22.] 

t A RAND Corporation report had speculated about the legality of satellite reconnais¬ 

sance as early as 1950, and in May, 1955, NSC 5520, which dealt with future satellite pro¬ 

grams, had stressed the importance of establishing a legal precedent for satellite over¬ 

flights. [See Walter McDougall, The Heavens and the Earth: A Political History of the 

Space Age (New York: 1985), pp. 108-10, 120-21; and NSC 5520, May 20, 1955, p. 3.3 
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defining the concept in the narrowest possible way with a view to minimizing 

opportunities for espionage;20 as a result, the immediate postwar years saw 

no progress made toward the international control of atomic energy, or to¬ 

ward mutually agreed-upon reductions in conventional forces. Moscow also 

protested, loudly and frequently, the various unilateral efforts the United 

States had made prior to Eisenhower’s “Open Skies” proposal to carry out 

overhead reconnaissance, and had, on occasion, taken more active counter¬ 

measures as well.* 
Even so, the Russians’ initial response to “Open Skies” was not entirely 

negative. In a shift from their earlier position that disarmament should pre¬ 

cede the establishment of verification procedures, they themselves had put 

forward in May, 1955, a proposal that would have had the United Nations set up 

“control posts at large ports, at railway junctions, on main motor highways 

and in aerodromes” for the purpose of ensuring “that no dangerous concen¬ 

tration of military land forces or of air or naval forces takes place.’ 21 And 

even though Party Chairman Nikita Khrushchev dismissed “Open Skies” at 

Geneva as “nothing more than a bald espionage plot,”22 there is reason to 

think that the Russians saw both advantages and disadvantages in Eisen¬ 

hower’s proposal, and did not immediately rule out the possibility of accept¬ 

ing it.23 
In the end, though, the Soviet Union did reject the plan, ostensibly on 

grounds that aerial inspection alone would not prevent the concealment of 

military forces, that the “Open Skies” plan made no provision for recon¬ 

naissance over the territories of countries other than the United States and 

the U.S.S.R., and that the proposal did not provide for arms reduction.24 The 

real reason was probably closer to the concerns Khrushchev had expressed, 

as the official history of Soviet foreign policy retrospectively acknowledges: 

“All [the plan] had in mind was espionage . . . and in this respect it was 

of immense interest to those who were contemplating war and working on 

military plans.”26 

As Eisenhower had anticipated, the launching of Sputnik in October, 1957, 

presented difficulties for Soviet legal experts who had earlier asserted the 

inviolability of sovereign airspace: one of them ingeniously—but uncon¬ 

vincingly—took the position that Sputnik did not actually fly over other coun¬ 

tries’ territories, but rather that those territories rotated beneath it.26 As the 

prospect of American reconnaissance satellites became more immediate, how¬ 

ever, the Russians found it necessary to reassert the principle of vertical 

sovereignty, without at the same time calling into question the right of their 

own satellites to overfly the United States. They did this by attempting to dis¬ 

tinguish between “innocent” passage and espionage: it was permissible for 

* The U-2 was by no means the first U.S. reconnaissance plane to be shot down by the 

Russians. [See, on this point, James Bamford, The Puzzle Palace: A Report on America’s 

Most Secret Agency (New York), pp. 181-82.] For Russian protests over earlier balloon 

and U-2 reconnaissance, see Stephen E. Ambrose, Eisenhower: The President (New 

York: 1984), pp. 309-10, 341, 563. 
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satellites to pass overhead, but not if they were to be used for purposes of 

reconnaissance.27* 

However difficult this principle might have been to enforce, it did carry 

disturbing implications for the U.S. reconnaissance satellite program. The 

Americans were already some years ahead of the Soviet Union in developing 

such systems; clearly they stood to benefit from them far more than did the 

Russians, who had the advantage of monitoring a society in which little was 

kept secret in the first place. With these considerations in mind, Eisenhower 

early in 1958 authorized the beginning of research on an American anti¬ 

satellite system, designed to deter Moscow from interfering with the recon¬ 

naissance satellites Washington expected soon to launch. He did so, though, 

with considerable misgivings, lest such a program compromise the possi¬ 

bility—implicit in the “Open Skies” plan—of eventually persuading the Rus¬ 

sians that reconnaissance could provide mutual benefits; it was for this reason 

that Eisenhower and his advisers strongly resisted pressures actually to deploy 

anti-satellite weaponry.28! 

Convinced of the value of satellite reconnaissance—the Central Intelli¬ 

gence Agency’s “Discoverer” system had returned the first satellite photo¬ 

graphs of the Soviet Union in August, 1960, only three months after the U-2 

had been shot down29—the Kennedy administration quickly embraced Eisen¬ 

hower’s goal of seeking to legitimize this new and impressive form of recon- 

naisance. It did so, though, by means that were at once more energetic and 

more imaginative than anything its predecessor had contemplated. 

First, the White House imposed a strict news blackout on information 

concerning the development and launching of reconnaissance satellites. There 

had been no effort to conceal American programs in this area prior to 1961: 

the Eisenhower administration had prided itself on the openness of the Amer¬ 

ican space program—successes and failures alike—and since the latter had 

outnumbered the former during the late 1950’s, the Air Force had not been 

at all reluctant to publicize the success of its SAMOS reconnaissance satellite 

* Khrushchev did suggest, in an off-hand remark at the abortive Paris summit that fol¬ 

lowed the U-2 incident in May, 1960, that the Russians objected only to reconnaissance 

from airplanes, not satellites. [Dwight D. Eisenhower, The White House Years: Waging 

Peace, 1957-1960 (Garden City, New York: 1965), p. 556; George B. Kistiakowsky, A 

Scientist at the White House: The Private Diary of President Eisenhower’s Special Assis¬ 

tant for Science and Technology (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 1976), p. 334.] But this 

was not the consistent Soviet position at the time. For an overall summary of attempts 

by Soviet and East European scholars to wrestle with the legal implications of earth 

satellites, see C. Wilfred Jenks, Space Law (New York: 1965), pp. 133-47. 

f NSC 5814/1, approved by Eisenhower on August 18, 1958, pointed out that “[r]econ- 

naissance satellites are of critical importance to U.S. national security.” They would have 

“a high potential use as a means of implementing the ‘open skies’ proposal or policing a 

system of international armaments control.” There was, as a consequence, an urgent need 

to seek “a political framework which will place the uses of U.S. reconnaissance satellites 

in a political and psychological context most favorable to the United States.” [NSC 

5814/1, “Preliminary U.S. Policy on Outer Space,” August 18, 1958, Eisenhower Papers, 

White House NSC Assistant, NSC Series, Policy Papers Subseries, Box 25.] 
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in late 1960 and early 1961.30* This all changed shortly after President 

John F. Kennedy took office: henceforth “Discoverer” and SAMOS launches 

received only minimal publicity, if any at all. The purpose of this news black¬ 

out was not to deny information about launches to the Russians, whose own 

tracking systems were fully capable of monitoring them. Instead it appears 

to have been an attempt to avoid provoking Moscow into categorical public 

condemnations of overhead reconnaissance;! there may also have been the 

assumption that the Russians would have less of an incentive to develop their 

own anti-satellite system if the success of American reconnaissance satellites 

was kept quiet.31 
Second, and somewhat contradictorily, the Kennedy administration under¬ 

took to let the Russians know—although very discreetly—something of the 

intelligence collection capabilities of reconnaissance satellites. It did this in 

the form of a carefully worded speech by Deputy Secretary of Defense Ros¬ 

well Gilpatric in October, 1961, in which Gilpatric acknowledged that the 

Iron Curtain is not so impenetrable as to force us to accept at face value . . . 

Kremlin boasts” about Soviet missile capabilities.32 Made at the height of the 

Berlin crisis, this decision to reveal what the United States knew about the 

absence of a “missile gap” had the obvious purposes of precluding any fur¬ 

ther attempts by Khrushchev to extract political advantages from weapons he 

did not possess, while at the same time reassuring the American public and 

allies overseas. An indirect effect, however, could only have been to confirm 

for the Russians the value of the intelligence the Washington was now re¬ 

ceiving from reconnaissance satellites.33 

Third, the Defense Department late in 1962 unilaterally “reoriented”—in 

effect, cancelling—the major American anti-satellite system then under devel¬ 

opment. This was the Air Force’s satellite interception (SAINT) program, an 

effort that had been under way since 1958 to devise methods of locating and 

“inspecting” Soviet satellites in orbit; once that capability had been per¬ 

fected, it had been assumed, actual destruction of the satellite would be a 

simple matter.34 Anti-satellite development did not entirely end with the phas¬ 

ing-out of SAINT: both the Army and the Air Force were allowed to continue 

work on “direct ascent” systems, which would work by firing rockets from 

the ground directly at satellites. The capabilities of these systems were se¬ 

verely limited, though: there were never any more than two launch sites, and 

only a handful of missiles were actually produced. The pattern of the early 

1960’s was one, then, of refraining from developing the full-scale anti-satellite 

systems that could have been put in place by that time.35! 

* The Central Intelligence Agency had been more discreet about its “Discoverer” series, 

but the first successful recovery of a “Discoverer” film capsule in August, 1960, had been 

fully publicized in the press. [See Eisenhower, Waging Peace, p. 688.] 

t Philip J. Farley to the author, May 27, 1986. Former Secretary of Defense Robert S. 

McNamara, who played the major role in cutting off information about reconnaissance 

satellite launches, has confirmed to me in a private conversation that his intention was 

to avoid the kind of public challenge the U-2 incident had presented to the Russians. 

t Stares points out that SAINT was cancelled primarily for technical and financial rea- 
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Finally, the United States began a diplomatic offensive in the United Na¬ 

tions aimed at establishing international legal precedents for satellite recon¬ 

naissance. The United Nations General Assembly had created a Committee on 

the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space in 1958, but because of procedural objec¬ 

tions raised by the Soviet Union the new organization had remained inactive 

until 1961. By the end of the year, though, it had become clear that the Rus¬ 

sians had decided to use the committee as a forum in which to press their case 

against satellite reconnaissance, and in June of 1962 they introduced a reso¬ 

lution that would have declared “the use of artificial satellites for the collec¬ 

tion of intelligence information in the territory of foreign states . . . incom¬ 

patible with the objectives of mankind in its conquest of outer space.”36 

Washington had anticipated this initiative, and responded to it by stressing 

the difficulty of separating peaceful from military uses of space, the potential 

scientific value of observations made from satellites, and, very quietly, the 

possibility that satellites could be useful in monitoring arms control agree¬ 

ments.37* * 

These U.N. discussions got nowhere, though, with the Soviet delegate still 

insisting that satellite reconnaissance was inconsistent with international law, 

that “the object to which such illegal surveillance is directed constitutes a 

secret guarded by a Sovereign State,” and that “regardless of the means by 

which such an operation is carried out, it is in all cases an intrusion into 

something guarded by a Sovereign State in conformity with its sovereign 

perogative.”38 By the summer of 1963, it appeared that the campaign to get 

the Russians to accept the legitimacy of overhead reconnaissance—begun 

with Eisenhower’s “Open Skies” proposal and continued on several different 

fronts by Kennedy—had flatly failed. 

Ill 

But then a surprising series of events took place. They began in July, 1963, 

with a newspaper report that Khrushchev—in the characteristically improb¬ 

able setting of a picnic along the banks of the Dnieper—had half-seriously 

offered to show Belgian Foreign Minister Paul Henri Spaak a selection of 

Soviet reconnaissance satellite photographs.39 The following month, Moscow 

abruptly dropped previous objections to the use of photography from weather 

satellites. Then in September, in the United Nations Committee on the Peace- 

-— 

sons, and argues that the decision to do so was not intended as a signal to the Russians. 

He does acknowledge, though, that the Kennedy administration did deliberately constrain 

itself from full-scale anti-satellite weapons development, in an effort to avoid jeopardizing 

satellite reconnaissance legitimacy. [Stares, The Militarization of Space, pp. 81-82, 

23SMO.] 

* One part, of this campaign was a full set of briefings for American allies on the capa¬ 

bilities of reconnaissance satellites. [See, on this point, Stares, The Militarization of 

Space, p. 69.] 
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ful Uses of Outer Space, the Russians expressed a willingness to modify their 

earlier insistence on the illegality of reconnaissance from satellites. And in 

October, 1963, the Soviet Union proposed—without requiring as a precondi¬ 

tion the banning of reconnaissance satellites—a United Nations resolution 

prohibiting the placement of nuclear weapons or other weapons of mass de¬ 

struction in outer space. The Americans quickly agreed, and the General As¬ 

sembly approved the resolution unanimously that same month. Two months 

later, the General Assembly endorsed as well—also by a unanimous vote 

a “Declaration of Legal Principles Governing the Activities of States in the 

Exploration and Use of Outer Space” which made no mention at all of recon¬ 

naissance satellites.40 

The reasons for this sudden shift in the Soviet position can only be sur¬ 

mised, but there are several possibilities. One is simply that the Americans 

had made it clear, by this time, that they did not propose to negotiate away 

the right to send satellites over the Soviet Union for reconnaissance purposes; 

they had also shown that they would develop the means to deter attacks on 

such satellites if necessary. In this sense, the Soviet Union confronted a fait 

accompli, and had little choice but to accept it. 

But the Russians had also now developed their own reconnaissance satel¬ 

lites and had presumably come to recognize the value of the intelligence de¬ 

rived from them. The first Soviet reconnaissance satellite went into orbit in 

April, 1962, and others soon followed.41 There is no way to know how good 

the photographs from these Soviet satellites were, except to point out that they 

were apparently good enough for Khrushchev to be boasting about them by 

the following summer.42 It had previously been assumed that reconnaissance 

satellites would benefit the United States more than the Soviet Union, and 

that the Russians would find it preferable to call for banning them rather than 

to tolerate them. But it may well be that their first actual satellite photographs 

were of greater use to the Russians than they themselves had expected. Cer¬ 

tainly the Cuban missile crisis, which occurred between the first Soviet recon¬ 

naissance satellite launch and Moscow’s change of heart on the legality of 

such reconnaissance, could well have illustrated the value of intelligence col¬ 

lected in this way; it is worth noting also that Sino-Soviet relations had seri¬ 

ously deteriorated by this time and that a capacity to monitor Chinese military 

developments might not have been unwelcome in Moscow.43 

It is also possible that the Russians had now come to recognize the value 

reconnaissance satellites could have in stabilizing the arms race. Soviet spokes¬ 

men as early as 1960 had informally acknowledged the possibility of such an 

effect;44 by 1963, U-2 overflights had played a demonstrably vital role, first in 

alerting the United States to the Soviet missile buildup in Cuba, and then in 

monitoring Soviet compliance with the Kennedy-Khrushchev agreement that 

ended the crisis.45 And, of course, the Limited Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, 

signed in August, had just established the precedent of maintaining arms con¬ 

trol agreements by non-intrusive means of inspection.46 

It has also been suggested—although there is no way to prove it—that the 
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realization had now begun to dawn in the Kremlin that its policy of secrecy 

regarding military capabilities had backfired: the result had been an Ameri¬ 

can proclivity for “worst case analysis” that had produced military buildups 

larger than otherwise would have been the case. The very fact that the one 

successful breach of Soviet secrecy prior to the advent of satellites—the U-2 

program—had led Eisenhower to reject demands to close the non-existent 

“missile gap” only confirmed the point. As Deputy Defense Secretary Gilpatric 

suggested in 1962: “The Soviets are forced to work very had to keep up with 

what they know we are doing in order to keep up with what we think they are 

doing.”47 

The over-all improvement in Soviet-American relations that followed the 

Cuban missile crisis should also be taken into account in explaining the So¬ 

viet decision to tolerate satellite reconnaissance. For had the Russians not de¬ 

veloped some sense of mutual interest in stabilizing the arms race—a sense 

that had been noticeably absent during the years of Khrushchev’s “strategic 

deception” between 1957 and 1962—then it is hard to see how very much 

progress could have been made toward the mutual toleration of satellite re¬ 

connaissance. 

Was there any direct connection between the Kennedy administration’s 

efforts to legitimize satellite reconnaissance and the tacit Soviet agreement to 

do so? One possibility is that the Americans’ unilateral decision to phase out 

the SAINT satellite interception system, and to exhibit restraint in developing 

other anti-satellite programs, may have induced the Russians to respond by 

not pushing their anti-reconnaissance campaign.48 Whether or not the can¬ 

cellation of SAINT was intended as a gesture to the Russians,49 it is undeni¬ 

able that the United States did refrain from pressing ahead with the develop¬ 

ment of full-scale anti-satellite systems during the late 1950’s and early 1960’s, 

and that one reason for this was Washington’s determination to do nothing to 

interfere with the possibility of legitimizing satellite reconnaissance.50 But 

whether the Russians were sophisticated enough to recognize this restraint— 

particularly in view of the fact that a limited anti-satellite program did con¬ 

tinue through the mid-1960’s—is highly questionable. Certainly their com¬ 

mitment to maintaining a tacitly agreed-upon satellite reconnaissance regime 

would not prevent them from initiating their own considerably more ambitious 

and, in its effects, highly destabilizing anti-satellite program in the mid-1970’s.51 

There may be another sense, though, in which unilateral American re¬ 

straint did contribute to the Soviet decision to tolerate such reconnaissance. 

The most obvious change that the Kennedy administration had made from its 

predecessor’s policy on reconnaissance satellites had been to minimize pub¬ 

licity about their existence. This may well have been an important considera¬ 

tion in making these satellites more tolerable to the Russians: they had reason 

to expect, not least from the quiet way in which the October, 1961, Gilpatric 

speech had been handled, that although the United States would take maxi¬ 

mum possible intelligence advantage of its reconnaissance satellite capabili¬ 

ties, it would not trumpet the fact, thereby embarrassing the Soviet Union. 
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Certainly Kennedy’s sensitivity to the importance of not humiliating Khru¬ 

shchev is acknowledged to have played an important role in the successful 

resolution of the Cuban missile crisis;62 there is no reason to think that such 

an approach might not have had an equally beneficial effect with regard to 

satellite reconnaissance as well. 

IV 

The reconnaissance satellite regime tacitly agreed upon in 1963 has been in 

existence now for a quarter of a century. This record of durability suggests 

the extent to which both Moscow and Washington have found it advanta¬ 

geous to tolerate this new “non-intrusive” form of espionage, but both gov¬ 

ernments have been reticent about revealing just what these advantages are, 

or how they are brought to fruition. Nevertheless, enough information has 

filtered into the public domain to make possible certain basic generalizations 

about both the capabilities of reconnaissance satellites and—to a lesser ex¬ 

tent—their political purposes.* 

The capabilities of reconnaissance satellites fall into four general categories: 

Photoreconnaissance. Taking photographs from outer space was the original 

purpose of reconnaissance satellites, and it remains their most important func¬ 

tion. Quite early in its history space photography attained a remarkable ca¬ 

pacity to distinguish even minute features on the face of the earth: today’s 

satellites are said to be able to detect objects as small as ten centimeters. In¬ 

frared and ultraviolet spectra are employed, in addition to visible light, with 

the resulting photographs returned either through capsules ejected from the 

satellite or, more frequently now, direct transmissions. Orbits are usually low, 

and most reconnaissance satellites are now maneuverable.53 

Early warning. Satellites have also been used since the early 1970’s to detect 

missile launchings and surreptitious nuclear tests. Their capacity to do this 

* Reconnaissance satellite launchings are generally announced—although without specify¬ 

ing their function—and their orbital parameters are provided. With the voluntary coopera¬ 

tion of both the United States and the Soviet Union, the United Nations Secretary General 

began maintaining a public registry of all objects launched into space in March, 1962. 

This procedure became mandatory with the coming into force of the United Nations 

Convention on Registration of Objects Launched into Outer Space in September, 1976. 

[Jenks, Space Law, pp. 221-24; J. E. S. Fawcett, Outer Space: New Challenges to Law and 

Policy (Oxford: 1984), pp. 27-28, 154-59.] For an indication of what can be learned 

about satellite missions from a careful analysis of orbital parameters, see G. E. Perry, 

“Identification of Military Components Within the Soviet Space Programme,” in Bhupen- 

dra Jasani, ed., Outer Space—A New Dimension of the Arms Race (London: 1982), 

pp. 135-54. An excellent introduction to the military uses of satellites in general is 

Ashton B. Carter, “Satellites and Anti-Satellites: The Limits of the Possible,” Interna¬ 

tional Security, X(Spring, 1986), especially pp. 46-72. 
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takes advantage of the same infrared detecting capacity used in low-orbiting 

photoreconnaissance satellites, but early warning satellites are generally placed 

in geosynchronous orbit some 22,000 miles above the earth so that their cov¬ 

erage of targeted areas is broad and constant.54 

Radar reconnaissance. These satellites rely upon the development of side¬ 

looking synthetic-aperture radar, which makes it possible, not only to pene¬ 

trate cloud cover over land targets, but to measure wave-heights and other 

ocean conditions. They are of obvious value in monitoring the movement of 

surface vessels, and they may have some potential in the future to track sub¬ 

merged submarines.55 

*Ferret” or electronic surveillance satellites. This function of satellites is the 

one about which least is known, but presumably it includes the ability to 

eavesdrop on military and civilian telecommunications, as well as to analyze 

radar signals and to monitor the telemetry from missile tests.56 

Determining the political functions of reconnaissance satellites is not as 

easy as describing their physical functions: here one is forced to rely upon a 

small number of official disclosures—both intentional and inadvertent—and 

upon a very large amount of well-informed speculation. Such an analysis sug¬ 

gests the following: 

Guarding against surprises. The most important political function reconnais¬ 

sance satellites have served has been to increase the confidence each super¬ 

power feels that it will be able to detect preparations by its rival to launch a 

surprise attack. Early warning satellites double the time that would otherwise 

be available to respond to an ICBM launch; photoreconnaissance and radar 

satellites can easily track movements of conventional forces; and “ferret” 

satellites have the capability to intercept communications that might reveal 

adversary intentions. This array of warning systems also provides useful safe¬ 

guards in the case of false alarms, as recent experience has indicated.57 There 

remains, of course, no guarantee that one super-power cannot achieve sur¬ 

prise in using force against the other or against its allies. But reconnaissance 

satellites do greatly reduce the chances of that happening. 

Assessing adversary forces. Reconnaissance satellites have also been valuable 

in providing a means by which each super-power can evaluate the configura¬ 

tion of the other’s military arsenal, and hence make more informed decisions 

than had been possible prior to their development about its own military pri¬ 

orities. Obviously, as a relatively “open” society seeking to learn the secrets 

of one largely “closed,” the United States has benefited more from this use of 

satellite intelligence than has the Soviet Union: its very first reconnaissance 

satellites torpedoed Khrushchev’s strategy of seeking political benefits from 

non-existent rockets,58 and ever since the Russians have found it much more 

difficult than it had been during the first decade and a half of the Cold War 
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to obscure the size and nature of their military establishment. But the Amer¬ 

icans have managed to maintain some secrets of their own/' and presumably 

Moscow has found it convenient to be able to check what appears in the open 

literature against what its own reconnaissance systems reveal about military 

research, development and deployment in this country and among its allies. 

Monitoring compliance with arms control agreements. This is the only function 

of reconnaissance satellites that Washington and Moscow have explicitly if 

euphemistically—agreed to endorse. Both the Strategic Arms Limitation In¬ 

terim Agreement and the Treaty on the Limitation of Anti-Ballistic Missile 

Systems, signed in Moscow in May, 1972, provide for assurance of compli¬ 

ance . . . [by] national technical means of verification ... in a manner 

consistent with generally recognized principles of international law. The 

SALT I “package” further provided that no interference with “national tech¬ 

nical means” would take place, and that neither side would seek to impede 

such means of verification through “deliberate concealment measures.”09 The 

SALT II agreement of 1979, which the United States never ratified, carried 

these arrangements even farther by providing for the deliberate incorporation 

into aircraft and cruise missile design of “functionally related observable dif¬ 

ferences” and “externally observable design features”—external characteris¬ 

tics intended to be visible from satellites as a means of ensuring compliance 

with the agreement.60 

Keeping track of third party crises. One by-product of the long postwar So- 

viet-American rivalry has been that all of the actual fighting that has gone on 

since 1945 has taken the form of limited regional conflicts involving third 

parties. At times—as in Korea, Vietnam and Afghanistan—these conflicts have 

drawn in one of the super-powers as a belligerent; more often, though, Mos¬ 

cow and Washington have been content to watch these confrontations ner¬ 

vously from the sidelines. Reconnaissance satellites, of course, greatly enhance 

their ability to do this. Careful reconstruction of satellite orbital paths has 

demonstrated a tendency on the part of both the Russians and Americans to 

increase coverage of those parts of the world where regional conflicts are 

taking place: the pattern can be clearly seen in crises as diverse as the 1969 

Sino-Soviet border clash, the 1971 India-Pakistan War, the 1973 Arab-Israeli 

War, the 1974 Cyprus crisis, and the 1982 Falklands War.61 There have even 

been instances of super-powers sharing satellite reconnaissance information 

about third parties: the clearest example is the warning conveyed from Mos- 

* The U-2 is perhaps the best example of a secretly developed American military system 

that the Russians probably would have detected if they had had reconnaissance satellites 

functioning at that time. “Stealth” bomber development might have been another, had 

the Carter administration not chosen, for reasons that must certainly have puzzled the 

Russians, to reveal the fact that it was under way. [See, on this latter point, Elizabeth 

Drew, Portrait of an Election: The 1980 Presidential Campaign (New York: 1981), pp. 

267-68.] 
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cow to Washington in 1977 that the South Africans appeared to be about to 
test a nuclear weapon in the Kalihari desert.62 

Evaluating an adversary’s resource base. The launching of the American 

Earth Resources Technology Satellite (since renamed Landsat) in July, 1972, 

immediately demonstrated the ability of even low-resolution satellite photog¬ 

raphy to detect, and distinguish between, specific varieties of minerals and 

vegetation on the earth’s surface.63 Although the Landsat program was public 

from its inception, its techniques of using false-color and infrared photogra¬ 

phy to bring out contrasts in geological features and even patterns of agricul¬ 

tural cultivation have no doubt been available to intelligence analysts as well, 

probably at higher levels of resolution.* Such information makes possible 

calculations of harvest yields; it may also provide at least a basis for esti¬ 

mating certain mineral resource reserves as well. Information of this type ob¬ 

viously could be useful in estimating the future performance of the Soviet 

economy. 

It is doubtful that this short list exhausts the benefits, actual and potential, 

that reconnaissance satellites provide to the Soviet Union and the United 

States. But it should at least provide a partial explanation of why a mutually 

tolerated reconnaissance satellite regime has survived as long as it has, and 

with so few attempts at interference from either side. 

V 

Consideration of how one might in fact interfere with the operation of recon¬ 

naissance satellites has been going on, in both the United States and the So¬ 

viet Union, for as long as the satellites themselves have been in place,64 but it 

is only within the past decade that the two superpowers have made serious ef¬ 

forts actually to develop means of doing this. The relatively low priority given 

research on anti-satellite weapons until the mid-1970’s provides striking evi¬ 

dence of the benefits both sides saw in preserving the satellite reconnaissance 

regime; but what has happened since then does create the possibility that that 

regime may not remain sacrosanct in the future. 

The United States developed the first operational system for destroying or¬ 

biting satellites—a system that relied upon the use of Thor missiles armed 

with nuclear warheads—and maintained it from 1964 through 1975. But 

Project 437, as it was known, was intended primarily as protection against an 

anticipated threat from Soviet orbital bombardment weapons that never ma¬ 

terialized. It never had anything more than a limited capability against re- 

* Landsat operates at 30 meters resolution. A new French satellite, launched in 1986, pro¬ 
vides similar photographs, but at 10 meters resolution. [D. D. Edwards, “Making Remote 
Sense Out of Space Commercialization,” Science News, CXXVIII (December 21 and 28, 

1985), 393.] 
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connaissance and other kinds of satellites; its nuclear warhead would have 

endangered American satellites as much as whatever Soviet target at which it 

might have been aimed; and after 1967 the Outer Space Treaty, which banned 

altogether the placement of nuclear weapons beyond the earth’s atmosphere, 

appeared to remove the threat of orbital bombardment that Project 437 had 

been intended to counter. By 1970, the program’s operational readiness had 

been cut back to such an extent that it would have taken thirty days to launch 

a single missile.65 
Soviet anti-satellite weapon development began—a good deal more pur¬ 

posefully—in 1968, and involved the actual launching of “killer satellites, 

capable of intercepting and destroying target satellites in low earth orbit. 

These tests were suspended from 1971 until early 1976, but they have since 

continued periodically.66* Moscow’s motives for beginning to develop true 

“killer” satellites just as a much more primitive American anti-satellite system 

was being phased out remain unclear. It has been suggested that the Soviets 

had acquiesced all along only in the use of satellites to verify arms control 

agreements, not to gather military intelligence; but their tacit acceptance of 

the reconnaissance satellite regime dates from 1963, long before arms con¬ 

trol agreements specifically dependent upon satellite verification had been 

concluded. The more plausible explanation is that the Russians saw the need 

to have a capability in wartime to destroy American satellites whose function¬ 

ing they were willing to tolerate as long as war did not occur.67 

American officials did not regard the first series of Soviet anti-satellite 

tests as a significant threat: they went ahead with the phase-out of Project 

437 even after the Soviet experiments had taken place, and despite some puz¬ 

zlement over Moscow’s intentions did not respond by initiating an updated 

American program. The general atmosphere of detente during the early 

1970’s no doubt contributed to Washington’s relaxed attitude, as did the fact 

that Moscow refrained from further anti-satellite testing after 1971 and that 

provisions for “national technical means of verification” in the 1972 SALT I 

agreements appeared to constitute a binding—if inexplicit—obligation on 

Russians’ part not to impede satellite reconnaissance when used as an instru¬ 

ment of arms control.68 

But when the second series of Soviet anti-satellite tests began in 1976, the 

political climate was much less auspicious. Detente had begun to crumble, 

both as the result of domestic pressures within the United States and grow¬ 

ing signs of Soviet interventionism in Africa.69 Rumors of Soviet experiments 

with directed-energy weapons had begun to surface, and in an ambiguous se¬ 

ries of incidents late in 1975, the infrared sensors on three American satel¬ 

lites had been blinded by what may—or may not—have been laser beams 

* Raymond Garthoff has suggested that a significant opportunity was lost during the 

SALT I negotiations to trade off the American operational anti-satellite capability for a 

complete ban on anti-ballistic missile systems, in which the Soviets were leading at that 

time. [Detente and Confrontation: American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to Reagan 

(Washington: 1985), pp. 189-90.] This argument may exaggerate the extent to which 

Project 437 can be considered a workable anti-satellite system, though. 
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directed from Soviet territory.70 Concern about levels of Soviet military expen¬ 

diture had begun to grow as well, as had disputes about the adequacy of 

American intelligence in assessing Moscow’s intentions.71 It was within this 

context that the Ford administration, just before leaving office in January, 

1977, directed the Defense Department to begin development of a new Amer¬ 

ican anti-satellite weapon system.72 

Just as the Soviet anti-satellite program had constituted a significant ad¬ 

vance in sophistication over the primitive Project 437, so now the new Ameri¬ 

can development effort produced a system that exceeded the capabilities of its 

Soviet counterpart. Relying on the use of a small but highly accurate rocket 

launched from an F-15 fighter, the system works by directly ramming the tar¬ 

get satellite. It does not require, as does the Soviet “killer” satellite, time- 

consuming orbital rendezvous maneuvers; moreover its reliability, at least in 

the limited tests conducted so far, appears to exceed that of the Soviet anti¬ 

satellite system.'3 And, of course, since the surprise announcement of Presi¬ 

dent Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative in March, 1983, research has been 

proceeding on a much wider variety of systems—including laser and particle 

beam weapons—that if developed could destroy enemy satellites as well as 

the enemy missiles that are the officially announced targets of a space-based 

defensive capability.74 

Meanwhile, efforts to negotiate agreements that would safeguard the right 

of satellite reconnaissance have come to naught. The Carter administration 

coupled its pursuit of a new anti-satellite system with an offer to the Russians 

to begin discussions on how such weapons might be prohibited altogether, 

and in June, 1978, talks on this subject began in Helsinki, followed by two 

further sets of talks that took place in Bern and in Vienna in 1979. But be¬ 

cause of the difficulty of specifying in advance just what kinds of activities 

might threaten reconnaissance satellites, neither government found it a sim¬ 

ple matter to formulate a negotiating position, or to address the problem of 

how an anti-satellite treaty might be verified. Asymmetries in capabilities on 

both sides also created difficulties: the Americans, noting that the Russians 

already had an operational anti-satellite system but that they did not, resisted 

any ban on research and testing; the Russians, pointing to the well-advertised 

satellite interception and retrieval potential of the soon-to-be-launched Amer¬ 

ican space shuttle, countered with demands for guarantees against its use as 

an anti-satellite weapon. 

Further discussions might have narrowed these differences, but the in¬ 

creasingly acrimonious debate over SALT II inside the United States froze 

all progress on arms control for the remainder of 1979; the Soviet invasion 

of Afghanistan at the end of that year ensured that none would take place 

during what was left of Carter’s term. The Russians now took the initiative, 

proposing a draft space weapons treaty in the United Nations in 1981, but 

the Reagan administration quickly decided not to follow Carter’s example of 

simultaneous negotiations and anti-satellite weapons development, but rather 

to concentrate upon the latter altogether.75 

Does the development of anti-satellite weaponry, together with the failure 
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of negotiations on their control, mean that the reconnaissance satellite regime 

is now at risk? It clearly does, in the sense that the capability to destroy sat¬ 

ellites on short notice with reasonable accuracy now exists on both sides, and 

can be expected to improve. But whether capability produces intention is an¬ 

other matter entirely. One characteristic of the nuclear age has been precisely 

the distinction between these two things: the capability for mutual destruc¬ 

tion has been present for at least three of the four decades during which nu¬ 

clear weapons have existed; but the intention to commit such destruction has 

been mercifully absent. 

There is little reason to think that this distinction between capabilities and 

intentions will not apply to the satellite reconnaissance regime in the future, 

much as it has to the nuclear arms competition in the past. For it is precisely 

the connection between the two—the value of satellites in providing some 

measure of protection against surprise nuclear attack—that would cause any 

actual employment of anti-satellite weapons against reconnaissance satellites 

to be regarded as an act almost as provocative as a full-scale missile launch 

would be. The existence of anti-satellite weapons, therefore, may have no 

greater effect upon the security of satellites in peacetime than the prolifera¬ 

tion of highly accurate missiles armed with nuclear warheads has had on the 

likelihood of nuclear weapons actually being used. 

VI 

The quiet evolution of a reconnaissance satellite regime that both Washington 

and Moscow could find reasons to want to perpetuate was at least as impor¬ 

tant an example of Soviet-American cooperation to lower the risk of war as 

the highly publicized Limited Test Ban Treaty of 1963 or the Strategic Arms 

Limitation Agreements of 1972. Cooperation on reconnaissance was all the 

more remarkable for the way in which it came about: in this case, the super¬ 

powers identified mutual interests and evolved procedures for enhancing 

them without resort to the formal negotiations that are generally thought 

necessary to accomplish such results. This fact raises interesting questions 

about the respective advantages of tacit as opposed to explicit agreements as 

a means of managing super-power rivalries.76 

Tacit cooperation has the advantage of minimizing the extent to which 

prestige on either side is engaged. It would have been considerably more dif¬ 

ficult for the Russians to have accepted American reconnaissance satellite 

overflights had the existence of such satellites had been given the publicity 

accorded other elements of the United States space program. Certainly one 

senses that at least some of the Soviet Union’s current vociferous objections 

to the American Strategic Defense Initiative grow out of the highly public 

manner in which that program has been pursued, and the implications of So¬ 

viet technological inferiority that are so explicitly drawn from it.77 The Amer- 
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ican reconnaissance satellite program was handled in a very different way in 

the early 1960’s, and that may account in part for the ease with which the 

Russians accepted its legitimacy. 

The absence of publicity also makes it possible for governments to act 

quickly, without the requirement for intensive consultation within the bu¬ 

reaucracy and among affected constituencies that is normally required for 

initiatives taken openly. It is illustrative to contrast the speed with which Ei¬ 

senhower and his immediate advisers put together the “Open Skies” proposal 

in 1955, or with which the Kennedy administration was able to develop a 

combination of initiatives in 1961-62 intended to persuade the Russians to 

accept the legitimacy of satellite reconnaissance, with the length of time it has 

taken both the United States and Soviet governments to resolve internal dis¬ 

agreements prior to presenting positions on the control of strategic arms pub¬ 

licly since negotiations on that subject began in 1969.* 

Finally, tacit cooperation tends to lift delicate issues in Soviet-American 

relations out of the arena of political debate inside the United States. It is in¬ 

teresting to contemplate what the Kennedy administration’s domestic opposi¬ 

tion might have made of the fact that Soviet reconnaissance satellites were 

overflying the United States after 1962, had that information become widely 

known. Recent intrusions of domestic political considerations into foreign 

policy—the Jackson-Vanik Amendment of 1972 linking the extension of cred¬ 

its and “most-favored nation” trade privileges to the relaxation of Soviet re¬ 

strictions on emigration, the manner in which the term “detente” became un¬ 

acceptable during the 1976 presidential campaign, and the 1979 controversy 

over a suddenly discovered Soviet “combat brigade” in Cuba are only the 

most prominent examples—provide little assurance that mutual interests in 

Soviet-American relations will always override the narrow partisan interests 

of American political leaders.78 The fact that cooperation in reconnaissance 

has proceeded on a tacit basis has made it possible to avoid these difficulties 

as well. 

But the tacit pursuit of mutual interests is not without its disadvantages. 

First, one is never quite sure what is included within a tacit agreement and 

what is not. The fact that research on anti-satellite weapons has proceeded 

alongside reliance on satellite reconnaissance illustrates the point; nor is there 

any clear understanding between the super-powers as to the kinds of actions 

that would constitute abrogation of the informal reconnaissance regime.79 If 

one believes—and there is some reason to do so—that deterrence is best 

achieved through ambiguity,80 then the very vagueness of the super-power 

“understanding” on reconnaissance satellites could be an asset. But this does 

nothing to lessen the danger of misperception or accident: it is all too easy 

* The SALT I negotiations took three years, from 1969 to 1972; SALT II negotiations 

required seven years, from 1972 to 1979. For the Reagan administration s difficulties in 

formulating a position on strategic arms control, see Strobe Talbott, Deadly Gambits: 

The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control (New York: 

1984). 
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for casual, thoughtless, or even unintended behavior on one side to appear 

purposeful, calculated, and sinister to the other.81 

Second, tacit cooperation requires that each side continue to value it, re¬ 

gardless of the changes of leadership or of circumstance that may take place. 

Formal treaties provide protection—admittedly imperfect—against future un¬ 

certainties; informal arrangements like the satellite reconnaissance regime do 

not. There is nothing to prevent leaders in either Washington or Moscow 

from simply abandoning, at any point, their practice of tolerating each oth¬ 

er’s remotely conducted espionage, should they choose to do so. 

Third, the very secrecy upon which these programs depend narrows the 

range of those who are knowledgeable about them, whether within govern¬ 

ment or outside of it. This makes it difficult to conduct informed public dis¬ 

cussion about such important issues as the verification of arms control agree¬ 

ments, a fact that became painfully apparent during the 1979 debate over the 

ratification of SALT II.82 Secrecy can also raise questions about the appro¬ 

priate uses of such publicly financed programs as the space shuttle, as the re¬ 

cent controversy over that vehicle’s classified military missions has shown.83 

But whatever its advantages and disadvantages, the emergence of a tacitly 

agreed-upon satellite reconnaissance regime does illustrate that nations need 

not always confine themselves to traditional forms of negotiation to achieve 

meaningful cooperation on areas of mutual interest. It also suggests the ex¬ 

tent to which long-term systemic interests—the interests both sides share in 

avoiding nuclear war and in preserving the international system as it has 

evolved since 1945—can, at times, override the immediate national interests 

of the two nations whose rivalry has defined that system during the four de¬ 

cades it has been in existence. 
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The Long Peace: 

Elements of Stability in the 

Postwar International System 

I SHOULD like to begin this essay with a fable. Once upon a time, there was 

a great war that involved the slaughter of millions upon millions of people. 

When, after years of fighting, one side finally prevailed over the other and 

the war ended, everyone said that it must go down in history as the last great 

war ever fought. To that end, the victorious nations sent all of their wisest 

men to a great peace conference, where they were given the task of drawing 

up a settlement that would be so carefully designed, so unquestionably fair to 

all concerned, that it would eliminate war as a phenomenon of human exis¬ 

tence. Unfortunately, that settlement lasted only twenty years. 

There followed yet another great war involving the slaughter of millions 

upon millions of people. When, after years of fighting, one side finally pre¬ 

vailed over the other and the war ended, everyone said that it must go down 

in history as the last great war ever fought. To everyone’s horror, though, the 

victors in that conflict immediately fell to quarreling among themselves, with 

the result that no peace conference ever took place. Within a few years each 

of the major victors had come to regard each other, and not their former en¬ 

emies, as the principal threat to their survival; each sought to ensure that sur- 

This essay was presented at the Nobel Institute Symposium on “The Study of War and 

Peace,” Noresund, Norway, June, 1985, and was summarized at the International Congress 

of Historical Sciences, Stuttgart, West Germany, August, 1985. It has appeared, in a 

slightly different form, in International Security, X(Spring, 1986), 99-142; and in 0yvind 

Osterud, ed., Studies of War and Peace (Oslo: 1986), pp. 125-60. I am grateful as well 

to Stanley Hoffmann, Robert Jervis, and Uwe Nerlich for providing opportunities to dis¬ 

cuss this paper before seminars conducted by them, and to Pierre Hassner, Kjell Gold- 

mann, Harold Molineu, and Joseph S. Nye, Jr., for helpful suggestions. 
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vival by developing weapons capable, at least in theory, of ending the survival 

of everyone on earth. Paradoxically, that arrangement lasted twice as long as 

the first one, and as the fable ended showed no signs of coming apart anytime 

soon. 

It is, of course, just a fable, and as a general rule one ought not to take 

fables too seriously. There are times, though, when fables can illuminate re¬ 

ality more sharply than conventional forms of explanation are able to do, 

and this may well be one of them. For it is the case that the post-World 

War II system of international relations, which nobody designed or even 

thought could last for very long, which was based not upon the dictates of 

morality and justice but rather upon an arbitrary and strikingly artificial di¬ 

vision of the world into spheres of influence, and which incorporated within 

it some of the most bitter and persistent antagonisms short of war in modern 

history, has now survived twice as long as the far more carefully designed 

World War I settlement, has approximately equaled in longevity the great 

19th-century international systems of Metternich and Bismarck, and unlike 

those earlier systems after four decades of existence shows no perceptible 

signs of disintegration. It is, or ought to be, enough to make one think. 

To be sure, the term “peace” is not the first that comes to mind when one 

recalls the history of the Cold War. That period, after all, has seen the great¬ 

est accumulation of armaments the world has ever known, a whole series of 

protracted and devastating limited wars, an abundance of revolutionary, eth¬ 

nic, religious, and civil violence, as well as some of the deepest and most in¬ 

tractable ideological rivalries in human experience. Nor have those more an¬ 

cient scourges—famine, disease, poverty, injustice—by any means disappeared 

from the face of the earth. Is it not stretching things a bit, one might well 

ask, to take the moral and spiritual desert in which the nations of the world 

conduct their affairs, and call it “peace”? 

It is, of course, but that is just the point. Given all the conceivable rea¬ 

sons for having had a major war in the past four decades—reasons that in 

any other age would have provided ample justification for such a war—it 

seems worthy of comment that there has not in fact been one; that despite the 

unjust and wholly artificial character of the post-World War II settlement, it 

has now persisted for the better part of half a century. That may not be 

grounds for celebration, but it is at least grounds for investigation: for trying 

to comprehend how this great power peace has managed to survive for so 

long in the face of so much provocation, and for thinking about what might 

be done to perpetuate that situation. For, after all, we could do worse. 

I 

Anyone attempting to understand why there has been no third world war 

confronts a problem not unlike that of Sherlock Holmes and the dog that did 
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not bark in the night: how does one account for something that did not hap¬ 

pen? How does one explain why the great conflict between the United States 

and the Soviet Union, which by all past standards of historical experience 

should have developed by now, has not in fact done so? The question involves 

certain methodological difficulties, to be sure: it is always easier to account 

for what did happen than for what did not. But there is also a curious bias 

among students of international relations that reinforces this tendency: “For 

every thousand pages published on the causes of wars,” Geoffrey Blainey has 

commented, “there is less than one page directly on the causes of peace.”1 

Even the discipline of “peace studies” suffers from this disproportion: it has 

given far more attention to the question of what we must do to avoid the 

apocalypse than it has to the equally interesting question of why, given all the 

opportunities, it has not happened so far. 

It might be easier to deal with this question if the work that has been 

done on the causes of war had produced something approximating a consen¬ 

sus on why wars develop: we could then apply that analysis to the post-1945 

period and see what has been different about it. But, in fact, these studies are 

not much help. Historians, political scientists, economists, sociologists, statis¬ 

ticians, even meteorologists, have wrestled for years with the question of what 

causes wars, and yet the most recent review of that literature concludes that 

“our understanding of war remains at an elementary level. No widely ac¬ 

cepted theory of the causes of war exists and little agreement has emerged 

on the methodology through which these causes might be discovered.”2 

Nor has the comparative work that has been done on international sys¬ 

tems shed much more light on the matter. The difficulty here is that our actual 

experience is limited to the operations of a single system—the balance of 

power system—operating either within the “multipolar” configuration that 

characterized international politics until World War II, or the “bipolar” con¬ 

figuration that has characterized them since.* Alternative systems remain ab¬ 

stract conceptualizations in the minds of theorists, and are of little use in ad¬ 

vancing our knowledge of how wars in the real world do or do not occur.3 

But “systems theory” itself is something else again: here one can find a 

useful point of departure for thinking about the nature of international rela¬ 

tions since 1945. An “international system” exists, political scientists tell us, 

when two conditions are met: first, interconnections exist between units 

within the system, so that changes in some parts of it produce changes in 

* One can, of course, question whether the postwar international system constitutes true 

“bipolarity.” Peter H. Beckman, for example, provides an elaborate set of indices demon¬ 

strating the asymmetrical nature of American and Soviet power after 1945 in his World 

Politics in the Twentieth Century (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: 1984), pp. 207-9, 

235-37, 282-85. But such retrospective judgments neglect the perceptions of policy¬ 

makers at the time, who clearly saw their world as bipolar and frequently commented on 

the phenomenon. See, for example, David S. McLellan, Dean Acheson: The State Depart¬ 

ment Years (New York: 1976), p. 116; and, for Soviet “two camp” theory, William 

Taubman, Stalin’s America Policy: From Entente to Detente to Cold War (New York: 

1982), pp. 176-78. 
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other parts as well; and, second, the collective behavior of the system as a 

whole differs from the expectations and priorities of the individual units that 

make it up.4 Certainly demonstrating the “interconnectedness” of post-World 

War II international relations is not difficult: one of their most prominent 

characteristics has been the tendency of major powers to assume that little if 

anything can happen in the world without in some way enhancing or detract¬ 

ing from their own immediate interests.5* Nor has the collective behavior of 

nations corresponded to their individual expectations: the very fact that the 

interim arrangements of 1945 have remained largely intact for four decades 

would have astonished—and quite possibly appalled—the statesmen who cob¬ 

bled them together in the hectic months that followed the surrender of Ger¬ 

many and Japan.6f 

A particularly valuable feature of systems theory is that it provides cri¬ 

teria for differentiating between stable and unstable political configurations: 

this can help to account for the fact that some international systems outlast 

others. Karl Deutsch and J. David Singer have defined “stability” as “the 

probability that the system retains all of its essential characteristics; that no 

single nation becomes dominant; that most of its members continue to sur¬ 

vive; and that large-scale war does not occur.” It is characteristic of such a 

system, Deutsch and Singer add, that it has the capacity for self-regulation: 

the ability to counteract stimuli that would otherwise threaten its survival, 

much as the automatic pilot on an airplane or the governor on a steam en¬ 

gine would do. “Self-regulating” systems are very different from what they 

call “self-aggravating” systems, situations that get out of control, like forest 

fires, drug addiction, runaway inflation, nuclear fission, and of course, al¬ 

though they themselves do not cite the example, all-out war.7 Self-regulating 

mechanisms are most likely to function, in turn, when there exists some fun¬ 

damental agreement among major states within the system on the objectives 

they are seeking to uphold by participating in it, when the structure of the 

system reflects the way in which power is distributed among its respective 

members, and when agreed-upon procedures exist for resolving differences 

among them.8 

* Robert Jervis points out that “almost by definition a great power is more tightly con¬ 

nected to larger numbers of other states than is a small power. . . . Growing conflict or 

growing cooperation between Argentina and Chile would not affect Pakistan, but it would 

affect America and American policy toward those states. . . .” [Robert Jervis, “Systems 

Theories and Diplomatic History,” in Paul Gordon Lauren, ed., Diplomacy: New Ap¬ 

proaches in History, Theory, and Policy (New York: 1979), p. 215.] 

t“A future war with the Soviet Union,” retiring career diplomat Joseph C. Grew com¬ 

mented in May, 1945, “is as certain as anything in this world.” [Memorandum of May 19, 

1945, quoted in Joseph C. Grew, Turbulent Era: A Diplomatic Record of Forty Years, 

1904-1945 (Boston: 1952), II, 1446.] A. W. DePorte has observed that “[t]here is, after 

all, something to be explained—about perceptions as well as events—when so much that 

has been written has dismissed the new state system as no system at all but an unstable 

transition to something else.” [Europe Between the Super-Powers: The Enduring Balance 

(New Haven: 1979), p. 167.] 
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Does the post-World War II international system fit these criteria for 

“stability”? Certainly its most basic characteristic—bipolarity—remains in¬ 

tact, in that the gap between the world’s two greatest military powers and 

their nearest rivals is not substantially different from what it was four de¬ 

cades ago.9 At the same time, neither the Soviet Union nor the United States 

nor anyone else has been able wholly to dominate that system; the nations 

most active within it in 1945 are for the most part still active today. And 

of course the most convincing argument for “stability” is that, so far at least, 

World War III has not occurred. On the surface, then, the concept of a “sta¬ 

ble” international system makes sense as a way of understanding the experi¬ 

ence through which we have lived these past forty years. 

But what have been the self-regulating mechanisms? How has an environ¬ 

ment been created in which they are able to function? In what way do those 

mechanisms—and the environment in which they function—resemble or dif¬ 

fer from the configuration of other international systems, both stable and un¬ 

stable, in modern history? What circumstances exist that might impair their 

operation, transforming self-regulation into self-aggravation? These are ques¬ 

tions that have not received the attention they deserve from students of the 

history and politics of the postwar era. What follows is a series of specula¬ 

tions—it can hardly be more than that, given present knowledge—upon these 

issues, the importance of which hardly needs to be stressed. 

I should like to emphasize, though, that this essay’s concentration on the 

way the world is and has been is not intended to excuse or to justify our cur¬ 

rent predicament. Nor is it meant to preclude the possibility of moving ulti¬ 

mately toward something better. We can all conceive of international systems 

that combine stability with greater justice and less risk than the present one 

does, and we ought to continue to think about these things. But short of war, 

which no one wants, change in international relations tends to be gradual and 

evolutionary. It does not happen overnight. That means that alternative sys¬ 

tems, if they ever develop, probably will not be total rejections of the existing 

system, but rather variations proceeding from it. All the more reason, then, 

to try to understand the system we have, to try to distinguish its stabilizing 

from its destabilizing characteristics, and to try to reinforce the former as a 

basis from which we might, in time and with luck, do better. 

Any such investigation should begin by distinguishing the structure of the in¬ 

ternational system in question from the behavior of the nations that make it 

up.10 The reason for this is simple: behavior alone will not ensure stability if 

the structural prerequisites for it are absent, but structure can under certain 

circumstances impose stability even when its behavioral prerequisites are un- 



220 THE LONG PEACE 

promising.* One need only compare the settlement of 1945 with its precedes- 

sor of 1919 to see the point. 

If the intentions of statesmen alone had governed, the Paris Peace Con¬ 

ference of 1919 would have ushered in an era of stability in world politics 

comparable to that brought about in Europe by the Congress of Vienna almost 

a century earlier. Certainly the diplomats at Paris had that earlier precedent 

very much in mind;11 conscious of what victory had cost, they approached 

their task wondering whether war had not altogether lost its usefulness as a 

means of resolving disputes among nations.12! Few if any peace negotiators 

have been able to draw upon such an impressive array of technical expertise 

as was available in 1919.13 Moreover, the most influential of them, Woodrow 

Wilson, had determined to go beyond the practices and procedures of the 

“old diplomacy” to construct a settlement that would integrate power with 

morality. “Tell me what’s right and I’ll fight for it,” Wilson is said to have 

demanded of his advisers,14 and at least as far as the idea of self-determination 

was concerned, the Versailles settlement did come about as close as any in 

modern history to incorporating within itself the principles of justice.15 

Unfortunately, in so doing, it neglected the realities of power. It broke up 

the old Austro-Hungarian Empire, a move that reflected accurately enough the 

aspirations of the nationalities involved, but that failed to provide the succes¬ 

sor states of Poland, Czechoslovakia, Austria, and Hungary with the military 

or economic means necessary to sustain their new-found sovereignty.16 Even 

more shortsightedly, there was no effort to accommodate the interests of two 

nations whose population and industrial strength were certain to guarantee 

them a major influence over postwar European developments—Germany and 

Soviet Russia. It should have been no surprise, therefore, that when the Ver¬ 

sailles system finally broke down in 1939, it did so largely as the result of a 

deal cut at the expense of the East Europeans between these two countries 

whose power had been ignored, twenty years earlier, in the interests of jus¬ 

tice.17! 

Nobody, in contrast, would picture the post-World War II settlement as a 

triumph of justice. That settlement arbitrarily divided sovereign nations like 

Germany, Austria, and Korea, not because anyone thought it was right to do 

* “[Sltructure designates a set of constraining conditions. . . . [It] acts as a selector, 

but it cannot be seen, examined, and observed at work. . . . Because structures select by 

rewarding some behaviors and punishing others, outcomes cannot be inferred from inten¬ 

tions and behaviors.” [Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, Massa¬ 
chusetts: 1979), pp. 73-74.] 

t Mr Evelyn Waugh’s view, that what began as a crusade turned into a tug of war be¬ 

tween indistinguishable teams of sweaty louts, is idiosyncratic. Most of us [in World 

War II] did not feel like that. But it is evident that by the end of the First World War 

a large number of intelligent people did; and ten years later their doubts had become 

general.” [Michael Howard, Studies in War and Peace (New York: 1970), p. 99.] 

"■■■ IT]he victors at Versailles . . . failed . . . because, as if lulled by their own rhetoric, 

they continued to assert morality while they neglected armaments.” [Geoffrey Blainey, 
The Causes of War (London: 1963), p. 163.] 
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so, but because neither the United States nor the Soviet Union could agree on 

whose occupation forces would withdraw first.18 It did nothing to prevent the 

incorporation of several of the countries whose independence the 1919 settle¬ 

ment had recognized—and, in the case of Poland, whose independence Great 

Britain had gone to war in 1939 to protect—into a Soviet sphere of influence, 

where they remain to this day.19 It witnessed, in response to this, the creation 

of an American sphere of influence in Western Europe, the Mediterranean 

and the Pacific, which although different from its Soviet counterpart in the 

important fact that the nations lying within it for the most part voluntarily 

associated themselves with the United States,20 nonetheless required, however 

willingly, some sacrifice of national independence as well. 

What resulted was the first true polarization of power in modern his¬ 

tory. The world had had limited experience with bipolar systems in ancient 

times, it is true: certainly Thucydides’ account of the rivalry between Athens 

and Sparta carries an eerie resonance for us today; nor could statesmen of 

the Cold War era forget what they had once learned, as schoolboys, of the 

antagonism between Rome and Carthage.21 But these had been regional, not 

global conflicts: not until 1945 could one plausibly speak of a world divided 

into two competing spheres of influence, or of the super-powers that con¬ 

trolled them. The international situation had been reduced, Hans Morgenthau 

wrote in 1948, “to the primitive spectacle of two giants eyeing each other 

with watchful suspicion. . . . Thus contain or be contained, conquer or be 

conquered, destroy or be destroyed, become the watchwords of the new di¬ 

plomacy.”22 

Now, bipolarity may seem to many today—as it did forty years ago—an 

awkward and dangerous way to organize world politics.23 Simple geometric 

logic would suggest that a system resting upon three or more points of sup¬ 

port would be more stable than one resting upon two. But politics is not ge¬ 

ometry: the passage of time and the accumulation of experience has made 

clear certain structural elements of stability in the bipolar system of interna¬ 

tional relations that were not present in the multipolar systems that pre¬ 

ceded it: 

(1) The postwar bipolar system realistically reflected the facts of where 

military power resided at the end of World War II*—and where it still does 

today, for that matter. In this sense, it differed markedly from the settlement 

of 1919, which made so little effort to accommodate the interests of Germany 

and Soviet Russia. It is true that in other categories of power—notably the 

economic—states have since arisen capable of challenging or even surpassing 

* “[W]hat was dominant in their consciousness,” Michael Howard has written of the 

immediate post-World War II generation of statesmen, “was the impotence, almost one 

might say the irrelevance, of ethical aspirations in international politics in the absence 

of that factor to which so little attention had been devoted by their more eminent prede¬ 

cessors, to which indeed so many of them had been instinctively hostile—military power.” 

[The Causes of Wars, 2nd edition (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 1984), p. 55.] 
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the Soviet Union and the United States in the production of certain specific 

commodities. But as the political position of nations like West Germany, Bra¬ 

zil, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong suggests, the ability to 

make video recorders, motorcycles, even automobiles and steel efficiently has 

yet to translate into anything approaching the capacity of Washington or 

Moscow to shape events in the world as a whole. 

(2) The post-1945 bipolar structure was a simple one that did not re¬ 

quire sophisticated leadership to maintain it. The great multipolar systems of 

the 19th century collapsed in large part because of their intricacy: they re¬ 

quired a Metternich or a Bismarck to hold them together, and when states¬ 

men of that calibre were no longer available, they tended to come apart.-4 

Neither the Soviet nor the American political system has been geared toward 

identifying statesmen of comparable prowess and entrusting them with re¬ 

sponsibility; demonstrated skill in the conduct of foreign policy has hardly 

been a major prerequisite for leadership in either country. And yet, a bi¬ 

polar structure of international relations—because of the inescapably high 

stakes involved for its two major actors-—tends, regardless of the personali¬ 

ties involved, to induce in them a sense of caution and restraint, and to dis¬ 

courage irresponsibility. “It is not,” Kenneth Waltz notes, “that one entertains 

the utopian hope that all future American and Russian rules will combine in 

their persons . . . nearly perfect virtues, but rather that the pressures of a 

bipolar world strongly encourage them to act internationally in ways better 

than their characters may lead one to expect.”20 

(3) Because of its relatively simple structure, alliances in this bipolar 

system have tended to be more stable than they had been in the 19th century 

and in the 1919-39 period. It is striking to consider that the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization has now equaled in longevity the most durable of the 

pre-World War I alliances, that between Germany and Austria-Hungary; it 

has lasted almost twice as long as the Franco-Russian alliance, and certainly 

much longer than any of the tenuous alignments of the interwar period. Its 

principal rival, the Warsaw Treaty Organization, has been in existence for 

almost as long. The reason for this is simple: alliances, in the end, are the 

product of insecurity;26 so long as the Soviet Union and the United States 

each remain for the other and for their respective clients the major source of 

danger in the world, neither super-power encounters very much difficulty in 

maintaining the coalitions it controls. In a multipolar system, sources of in¬ 

security can vary in much more complicated ways; hence it is not surprising 

to find alliances shifting to accommodate these variations.27 

(4) At the same time, though, and probably because of the overall stabil¬ 

ity of the basic alliance systems, defections from both the American and So¬ 

viet coalitions—China, Cuba, Vietnam, Iran, and Nicaragua, in the case of 

the Americans; Yugoslavia, Albania, Egypt, Somalia, and China again in the 

case of the Russians—have been tolerated without the major disruptions that 

might have attended such changes in a more delicately balanced multipolar 

system. The fact that a state the size of China was able to reverse its alignment 
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twice during the Cold War without any more dramatic effect upon the posi¬ 

tion of the super-powers says something about the stability bipolarity brings; 

compare this record with the impact, prior to 1914, of such apparently minor 

episodes as Austria’s annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, or the question 

of who was to control Morocco. It is a curious consequence of bipolarity that 

although alliances are more durable than in a multipolar system, defections 

are at the same time more tolerable.28 

In short, without anyone’s having designed it, and without any attempt 

whatever to consider the requirements of justice, the nations of the postwar 

era lucked into a system of international relations that, because it has been 

based upon realities of power, has served the cause of order—if not justice— 

better than one might have expected. 

Ill 

But if the structure of bipolarity in itself encouraged stability, so too did 

certain inherent characteristics of the bilateral Soviet-American relationship. 

It used to be fashionable to point out, in the days before the Cold War began, 

that despite periodic outbreaks of tension between them Russians and Ameri¬ 

cans had never actually gone to war with one another; the same claim could 

not be made for the history of either country’s relations with Great Britain, 

Germany, Italy, Austria-Hungary, Japan, or (if the Americans’ undeclared 

naval war of 1798-1800 is counted) France. This record was thought to be 

all the more remarkable in view of the fact that, in ideological terms, Russian 

and American systems of government could hardly have been more different. 

Soviet-American friendship would not evolve easily, historian Foster Rhea 

Dulles noted in the wake of the first meeting between Roosevelt and Stalin in 

1943, but the fact that “its roots were so deep in the past, and that it had de¬ 

veloped through the years out of common interests transcending all other 

points of difference, marked the effort toward a new rapprochement as con¬ 

forming not only to the immediate but also to the long-term interests of the 

two nations.”29 

The onset of the Cold War made this argument seem less than convincing. 

To assert that relations between Russia had once been good, students of the 

subject now suggested, was to confuse harmony with inactivity: given the in¬ 

frequency of contacts between Russia and the United States in the 19th cen¬ 

tury, their tradition of “friendship” had been decidedly unremarkable. Once 

contacts became more frequent, as they had by the beginning of the 20th cen¬ 

tury, conflicts quickly followed, even before Western statesmen had begun to 

worry about the impact of the Bolshevism, or the imminence of the interna¬ 

tional proletarian revolution.30 But even after this breakdown in cordiality— 

and regardless of whether that cordiality had been real or imagined—Dulles’s 
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point remained valid: there still had been no Russian-American war, despite 

the fact that Russians and Americans had at one time or another fought vir¬ 

tually every other major power. This raises the question of whether there are 

not structural elements in the Russian-American relationship itself that con¬ 

tribute to stability, quite apart from the policies actually followed by Russian 

and American governments. 

It has long been an assumption of classical liberalism that the more exten¬ 

sive the contacts that take place between nations, the greater are the chances 

for peace. Economic interdependence, it has been argued, makes war unlikely 

because nations who have come to rely upon one another for vital commodi¬ 

ties cannot afford it. Cultural exchange, it has been suggested, causes peoples 

to become more sensitive to each other’s concerns, and hence reduces the like¬ 

lihood of misunderstandings. “People to people” contacts, it has been assumed, 

make it possible for nations to “know” one another better; the danger of war 

between them is, as a result, correspondingly reduced.31* 

These are pleasant things to believe, but there is remarkably little histori¬ 

cal evidence to validate them. As Kenneth Waltz has pointed out, “the fiercest 

civil wars and the bloodiest international ones are fought within arenas pop¬ 

ulated by highly similar people whose affairs are closely knit.”32 Consider, as 

examples, the costliest military conflicts of the past century and a half, using 

the statistics conveniently available now through the University of Michigan 

“Correlates of War” project: of the ten bloodiest interstate wars, every one 

of them grew out of conflicts between countries that either directly adjoined 

one another, or were involved actively in trade with one another.33 Certainly 

economic interdependence did little to prevent Germany, France, Britain, Rus¬ 

sia, and Austria-Hungary from going to war in 1914; nor did the fact that 

the United States was Japan’s largest trading partner deter that country from 

attacking Pearl Harbor in 1941. Since 1945, there have been more civil wars 

than interstate wars; f that fact alone should be sufficient to call into question 

the proposition that interdependence necessarily breeds peace. 

* Geoffrey Blainey labels this idea “Manchesterism” and satirizes it wickedly: “If those 

gifted early prophets of the Manchester creed could have seen Chamberlain—during the 

Czech crisis of September 1938—board the aircraft that was to fly him to Bavaria to 

meet Hitler at short notice they would have hailed aviation as the latest messenger of 

peace. If they had known that he met Hitler without even his own German interpreter 

they would perhaps have wondered whether the conversation was in Esperanto or Volapuk. 

It seemed that every postage stamp, bilingual dictionary, railway timetable and trade 

fair, every peace congress, Olympic race, tourist brochure and international telegram that 

had ever existed, was gloriously justified when Mr Chamberlain said from the window 

of number 10 Downing Street on 30 September 1938: ‘I believe it is peace for our time.’ 

In retrospect the outbreak of war a year later seems to mark the failure and the end of 

the policy of appeasement, but the policy survived. The first British air raids over Ger¬ 

many dropped leaflets.” [The Causes of War, p. 28.] 

t The “Correlates of War” project identifies 44 civil wars as having been fought between 

1945 and 1980; this compares with 30 interstate and 12 “extra-systemic” wars during the 

same period. [Melvin Small and J. David Singer, Resort to Arms: International and 

Civil Wars, 1816-1980 (Beverly Hills, California: 1982), pp. 92-95, 98-99, 229-32.] 
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The Russian-American relationship, to a remarkable degree for two na¬ 

tions so extensively involved with the rest of the world, has been one of mu¬ 

tual independence. The simple fact that they occupy opposite sides of the 

earth has had something to do with this: geographical remoteness from one 

another has provided little opportunity for the emergence of irredentist griev¬ 

ances comparable in importance to historic disputes over, say, Alsace-Lorraine, 

or the Polish Corridor, or the West Bank, the Gaza Strip and Jerusalem. In 

the few areas where Soviet and American forces—or their proxies—have 

come into direct contact, they have erected artificial barriers like the Korean 

demilitarized zone, or the Berlin Wall, perhaps in unconscious recognition of 

an American poet’s rather chilly precept that “good fences make good neigh¬ 

bors.” 

Nor have the two nations been economically dependent upon one another 

in any critical way. Certainly the United States requires nothing in the form 

of imports from the Soviet Union that it cannot obtain elsewhere. The situa¬ 

tion is different for the Russians, to be sure, but even though the Soviet Union 

imports large quantities of food from the United States—and would like to 

import advanced technology as well—it is far from being wholly dependent 

upon these items, as the failure of recent attempts to change Soviet behavior 

by denying them has shown. The relative invulnerability of Russians and 

Americans to one another in the economic sphere may be frustrating to their 

respective policy-makers, but it is probably fortunate, from the standpoint of 

international stability, that the two most powerful nations in the world are 

also its two most self-sufficient.* 

But what about the argument that expanded international communication 

promotes peace? Is not the failure of Russians and Americans to understand 

one another better a potential source of instability in their relationship? Ob¬ 

viously it can be if misunderstandings occur at the level of national leader¬ 

ship: the most serious Soviet-American confrontation of the postwar era, the 

Cuban missile crisis, is generally regarded as having arisen from what appear 

in retrospect to have been quite remarkable misperceptions of each side’s in¬ 

tentions by the other.34 But “people to people” contacts are another matter. 

The history of international relations is replete with examples of familiarity 

breeding contempt as well as friendship: there are too many nations whose 

people have known each other all too well and have, as a result, taken an in¬ 

tense dislike to one another—French and Germans, Russians and Poles, Jap¬ 

anese and Chinese, Greeks and Turks, Arabs and Israelis—to lend very much 

credence to the invariably pacifying effects of “people to people” contacts.35! 

* Soviet exports and imports as a percentage of gross national product ranged between 

4 and 7% between 1955 and 1975; for the United States the comparable figures were 

7-14%. This compares with figures of 33-52% for Great Britain, France, Germany, and 

Italy in the four years immediately preceeding World War I, and figures of 19-41% for 

the same nations plus Japan for the period 1949-76. [Waltz, Theory of International Poli¬ 

tics, pp. 141, 212.] 

t It is worth noting, in this connection, the striking tendency of American diplomats who 
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Moreover, foreign policy in the United States depends only to a limited ex¬ 

tent upon mass perceptions; in the Soviet Union, it depends upon them hardly 

at all.36 There is little reason to think that opportunities for travel, academic 

and cultural exchanges, and even “sister city” contacts have any consistently 

destabilizing effect on relations between the United States and the Soviet 

Union; but there is little evidence of their consistently stabilizing effect either. 

It may well be, then, that the extent to which the Soviet Union and the 

United States have been independent of one another rather than interdepen¬ 

dent—the fact that there have been so few points of economic leverage avail¬ 

able to each, the fact that two such dissimilar people have had so few op¬ 

portunities for interaction—has in itself constituted a structural support for 

stability in relations between the two countries, whatever their respective gov¬ 

ernments have actually done. 

IV 

Structure can affect diplomacy from another angle, though: that has to do 

with the domestic roots of foreign policy. It was Karl Marx who first called 

attention to the effect of social and economic forces upon political behavior; 

John A. Hobson and V. I. Lenin subsequently derived from this the proposi¬ 

tion that capitalism causes both imperialism and war. Meanwhile, Joseph 

Schumpeter was working out an alternative theory that placed the origins of 

international conflict in the “atavistic” insecurities of aristocracies, bureau¬ 

cracies, and individual leaders.37 Historians of both Marxist and non-Marxist 

persuasions have stressed the importance of domestic structural influences in 

bringing about World War I;38 and there has been increasing scholarly in¬ 

terest as well in the role of such factors in interwar diplomacy.39 But to what 

extent can one argue that domestic structures have shaped the behavior of the 

Soviet Union and the United States toward each other since 1945? What has 

been the effect of such influences upon the stability of the post-World War II 

international system? 

The literature on the relationship between domestic structures and diplo¬ 

macy in the United States is both vast and diffuse: certainly there is no clear 

consensus on how internal influences determine behavior toward the world at 

large.40 There has been, though, a persistent effort to link the structure of the 

American economy to foreign policy, most conspicuously through the asser- 

have spent time inside the Soviet Union to become Russophobes. Comparable tendencies 

seem strikingly absent among China specialists in the Foreign Service. Compare, for the 

contrast, Hugh DeSantis, The Diplomacy of Silence: The American Foreign Service, the 

Soviet Union, and the Cold War, 1933-1947 (Chicago: 1980) ; and E. J. Kahn, Jr., 

The China Hands: America’s Foreign Service Officers and What Befell Them (New York: 

1975). Whether Soviet diplomats who serve in the United States develop “Americophobic” 

tendencies is difficult to say, given currently available information. 
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tion that capitalism requires an aggressive search for raw materials, markets, 

and investment opportunities overseas in order to survive. The theory itself 

pre-dates the Cold War, having been suggested by Charles A. Beard during 

the 1920’s and 1930’s, but it was left to William Appleman Williams to work 

out the most influential characterization of what he called “open door” expan¬ 

sionism in his classic work, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, first pub¬ 

lished in 1959.41 More recently—and in a much more sophisticated way—the 

linkage between domestic economic structure and foreign policy has taken the 

form of studies demonstrating the effects of “corporatism”: the cooperation of 

business, labor, and government to shape a congenial external environment.42 

Both the “open door” and “corporatist” models have been criticized, with 

some justification, for their tendency toward reductionism: the explanation of 

complex phenomena in terms of single causes.43 But for the purposes of this 

analysis, these criticisms are beside the point. What is important here is that 

these most frequently advanced arguments linking the structure of American 

capitalism with American foreign policy do not assume, from that linkage, 

the inevitability of war. One of the great advantages of the “open door,” Wil¬ 

liams has pointed out, was precisely the fact that it avoided military confron¬ 

tations: it was a way to “extend the American system throughout the world 

without the embarrassment and inefficiency of traditional colonialism”; “it 

was conceived and designed to win the victories without the wars.,,iiL Simi¬ 

larly, “corporatist” historiography stresses the stabilizing rather than the de¬ 

stabilizing effects of American intervention in Europe after World Wars I and 

II; here, if anything, attempts to replicate domestic structure overseas are 

seen as reinforcing rather than undermining existing international systems.45 

Neither the “open door” nor the “corporatist” paradigm, therefore, offers evi¬ 

dence sufficient to confirm the old Leninist assertion that a society committed 

to capitalism is necessarily precluded from participation in a stable world 

order. 

There have been, of course, Schumpeterian as well as Leninist explana¬ 

tions of how domestic influences affect American foreign policy. C. Wright 

Mills some three decades ago stressed the interlocking relationship of busi¬ 

nessmen, politicians, and military officers whose “power elite” had imposed a 

form of “naked and arbitrary power” upon the world;46 subsequent analysts, 

no doubt encouraged by Dwight D. Eisenhower’s perhaps inadvertent endorse¬ 

ment of the term,47 transformed Mills’s argument into a full-blown theory of 

a “military-industrial complex” whose interests necessarily precluded any sig¬ 

nificant relaxation of world tensions.48 There were, to be sure, certain difficul¬ 

ties with this model: it did not plausibly explain the Truman administration’s 

low military budgets of the 1945-50 period, nor did it deal easily with the 

dramatic shift from defense to welfare expenditures presided over by Richard 

Nixon during the early 1970’s.49 It neglected evidence that a “military- 

industrial complex” existed inside the Soviet Union as well.50 But even if one 

overlooked these problems, it was not clear how the existence of such a “mili¬ 

tary-industrial complex” necessarily made war anymore likely, given the op- 
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portunities deterrence offered to develop and deploy a profusion of military 

hardware without the risks war would pose to one’s ability to continue doing 

precisely this. 

More recently, attention has been given to the problems created by the 

structure of American domestic politics in attempting to formulate coherent 

policies for dealing with the Soviet Union. There is, of course, nothing new 

about this: the constitutionally mandated division of authority over foreign 

affairs has always made policy formulation in the United States a less than or¬ 

derly process. But there is reason to think that the problem is getting worse, 

partly because of the increasing number of government departments, Con¬ 

gressional committees, and interest groups who have a stake in foreign policy 

decisions, partly because of an increasingly protracted presidential selection 

process that has eroded an already imperfect tradition of keeping electoral 

politics apart from world politics.51 Even here, though, the effect of such dis¬ 

array on the long-term Soviet-American relationship has not been as great as 

might have been expected: what is impressive, when one considers all of the 

domestically motivated mutations American foreign policy has gone through 

during the past four decades, is how consistent its fundamental objectives in 

dealing with the Soviet Union have nonetheless remained.52 

But what about domestic structural constraints inside the Soviet Union? 

Here, of course, there is much less hard information with which to work; 

generalizations, as a result, are not as firmly grounded or as richly developed 

as they are with regard to the United States. One point seems clear enough, 

though: in attempting to understand the effect of internal influences on Soviet 

foreign policy, American analysts have found Schumpeter a more reliable 

guide than Lenin; they have stressed the extent to which the structural re¬ 

quirements of legitimizing internal political authority have affected behavior 

toward the outside world. It was George F. Kennan who most convincingly 

suggested this approach with his portrayals, in 1946 and 1947, of a Soviet 

leadership at once so insecure and so unimaginative that it felt obliged to 

cultivate external enemies in order to maintain itself in power. Without at 

least the image of outside adversaries, he argued, “there would be no justifi¬ 

cation for that tremendous crushing bureaucracy of party, police and army 

which now lives off the labor and idealism of [the] Russian people.”53 What¬ 

ever the validity of this theory—and however limited Kennan himself consid¬ 

ered its application to be'"'—this characterization of a Kremlin leadership 

condemned by its own nervous ineptitude to perpetual distrust nonetheless re¬ 

mains the most influential explanation in the West of how domestic structure 

influences Soviet foreign policy.54 

But this theory, too, did not assume the inevitability of war. Institutional- 

* Kennan has emphasized that his recommendations advanced at that time applied only 

to the Stalin regime. [See his Memoirs: 1925-1950 (Boston: 1967), pp. 364-67.] But he 

does still see the role of institutionalized suspicion in Soviet society as making relations 

with the outside world unnecessarily difficult. [See, for example, George F. Kennan, “Let¬ 

ter to a Russian,” New Yorker, LX(Septembr 24, 1984), 55-73.] 
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ized suspicion in the U.S.S.R. resulted from weakness, not strength, Kennan 

argued; as a consequence, the Kremlin was most unlikely actually to initiate 

military action.55 With rare exceptions,* American officials ever since have 

accepted this distinction between the likelihood of hostility and the probabil¬ 

ity of war: indeed, the whole theory of deterrence has been based upon the 

assumption that paranoia and prudence can co-exist.56 By this logic, then, the 

domestic structures of the Soviet state, however geared they may have been to 

picturing the rest of the world in the worst possible light, have not been seen 

as likely in and of themselves to produce a war. 

One should not make too much of these attempts to attribute to domestic 

constraints the foreign policy of either the United States or the Soviet Union. 

International relations, like life itself, are a good deal more complicated than 

these various models would tend to suggest. But it is significant that these ef¬ 

forts to link internal structure to external behavior reveal no obvious pro¬ 

clivity on either side to risk war; that despite their striking differences, Soviet 

and American domestic structures appear to have posed no greater impedi¬ 

ment to the maintenance of a stable international system than has bipolarity 

itself or the bilateral characteristics of the Soviet-American relationship. 

y 

Stability in international systems is only partly a function of structure, though; 

it depends as well upon the conscious behavior of the nations that make them 

up. Even if the World War II settlement had corresponded to the distribution 

of power in the world, even if the Russian-American relationship had been 

one of minimal interdependence, even if domestic constraints had not created 

difficulties, stability in the postwar era still might not have resulted if there 

had been, among either of the dominant powers in the system, the same will¬ 

ingness to risk war that has existed at other times in the past. 

Students of the causes of war have pointed out that war is rarely some¬ 

thing that develops from the workings of impersonal social or economic 

forces, or from the direct effects of arms races, or even by accident. It re¬ 

quires deliberate decisions on the part of national leaders; more than that, it 

requires calculations that the gains to be derived from war will outweigh the 

possible costs. “Recurring optimism,” Geoffrey Blainey has written, “is a vital 

prelude to war. Anything which increases that optimism is a cause of war. 

Anything which dampens that optimism is a cause of peace.”57 Admittedly, 

* The most conspicuous exception would appear to be the authors of NSC-68, the com¬ 

prehensive reassessment of national security policy drafted early in 1950, who argued that 

when Soviet capabilities reached the point of being able to win a war, Soviet intentions 

would automatically be to provoke one. [See NSC 68, United States Objectives and Pro¬ 

grams for National Security,” April 14, 1950, U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations 

of the United States [hereafter FRh: 1950,1, especially pp. 251-52, 266-67.] 
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those calculations are often in error: as Kennan, in his capacity as a historian, 

has pointed out, whatever conceivable gains the statesmen of 1914 might have 

had in mind in risking war, they could not have come anywhere close to ap¬ 

proximating the costs the ensuing four-year struggle would actually entail.58 

But it seems hard to deny that it is from such calculations, whether accu¬ 

rately carried out, as Bismarck seemed able to do in his wars against Den¬ 

mark, Austria, and France in the mid-19th century, or inaccurately carried 

out, as was the case in 1914, that wars tend to develop. They are not some¬ 

thing that just happens, like earthquakes, locust plagues, or (some might ar¬ 

gue) the selection of presidential candidates in the United States. 

For whatever reason, it has to be acknowledged that statesmen of the 

post-1945 super-powers have, compared to their precedessors, been exceed¬ 

ingly cautious in risking war with one another.59 In order to see this point, 

one need only run down the list of crises in Soviet-American relations since 

the end of World War II: Iran, 1946; Greece, 1947; Berlin and Czechoslo¬ 

vakia, 1948; Korea, 1950; the East Berlin riots, 1953; the Hungarian up¬ 

rising, 1956; Berlin again, 1958-59; the U-2 incident, 1960; Berlin again, 

1961; the Cuban missile crisis, 1962; Czechoslovakia again, 1968; the Yom 

Kippur war, 1973; Afghanistan, 1979; Poland, 1981; the Korean airliner in¬ 

cident, 1983—one need only run down this list to see how many occasions 

there have been in relations between Washington and Moscow that in almost 

any other age, and among almost any other antagonists, would sooner or later 

have produced war. 

That they have not cannot be chalked up to the invariably pacific tem¬ 

perament of the nations involved: the United States participated in eight in¬ 

ternational wars involving a thousand or more battlefield deaths between 1815 

and 1980; Russia participated in nineteen.60 Nor can this restraint be attrib¬ 

uted to any unusual qualities of leadership on either side: the vision and com¬ 

petency of postwar Soviet and American statesmen does not appear to have 

differed greatly from that of their precedessors. Nor does weariness growing 

out of participation in two world wars fully explain this unwillingness to re¬ 

sort to arms in their dealings with one another: during the postwar era both 

nations have employed force against third parties—in the case of the United 

States in Korea and Vietnam; in the case of the Soviet Union in Afghani¬ 

stan—for protracted periods of time, and at great cost. 

It seems inescapable that what has really made the difference in inducing 

this unaccustomed caution has been the workings of the nuclear deterrent.61* 

* It is interesting to speculate as to whether Soviet-American bipolarity would have de¬ 

veloped if nuclear weapons had never been invented. My own view—obviously unverifi- 

able—is that it would have, because bipolarity resulted from the way in which World 

War II had been fought; the condition was already evident at the time of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki. Whether bipolarity would have lasted as long as it has in the absence of nu¬ 

clear weapons is another matter entirely, though: it seems at least plausible that these 

weapons have perpetuated bipolarity beyond what one might have expected its normal 

lifetime to be by minimizing super-power risk-taking while at the same time maintaining 

an apparently insurmountable power gradient between the super-powers and any poten¬ 

tial military rivals. 
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Consider, for a moment, what the effect of this mechanism would be on a 

statesman from either super-power who might be contemplating war. In the 

past, the horrors and costs of wars could be forgotten with the passage of 

time. Generations like the one of 1914 had little sense of what the Napoleonic 

Wars—or even the American Civil War—had revealed about the brutality, 

expense, and duration of military conflict. But the existence of nuclear weap¬ 

ons—and, more to the point, the fact that we have direct evidence of what 

they can do when used against human beings62—has given this generation a 

painfully vivid awareness of the realities of war that no previous generation 

has had. It is difficult, given this awareness, to generate the optimism that 

historical experience tells us prepares the way for war; pessimism, it appears, 

is a permanent accompaniment to our thinking about war, and that, as Blainey 

reminds us, is a cause of peace. 

That same pessimism has provided the super-powers with powerful inducei- 

ments to control crises resulting from the risk-taking of third parties. It is 

worth recalling that World War I grew out of the unsuccessful management 

of a situation neither created nor desired by any of the major actors in the 

international system. There were simply no mechanisms to put a lid on es¬ 

calation: to force each nation to balance the short-term temptation to exploit 

opportunities against the long-term danger that things might get out of hand.63 

The nuclear deterrent provides that mechanism today, and as a result the 

United States and the Soviet Union have successfully managed a whole series 

of crises—most notably in the Middle East—that grew out of the actions of 

neither but that could have involved them both. 

None of this is to say, of course, that war cannot occur: if the study of 

history reveals anything at all it is that one ought to expect, sooner or later, 

the unexpected. Nor is it to say that the nuclear deterrent could not function 

equally well with half, or a fourth, or even an eighth of the nuclear weapons 

now in the arsenals of the super-powers. Nor is it intended to deprecate the 

importance of refraining from steps that might destabilize the existing stale¬ 

mate, whether through the search for technological breakthroughs that might 

provide a decisive edge over the other side, or through so mechanical a 

duplication of what the other side has that one fails to take into account one’s 

own probably quite different security requirements, or through strategies that 

rely upon the first use of nuclear weapons in the interest of achieving econ¬ 

omy, forgetting the far more fundamental systemic interest in maintaining 

the tradition, dating back four decades now, of never actually employing 

these weapons for military purposes. 

I am suggesting, though, that the development of nuclear weapons has 

had, on balance, a stabilizing effect on the postwar international system. They 

have served to discourage the process of escalation that has, in other eras, too 

casually led to war. They have had a sobering effect upon a whole range of 

statesmen of varying degrees of responsibility and capability. They have 

forced national leaders, every day, to confront the reality of what war is 

really like, indeed to confront the prospect of their own mortality, and that, 

for those who seek ways to avoid war, is no bad thing. 
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VI 

But although nuclear deterrence is the most important behavioral mechanism 

that has sustained the post-World War II international system, it is by no 

means the only one. Indeed, the very technology that has made it possible to 

deliver nuclear weapons anywhere on the face of the earth has functioned 

also to lower greatly the danger of surprise attack, thereby supplementing 

the self-regulating features of deterrence with the assurance that comes from 

knowing a great deal more than in the past about adversary capabilities. I 

refer here to what might be called the “reconnaissance revolution,” a devel¬ 

opment that may well rival in importance the “nuclear revolution that pre¬ 

ceded it, but one that rarely gets the attention it deserves. 

The point was made earlier that nations tend to start wars on the basis 

of calculated assessments that they have the power to prevail. But it was sug¬ 

gested as well that they have often been wrong about this: they either have 

failed to anticipate the nature and the costs of war itself, or they have mis¬ 

judged the intentions and capabilities of the adversary they have chosen to 

confront.64* Certainly the latter is what happened to Napoleon III in choos¬ 

ing to risk war with Prussia in 1870, to the Russians in provoking the Japa¬ 

nese in 1904, to the Germans in World War I when they brought about 

American entry by resuming unrestricted submarine warfare, to the Japanese 

in World War II by attacking Pearl Harbor, to Adolf Hitler in that same 

conflict when he managed within six months to declare war on both the So¬ 

viet Union and the United States, and, most recently, to General Galtieri and 

the Argentine junta in deciding to take on Mrs. Thatcher. 

Now, it would be foolish to argue that Americans and Russians have be¬ 

come anymore skillful than they ever were at discerning the other’s inten¬ 

tions: clearly the United States invasion of Grenada surprised Moscow as 

much as the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan surprised Washington. The ca¬ 

pacity of each nation to behave in ways that seem perfectly logical to it but 

quite unfathomable to the other remains about what it has been throughout 

the entire Cold War. But both sides are able—and indeed have been able for 

at least two decades—to evaluate each other’s capabilities to a degree that is 

totally unprecedented in the history of relations between great powers. 

What has made this possible, of course, has been the development of the 

reconnaissance satellite, a device that if rumors are correct allows the read¬ 

ing of automobile license plates or newspaper headlines from a hundred or 

more miles out in space, together with the equally important custom that has 

evolved among the super-powers of allowing these objects to pass unhindered 

over their territories.65 The effect has been to give each side a far more ac- 

* Geoffrey Blainey, citing an idea first proposed by the sociologist Georg Simmel, has 

suggested that in the past war was the only means by which nations could gain an exact 

knowledge of each other’s capabilities. [Blainey, The Causes of War, p. 118.] 
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curate view of the other’s military capabilities—and, to some degree, eco¬ 

nomic capabilities as well—than could have been provided by an entire 

phalanx of the best spies in the long history of espionage. The resulting in¬ 

telligence does not rule out altogether the possibility of surprise attack, but 

it does render it far less likely, at least as far as the super-powers are con¬ 

cerned. And that is no small matter, if one considers the number of wars in 

history from the Trojan War down through Pearl Harbor—in the origins of 

which deception played a major role.66 

The reconnaissance revolution” also corrects, at least to an extent, the 

asymmetry imposed upon Soviet-American relations by the two countries’ 

sharply different forms of political and social organization. Throughout most 

of the early Cold War years the Soviet Union enjoyed all the advantages of 

a closed society in concealing its capabilities from the West; the United States 

and its allies, in turn, found it difficult to keep anything secret for very 

long.6' That problem still exists, but the ability now to see both visually and 

electronically into almost every part of the Soviet Union helps to compensate 

for it. And, of course, virtually none of the limited progress the two countries 

have made in the field of arms control would have been possible had Ameri¬ 

cans and Russians not tacitly agreed to the use of reconnaissance satellites 

and other surveillance techniques to monitor compliance;68 clearly any future 

progress in that field will depend heavily upon these devices as well. 

There is no little irony in the fact that these instruments, which have con¬ 

tributed so significantly toward stabilizing the postwar international system, 

grew directly out of research on the intercontinental ballistic missile and the 

U-2 spy plane.69 Technological innovation is not always a destabilizing force 

in the Soviet-American relationship. There have been—as in this case—and 

there could be again instances in which the advance of technology, far from 

increasing the danger of war, could actually lessen it. It all depends upon the 

uses to which the technology is put, and that, admittedly, is not an easy thing 

to foresee. 

VII 

If technology has had the potential either to stabilize or destabilize tin inter¬ 

national system, the same cannot as easily be said of ideology. One cannot 

help but be impressed, when one looks at the long history of national libera¬ 

tion movements, or revolutions against established social orders, or racial and 

religious conflict, by the continuing capacity of ideas to move nations, or 

groups within nations, to fight one another.70 It is only by reference to a 

violent and ultimately self-destructive ideological impulse that one can ac¬ 

count for the remarkable career of Adolf Hitler, with all of its chaotic con¬ 

sequences for the post-World War I international system.71 Since 1945, the 

ideology of self-determination has not only induced colonies to embroil colo- 
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nial masters in protracted and costly warfare; it has also led factions within 

newly independent states forcibly to seek their own separate political exis¬ 

tence.* Ideologically motivated social revolution, too, has been a prominent 

feature of the postwar international scene, what with major upheavals in na¬ 

tions as diverse as China, Cuba, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Nicaragua. But the 

most surprising evidence of the continuing influence of ideology has come in 

the area of religion, where conflicts between Hindus and Muslims, Arabs and 

Israelis, Iranians and Iraqis, and even Catholics and Protestants in Northern 

Ireland provide little reason to think that ideas—even ideas once considered 

to have little relevance other than for historians—will not continue to have 

a major disruptive potential for international order.'2 

The relationship between the Soviet Union and the United States has not 

been free from ideological rivalries; it could be argued, in fact, that these 

are among the most ideological nations on the face of the earth.13 Certainly 

their respective ideologies could hardly have been more antithetical, given 

the self-proclaimed intention of one to overthrow the other.74 And yet, since 

their emergence as super-powers, both nations have demonstrated an impres¬ 

sive capacity to subordinate antagonistic ideological interests to a common 

goal of preserving international order. The reasons for this are worth ex¬ 

amining. 
If there were ever a moment at which the priorities of order overcame 

those of ideology, it would appear to be the point at which Soviet leaders 

decided that war would no longer advance the cause of revolution. That 

clearly had not been Lenin’s position: international conflict, for him, was 

good or evil according to whether it accelerated or retarded the demise of 

capitalism.75! Stalin’s attitude on this issue was more ambivalent: he en¬ 

couraged talk of an “inevitable conflict” between the “two camps” of com¬ 

munism and capitalism in the years immediately following World War II, 

but he also appears shortly before his death to have anticipated the concept 

of “peaceful coexistence.”76! It was left to Georgii Malenkov to admit pub- 

* One thinks, in this connection, of the successful struggles of the Vietnamese and the 
Algerians against the French and of Portugal’s African colonies against that country, but 
also of equally successful separatist movements within India and later Pakistan, and of 
the unsuccessful Biafran rebellion against Nigeria. 

t It is fashionable now among Soviet scholars, as was noted in Chapter One, to minimize 
the ideological component of Moscow’s foreign policy; indeed Lenin himself is now seen 
as the original architect of “peaceful coexistence,” a leader for whom the idea of export¬ 
ing revolution can hardly have been more alien. A representative example is G. A. Trofi- 
menko, “Uroki mirnogo sosushestvovaniia,” Voprosy istorii, Number 11 (November, 1983), 
pp. 6-7. It seems not out of place to wonder how the great revolutionary would have 
received such perfunctory dismissals of the Comintern and all that it implied; certainly 
most Western students have treated more seriously than this the revolutionary implications 
of the Bolshevik Revolution. [See, for example, Seweryn Bialer, The Soviet Paradox: Ex¬ 
ternal Expansion, Internal Decline (New York: 1986), pp. 177-80.] 

$ It is possible, of course, that Stalin followed both policies intentionally as a means both 
of intimidating and inducing complacency in the West. 
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licly, shortly after Stalin’s death, that a nuclear war would mean “the destruc¬ 

tion of world civilization”; Nikita Khrushchev subsequently refined this idea 

(which he had initially condemned) into the proposition that the interests of 

world revolution, as well as those of the Soviet state, would be better served 

by working within the existing international order than by trying to over¬ 

throw it.77 

The reasons for this shift of position are not difficult to surmise. First, 

bipolarity—the defining characteristic of the postwar international system— 

implied unquestioned recognition of the Soviet Union as a great power. It 

was “no small thing,” Khrushchev later acknowledged in his memoirs, “that 

we have lived to see the day when the Soviet Union is considered, in terms 

of its economic and military might, one of the two most powerful countries 

in the world.”'8 Second, the international situation in the 1950’s and early 

1960’s seemed favorable, especially because of the decline of colonialism and 

the rise of newly independent nations likely to be suspicious of the West, to 

the expansion of Soviet influence in the world.79 But third, and most impor¬ 

tant, the proliferation of nuclear capabilities on both sides had confirmed 

Malenkov’s conclusion that in any future war between the great powers there 

would be no victors at all, whether capitalist or communist. “[T]he atomic 

bomb,” Soviet leaders reminded their more militant Chinese comrades in 

1963, “does not observe the class principle.”80 

The effect was to transform a state which, if ideology alone had governed, 

should have sought a complete restructuring of the existing international sys¬ 

tem, into one for whom that system now seemed to have definite benefits, 

within which it now sought to function, and for whom the goal of over¬ 

throwing capitalism had been postponed to some vague and indefinite point 

in the future.* Without this moderation of ideological objectives, it is diffi¬ 

cult to see how the stability that has characterized great power relations since 

the end of World War II could have been possible. 

Ideological considerations have traditionally played a less prominent role 

in shaping American foreign policy, but they have had their influence none¬ 

theless. Certainly the Wilsonian commitment to self-determination, revived 

and ardently embraced during World War II, did a great deal to alienate 

Americans from their Soviet allies at the end of that conflict. Nor had their 

military exertions moderated Americans’ long-standing aversion to collectiv¬ 

ism—of which the Soviet variety of communism appeared to be the most 

* “[P]layers’ goals may undergo very little change, but postponing their attainment to 

the indefinite future fundamentally transforms the meaning of . . . myth by revising its 

implications for social action. Exactly because myths are dramatic stories, changing their 

time-frame affects their character profoundly. Those who see only the permanence of 

professed goals, but who neglect structural changes—the incorporation of common ex¬ 

periences into the myths of both sides, shifts in the image of the opponent (‘there are 

reasonable people also in the other camp’), and modifications in the myths’ periodization— 

overlook the great effects that may result from such contextual changes.” [Friedrich V. 

Kratochwil, International Order and Foreign Policy: A Theoretical Sketch of Post-JFar 

International Politics (Boulder, Colorado: 1978), p. 117.] 
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extreme example.81 But there had also developed, during the war, an emphatic 

hostility toward “totalitarianism” in general: governments that relied upon 

force to sustain themselves in power, it was thought, could hardly be counted 

on to refrain from the use of force in the world at large. Demands for the 

“unconditional surrender” of Germany and Japan reflected this ideological 

position: there could be no compromise with regimes for whom arbitrary 

rule was a way of life.82 
What is interesting is that although the “totalitarian” model came as 

easily to be applied to the Soviet Union as it had been to Germany and Ja¬ 

pan,83 the absolutist call for “unconditional surrender” was not. To be sure, 

the United States and the U.S.S.R. were not at war. But levels of tension were 

about as high as they can get short of war during the late 1940’s, and we now 

know that planning for the contingency of war was well under way in Wash¬ 

ington—as it presumably was in Moscow as well.84 Nevertheless, the first of 

these plans to be approved by President Truman, late in 1948, bluntly stated 

that, if war came, there would be no “predetermined requirement for uncondi¬ 

tional surrender.”85* NSC-68 a comprehensive review of national security 

policy undertaken two years later, elaborated on the point: our over-all ob¬ 

jectives ... do not include unconditional surrender, the subjugation of 

the Russian peoples or a Russia shorn of its economic potential. The ultimate 

goal, rather, was to convince the Soviet government of the impossibility of 

achieving its self-proclaimed ideological objectives; the immediate goal was 

to “induce the Soviet Union to accommodate itself, with or without the con¬ 

scious abandonment of its [ideological] design, to coexistence on tolerable 

terms with the non-Soviet world.”86 

It is no easy matter to explain why Americans did not commit themselves 

to the eradication of Soviet “totalitarianism” with the same single-minded 

determination they had earlier applied to German and Japanese totali¬ 

tarianism.” One reason, of course, would have been the daunting prospect of 

attempting to occupy a country the size of the Soviet Union, when compared 

with the more manageable adversaries of World War II.8‘ Another was the 

fact that, despite the hostility that had developed since 1945, American offi¬ 

cials did not regard their Russian counterparts as irredeemable: the very 

purpose of “containment” had been to change the psychology of the Soviet 

leadership; but not as had been the case with Germany and Japan, the 

leadership itself.88 

* In an earlier version of this document, Kennan had explained that “we could not hope 

to achieve any total assertion of our will on Russian territory, as we have endeavored to 

do in Germany and Japan. We must recognize that whatever settlement we finally achieve 

must be a political settlement, politically negotiated.” [NSC 20/1, “U.S. Objectives with 

Respect to Russia,” August 18, 1948, in Thomas H. Etzold and John Lewis Gaddis, eds.. 

Containment: Documents on American Policy and Strategy, 1945-1950 (New York: 

1978), p. 193.] George H. Quester has made the point that “containment” itself reflected, 

by its very nature, a repudiation of “unconditional surrender.” [“The Impact of the 

Strategic Balances on Containment,” in Terry L. Deibel and John Lewis Gaddis, eds., 

Containment: Concept and Policy (Washington: 1986), pp. 259-60.] 
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But Washington’s aversion to an “unconditional surrender” doctrine for 

the Soviet Union stemmed from yet another less obvious consideration: it 

had quickly become clear to American policy-makers, after World War II, 

that insistence on the total defeat of Germany and Japan had profoundly de¬ 

stabilized the postwar balance of power. Only by assuming responsibility for 

the rehabilitation of these former enemies as well as the countries they had 

ravaged had the United States been able to restore equilibrium, and even then 

it had been clear that the American role in this regard would have to be a 

continuing one. It was no accident that the doctrine of “unconditional sur¬ 

render” came under severe criticism, after 1945, from a new school of “real¬ 

ist” geopoliticians given to viewing international stability in terms of the 

wary toleration of adversaries rather than, as a point of principle, their anni¬ 

hilation.89 

Largely as a result of such reasoning, American officials at no point dur¬ 

ing the history of the Cold War seriously contemplated, as a deliberate po¬ 

litical objective, the elimination of the Soviet Union as a major force in world 

affairs. By the mid-1950’s, it is true, war plans had been devised that, if 

executed, would have quite indiscriminately annihilated not only the Soviet 

Union but several of its communist and non-communist neighbors as well.90 

What is significant about those plans, though, is that they reflected the or¬ 

ganizational convenience of the military services charged with implementing 

them, not any conscious policy decisions at the top. Both Eisenhower and 

Kennedy were appalled on learning of them; both considered them ecologi¬ 

cally as well as strategically impossible; and during the Kennedy administra¬ 

tion steps were initiated to devise strategies that would leave open the possi¬ 

bility of a surviving political entity in Russia even in the extremity of 

nuclear war.91 

All of this would appear to confirm, then, the proposition that systemic 

interests tend to take precedence over ideological interests.92 Both the Soviet 

ideological aversion to capitalism and the American ideological aversion to 

totalitarianism could have produced policies—and indeed had produced poli¬ 

cies in the past—aimed at the complete overthrow of their respective adver¬ 

saries. That such ideological impulses could be muted to the extent they have 

been during the past four decades testifies to the stake both Washington and 

Moscow have developed in preserving the existing international system: the 

moderation of ideologies must be considered, then, along with nuclear deter¬ 

rence and reconnaissance, as a major self-regulating mechanism of postwar 

VIII 

The question still arises, though: how can order emerge from a system that 

functions without any superior authority? Even self-regulating mechanisms 
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like automatic pilots or engine governors cannot operate without someone to 

set them in motion; the prevention of anarchy, it has generally been as¬ 

sumed, requires hierarchy, both at the level of interpersonal and international 

relations. Certainly the statesmen of World War II expected that some supra¬ 

national structure would be necessary to sustain a future peace, whether in 

the form of a new collective security organization to replace the ineffectual 

League of Nations, or through perpetuation of the great-power consensus 

that Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin sought to forge.93 All of them would have 

been surprised by the extent to which order has been maintained since 1945 

in the absence of any effective supra-national authority of any kind.f 

This experience has forced students of international politics to recognize 

that their subject bears less resemblance to local, state, or national politics, 

where order does in fact depend upon legally constituted authority, than it 

does to the conduct of games, where order evolves from mutual agreement 

on a set of “rules” defining the range of behavior each side anticipates from 

the other. The assumption is that the particular “game” being played prom¬ 

ises sufficient advantages to each of its “players” to outweigh whatever might 

be obtained by trying to upset it; in this way, rivalries can be pursued 

within an orderly framework, even in the absence of a referee. Game theory 

therefore helps to account for the paradox of order in the absence of hier¬ 

archy that characterizes the postwar super-power relationship; through it 

one can get a sense of how “rules” establish limits of acceptable behavior 

on the part of nations who acknowledge only themselves as the arbiters of 

behavior.94 

These “rules” are, of course, implicit rather than explicit: they grow out 

of a mixture of custom, precedent, and mutual interest that takes shape quite 

apart from the realm of public rhetoric, diplomacy, or international law. 

They require the passage of time to become effective; they depend, for that 

effectiveness, upon the extent to which successive generations of national 

leadership on each side find them useful. They certainly do not reflect any 

agreed-upon standard of international morality: indeed they often violate 

principles of “justice” adhered to by one side or the other. But these “rules” 

have played an important role in maintaining the international system that 

has been in place these past four decades: without them the correlation one 

would normally anticipate between hostility and instability would have be¬ 

come more exact than it has in fact been since 1945. 

No two observers of super-power behavior would express these “rules” 

in precisely the same way; indeed it may well be that their very vagueness 

has made them more acceptable than they otherwise might have been to the 

nations that have followed them. What follows is nothing more than my own 

list, derived from an attempt to identify regularities in the postwar Soviet- 

American relationship whose pattern neither side could now easily disrupt. 

* The United Nations, regretfully, cannot be considered an effective supra-national 

authority. 
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(1) Respect spheres of influence. Neither Russians nor Americans offi¬ 

cially admit to having such “spheres,” but in fact much of the history of the 

Cold War can be written in terms of the efforts both have made to consoli¬ 

date and extend them. One should not, in acknowledging this, fall into so 

mechanical a comparison of the two spheres as to ignore their obvious dif¬ 

ferences: the American sphere has been wider in geographical scope than 

its Soviet counterpart, but it has also been a much looser alignment, partici¬ 

pation in which has more often than not been a matter of choice rather than 

coercion.95 But what is important from the standpoint of super-power “rules” 

is the fact that, although neither side has ever publicly endorsed the other’s 

right to a sphere of influence, neither has ever directly challenged it either.* 

Thus, despite publicly condemning it, the United States never attempted 

seriously to undo Soviet control in Eastern Europe; Moscow reciprocated 

by tolerating, though never openly approving of, Washington’s influence in 

Western Europe, the Mediterranean, the Near East, and Latin America. A 

similar pattern held up in East Asia, where the Soviet Union took no more 

action to oppose United States control over occupied Japan than the Truman 

administration did to repudiate the Yalta agreement, which left the Soviet 

Union dominant, at least for the moment, on the Northeast Asian mainland.96 

Where the relation of particular areas to spheres of influence had been 

left unclear—as had been the case with the Western-occupied zones of Berlin 

prior to 1948, or with South Korea prior to 1950—or where the resolve of 

one side to maintain its sphere appeared to have weakened—as in the case 

of Cuba following the failure of the Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961—attempts 

by the other to exploit the situation could not be ruled out: the Berlin block¬ 

ade, the invasion of South Korea, and the decision to place Soviet missiles 

in Cuba can all be understood in this way.97 But it appears also to have been 

understood, in each case, that the resulting probes would be conducted cau¬ 

tiously, and that they would not be pursued to the point of risking war if 

resistance was encountered.98 

Defections from one sphere would be exploited by the other only when 

it was clear that the first either could not or would not reassert control. 

Hence, the United States took advantage of departures from the Soviet bloc 

of Yugoslavia and—ultimately—the People’s Republic of China; it did not 

seek to do so in the case of Hungary in 1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968, or 

(in what was admittedly a more ambiguous situation) Poland in 1981. 

Similarly, the Soviet Union exploited the defection of Cuba after 1959, but 

made no attempt to contest the reassertion of American influence in Iran in 

1953, Guatemala in 1954, the Dominican Republic in 1965, or Grenada in 

1983.99 

(2) Avoid direct military confrontation. It is remarkable, in retrospect, 

* “In general terms, acquiescence in spheres of influence has taken the form of A dis¬ 

claiming what B does and in fact disapproving of what B does, but at the same time 

acquiescing by virtue of effectively doing nothing to oppose B. ’ [Paul Keal, Unspoken 

Rules and Superpower Dominance (New York: 1983), p. 115.] 
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that at no point during the long history of the Cold War have Soviet and 

American military forces engaged each other directly in sustained hostili¬ 

ties. The super-powers have fought three major limited wars since 1945, but 

in no case with each other: the possibility of direct Soviet-American military 

involvement was greatest—although it never happened—during the Korean 

War; it was much more remote in Vietnam and has remained so in Afghani¬ 

stan as well. In those few situations where Soviet and American military units 

have confronted one another directly—the 1948 Berlin blockade, the construc¬ 

tion of the Berlin Wall in 1961, and the Cuban missile crisis the following 

year—great care was taken on both sides to avoid incidents that might have 

triggered hostilities.100 

Where the super-powers have sought to expand or to retain areas of con¬ 

trol, they have tended to resort to the use of proxies or other indirect means 

to accomplish this: examples would include the Soviet Union’s decision to 

sanction a North Korean invasion of South Korea,'"' and its more recent reli¬ 

ance on Cuban troops to promote its interests in sub-Saharan Africa; on the 

American side covert intervention has been a convenient (if not invariably 

successful) means of defending spheres of influence.! In a curious way, 

clients and proxies have come to serve as buffers, allowing Russians and 

Americans to pursue their competition behind a fagade of “deniability” that 

minimizes the risks of open—and presumably less manageable—confronta¬ 

tion. 

The two super-powers have also been careful not to allow the disputes of 

third parties to embroil them directly: this pattern has been most evident 

in the Middle East, which has witnessed no fewer than five wars between Is¬ 

rael and its Arab neighbors since 1948; but it holds as well for the India- 

Pakistan conflicts of 1965 and 1971, and for the more recent—and much 

more protracted—struggle between Iran and Iraq. The contrast between this 

long tradition of restraint and the casualness with which great powers in the 

past have allowed the quarrels of others to become their own could hardly 

be more obvious.101 

(3) Use nuclear weapons only as an ultimate resort. One of the most sig¬ 

nificant—though least often commented upon—of the super-power “rules” 

has been the tradition that has evolved, since 1945, of maintaining a sharp 

distinction between conventional and nuclear weapons, and of reserving the 

military use of the latter only for the extremity of total war. In retrospect, 

there was nothing at all inevitable about this: the Eisenhower administra- 

* This analysis assumes, as do most scholarly examinations of the subject, that the North 

Korean attack could not have taken place without some form of Soviet authorization. The 

most thorough assessment of this admittedly unclear episode is Robert R. Simmons, The 

Strained Alliance: Peking, Pyongyang, Moscow and the Politics of the Korean Civil War 

(New York: 1975). 

t Which is not to say that the Soviet Union does not engage in covert operations as well; 

it is, however, somewhat more successful at concealing them. The best recent overview is 

John Barron, KGB Today: The Hidden Hand (New York: 1983). 
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tion announced quite publicly its willingness to use nuclear weapons in lim¬ 

ited war situations;102 Henry Kissinger’s Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Pol¬ 

icy strongly endorsed such use in 1957 as a way to keep alliance commitments 

credible;103" and Soviet strategists have traditionally insisted as well that 

in war both nuclear and conventional means would be employed.104 It is 

remarkable, given this history, that the world has not seen a single nuclear 

weapon used in anger since the destruction of Nagasaki more than four de¬ 

cades ago. Rarely has practice of nations so conspicuously departed from 

proclaimed doctrine; rarely, as well, has so great a disparity attracted so 

little public notice. 

This pattern of caution in the use of nuclear weapons did not develop 

solely, as one might have expected, from the prospect of retaliation. As early 

as 1950, at a time when the Soviet Union had only just tested an atomic 

bomb and had only the most problematic methods of delivering it, the 

United States had nonetheless ruled out the use of its own atomic weapons 

in Korea because of the opposition of its allies, the fear of an adverse reac¬ 

tion in the world at large, and uncertainty as to whether they would produce 

the desired military effect. And despite his public position favoring such use, 

Eisenhower would repeatedly, in the years that followed, reject recommenda¬ 

tions to resort to them in limited war situations.105 

It was precisely this sense that nuclear weapons were qualitatively dif¬ 

ferent from other weapons106 that most effectively deterred their employment 

by the United States during the first decade of the Cold War, a period in 

which the tradition of “non-use” had not yet taken hold, within which ample 

opportunities for their use existed, and during which the possibility of So¬ 

viet retaliation could not have been great. The idea of a discrete “threshold” 

between nuclear and conventional weapons, therefore, may owe more to the 

moral-—and public relations—sensibilities of Washington officials than to 

any actual fear of escalation. By the time a credible Soviet retaliatory capa¬ 

bility was in place, at the end of the 1950s, the “threshold” concept was 

equally firmly fixed: one simply did not cross it short of all-out war.f Subse¬ 

quent limited war situations—notably Vietnam for the Americans, and more 

recently Afghanistan for the Russians—have confirmed the continued effec¬ 

tiveness of this unstated but important “rule” of super-power behavior, as 

have the quiet but persistent efforts both Washington and Moscow have made 

to keep nuclear weapons from falling into the hands of others who might 

not abide by it.107 

* It should be added, in fairness, that Kissinger by 1961 had repudiated his earlier posi¬ 

tion on this point. See his The Necessity for Choice: Prospects of American Foreign 

Policy (New York: 1961). 

t It is interesting to note that John F. Kennedy began his administration with what 

appeared to be a pledge never to initiate the use of nuclear weapons against the Soviet 

Union; after protests from NATO allies, though, this was modified into a promise not to 

initiate hostilities only. See Michael Mandelbaum, The Nuclear Question: The United 

States and Nuclear Weapons, 1946-1976 (Cambridge: 1979), p. 75. 
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(4) Prefer predictable anomaly over unpredictable rationality. One of the 

most curious features of the Cold War has been the extent to which the 

super-powers—and their respective clients, who have had little choice in 

the matter—have tolerated a whole series of awkward, artificial, and, on the 

surface at least, unstable regional arrangements: the division of Germany is, 

of course, the most obvious example; others would include the Berlin Wall, 

the position of West Berlin itself within East Germany, the arbitrary and 

ritualized partition of the Korean peninsula, the existence of an avowed So¬ 

viet satellite some ninety miles off the coast of Florida, and, not least, the 

continued functioning of an important American naval base within it. There 

is to all of these arrangements an appearance of wildly illogical improvisa¬ 

tion: none of them could conceivably have resulted, it seems, from any 

rational and premeditated design. 

And yet, at another level, they have had a kind of logic after all: the 

fact that these jerry-built but rigidly maintained arrangements have lasted 

for so long suggests an unwillingness on the part of the super-powers to 

trade familiarity for unpredictability. To try to rationalize the German, Ko¬ 

rean, or Cuban anomalies would, it has long been acknowledged, create the 

unnerving possibility of an uncertain result; far better, Soviet and American 

leaders have consistently agreed, to perpetuate the anomalies rather than to 

risk the possibilities for destabilization inherent in trying to resolve them. 

For however unnatural and unjust these situations may be for the people 

whose lives they directly affect, it seems nonetheless incontestable that the 

super-powers’ preference for predictability over rationality has, on the whole, 

enhanced more than it has reduced prospects for a stable relationship. 

(5) Do not seek to undermine the other side’s leadership. The death of 

Stalin, in March, 1953, set off a flurry of proposals within the United States 

government for exploiting vulnerabilities inside the Soviet Union that were 

thought certain to result, and yet, by the following month President Eisen¬ 

hower was encouraging Stalin’s successors to join in a major new effort to 

control the arms race and reduce the danger of war.108 The dilemma here 

was one that was to recur throughout the Cold War: if what one wanted was 

stability at the international level, did it make sense to try to destabilize the 

other side’s leadership at the national level? 

The answer, it appears, has been no. There have been repeated leadership 

crises in both the United States and the Soviet Union since Stalin’s death: 

one thinks especially of the decline and ultimate deposition of Khrushchev 

following the Cuban Missile Crisis, of the Johnson administration’s all-con¬ 

suming fixation with Vietnam, or the collapse of Nixon’s authority as a re¬ 

sult of Watergate, and of the recent paralysis in the Kremlin brought about 

by the illness and death of three Soviet leaders within less than three years. 

And yet, in none of these instances can one discern a concerted effort by the 

unaffected side to exploit the other’s vulnerability; indeed there appears to 

have existed in several of these situations a sense of frustration, even regret, 

over the difficulties its rival was undergoing.109 From the standpoint of game 
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theory, a “rule” that acknowledges legitimacy of leadership on both sides 

is hardly surprising: there have to be players in order for the game to pro¬ 

ceed. But when compared with other historical—and indeed other current— 

situations in which that reciprocal tolerance has not existed,* its importance 

as a stabilizing mechanism becomes clear. 

Stability, in great power relationships, is not the same thing as politeness. 

It is worth noting that, despite levels of hostile rhetoric unmatched on both 

sides since the earliest days of the Cold War, the Soviet Union and th€ 

United States have managed to get through the early 1980’s without a single 

significant military confrontation of any kind. Contrast this with the record 

of Soviet-American relations in the 1970’s: an era of far greater politeness 

in terms of what the two nations said about one another, but one marred by 

potentially dangerous crises over Soviet submarine bases and combat brigades 

in Cuba, American bombing and mining activities in Vietnam, and a pattern 

of Soviet interventionism in Angola, Somalia, Ethiopia, South Yemen, and 

Afghanistan. There was even a major American nuclear alert during the Yom 

Kippur War in 1973—the only one since the Cuban missile crisis—ironically 

enough, this occurred at the height of what is now wistfully remembered as 

the era of “detente.”110 

What stability does require is a sense of caution, maturity, and responsi¬ 

bility on both sides. It requires the ability to distinguish posturing—some¬ 

thing in which all political leaders indulge—from provocation, which is some¬ 

thing else again. It requires recognition of the fact that competition is a 

normal rather than an abnormal state of affairs in relations between nations, 

much as it is in relations between major corporations, but that this need not 

preclude the identification of certain common—or corporate, or universal— 

interests as well. It requires, above all, a sense of the relative rather than the 

absolute nature of security: that one’s own security depends not only upon 

the measures one takes in one’s own defense, but also upon the extent to 

which these create a sense of insecurity in the mind of one’s adversary. 

It would be foolish to suggest that the Soviet-American relationship today 

meets all of these prerequisites: the last one especially deserves a good deal 

more attention than it has heretofore received, on both sides. But to the extent 

that the relationship has taken on a new maturity—and to see that it has one 

need only compare the current mood of wary optimism with the almost total 

lack of communication that existed at the time of the Korean War, or the 

extreme swings between alarm and amiability that characterized relations in 

the late 1950’s and early 1960’s, or the inflated expectations and resulting 

disillusionments of the 1970’s—that maturity would appear to reflect an in¬ 

creasing commitment on the part of both great nations involved to a “game” 

played “by the rules.” 

* I have in mind here the long history of dynastic struggles in Europe up through the 

wars of the French Revolution; also, and much more recently, the way in which a refusal 

to acknowledge leadership legitimacy has perpetuated the Iran-Iraq war. 
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IX 

History, as anyone who has spent any time at all studying it would surely 

know, has a habit of making bad prophets out of both those who make and 

those who chronicle it. It tends to take the expectations of statesmen and 

turn them upside down; it is not at all tolerant of those who would seek too 

self-confidently to anticipate its future course. One should be exceedingly 

wary, therefore, of predicting how long the current era of Soviet-American 

stability will last. Certainly it is easy to conceive of things that might in one 

way or another undermine it: domestic developments in either country could 

affect foreign policy in unpredictable ways; the actions of third parties could 

embroil the super-powers in conflict with each other against their will; op¬ 

portunities for miscalculation and accident are always present; incompetent 

leadership is always a risk. All that one can—or should—say is that the rela¬ 

tionship has survived these kinds of disruptions in the past: if history made 

bad prophets out of the warmakers of 1914 and 1939—41, or the peace¬ 

makers of 1919, all of whom approached their tasks with a degree of opti¬ 

mism that seems to us foolish in retrospect, then so too has it made bad 

prophets out of the peacemakers of 1945, who had so little optimism about 

the future. 

Whether the Soviet-American relationship could survive something more 

serious is another matter entirely. We know the answer when it comes to 

nuclear war; recent scientific findings have only confirmed visions of catas¬ 

trophe we have lived with for decades.111 But what about a substantial de¬ 

cline in the over-all influence of either great power that did not immediately 

result in war? Here, it seems to me, is a more probable—if less often dis¬ 

cussed—danger. For if history demonstrates anything at all, it is that the 

condition of being a great power is a transitory one: sooner or later, the 

effects of exhaustion, overextension, and lack of imagination take their toll 

among nations, just as surely as does old age itself among individuals. Nor 

is it often that history arranges for great powers to decline simultaneously 

and symmetrically. Past experience also suggests that the point at which a 

great power perceives its decline to be beginning is a perilous one: behavior 

can become erratic, even desperate, well before physical strength itself has 

dissipated.112* 

The Soviet-American relationship has yet to face the test, although there 

is no reason to think it will escape it indefinitely. When that time comes, the 

preservation of stability may require something new in international rela¬ 

tions: the realization that great nations can have a stake, not just in the 

survival, but also the success and prosperity of their rivals. International sys- 

* Paul M. Kennedy has pointed to the significance of the perception among Germans, 

after 1900, that British influence in the world was increasing, while their own was not. 

[The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism, 1860-1914 (Boston: 1980), p. 313.] 
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terns, like tangoes, require at least two reasonably active and healthy partici¬ 

pants; it is always wise, before allowing the dance to end, to consider with 

what, or with whom, one will replace it. 

The Cold War, with all of its rivalries, anxieties, and unquestionable 

dangers, has produced the longest period of stability in relations among 

the great powers that the world has known in this century; it now compares 

favorably as well with some of the longest periods of great power stability in 

all of modern history. We may argue among ourselves as to whether or not 

we can legitimately call this “peace”: it is not, I daresay, what most of us 

have in mind when we use that term. But I am not at all certain that the 

contemporaries of Metternich or Bismarck would have regarded their eras 

as “peaceful” either, even though historians looking back on those eras to¬ 

day clearly do. 

Who is to say, therefore, how the historians a century from now—if there 

are any left by then—will look back on us? Is it not at least plausible that 

they will see our era, not as “the Cold War” at all, but rather, like those 

ages of Metternich and Bismarck, as a rare and fondly remembered “Long 

Peace”? Wishful thinking? Speculation through a rose-tinted word proces¬ 

sor? Perhaps. But would it not behoove us to give at least as much attention 

to the question of how this might happen—to the elements in the contem¬ 

porary international system that might make it happen—as we do to the fear 

that it may not? 
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American military involvement on the 
mainland of Asia? Why did the United 
States not use nuclear weapons during 
the decade in which it had an effective 
monopoly over them? Did American 
leaders really believe in the existence of 
an international communist “mono¬ 
lith”? How did Russians and Americans 
fall into the habit of not shooting down 
each other’s reconnaissance satellites? 

Relating these questions to the cur¬ 
rent status of Soviet-American rela¬ 
tions, Gaddis makes a strong case for the 
relative stability of the postwar interna¬ 
tional system, a stability whose compo¬ 
nents include—and go well beyond— 
nuclear deterrence. The result is a 
provocative exercise in contemporary 
history, certain to generate interest, dis¬ 
cussion, and, in the end, important new 
insights on both past and present as¬ 
pects of the age in which we live. 
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