American History  American Foreign Relations

ANNA KASTEN NELSON is a Distinguished Historian in Residence at American University
where she teaches courses related to the history of American foreign relations.

Cover image: President Lyndon B. Johnson, General Robert
Ginsburg, and Walt Rostow look at a relief map of Khe
Sanh area, Vietnam. Photo courtesy of the LBJ Library.
Photo by Yoichi R. Okamoto.

PolicyMakersPBK.indd 1

9 780742 550421

LITTLEFIELD

1-800-462-6420  www.rowmanlittlefield.com

ISBN-13: 978-0-7425-5042-1
ISBN-10: 0-7425-5042-7
90000

ROWMAN &

For orders and information please contact the publisher
ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD PUBLISHERS, INC.
A wholly owned subsidiary of
The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.
4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200
Lanham, Maryland 20706

THE POLICY MAKERS

CONTRIBUTORS: Lloyd Gardner, Walter LaFeber, Anna Kasten Nelson, John Prados,
Steven L. Rearden, Chris Tudda, Patrick Vaughan.

THE POLICY
MAKERS
SHAPING AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY
FROM 1947 TO THE PRESENT

SHAPING AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY FROM 1947 TO THE PRESENT

This book is about U.S. policy makers who have wielded enormous influence, largely behind the
scenes, since the end of World War II. The advent of the Cold War brought new problems of
national security for the United States. As a result, U.S. presidents no longer sat down with their
secretaries of state to determine the nation’s foreign policy. Instead, postwar chief executives
reached out to individuals in the intelligence and military organizations and, increasingly, to
advisers in the White House. The Policy Makers examines seven such advisers—from public servants in the state department to a CIA director and U.S. senators—as well as the policies each
adviser influenced. By focusing on individuals whose policy making role was often unknown to
the public, Anna Kasten Nelson and her contributors shed light on the myriad ways in which the
postwar foreign policy of the United States has been shaped, sometimes in ways very damaging
to the nation’s security.

NELSON

“A well-written, carefully reasoned, and highly provocative collection of essays on behind-thescene makers of American foreign policy who sometimes wielded more influence than secretaries of state. The Policy Makers should appeal to students and general readers alike.”
— HOWARD JONES, University of Alabama

EDITED BY

ANNA KASTEN NELSON
10/7/08 12:04:00 PM

The Policy Makers

The Policy Makers
Shaping American Foreign Policy
from 1947 to the Present
Edited by
Anna Kasten Nelson

R O W M A N & LI T T LEF I EL D P U B LI S H ER S, I N C .
Lanham • Boulder • New York • Toronto • Plymouth, UK

ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD PUBLISHERS, INC.
Published in the United States of America
by Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.
A wholly owned subsidiary of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.
4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706
www.rowmanlittlefield.com
Estover Road
Plymouth PL6 7PY
United Kingdom
Copyright © 2009 by Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise,
without the prior permission of the publisher.
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Nelson, Anna Kasten.
The policy makers : shaping American foreign policy from 1947 to the present / Anna
Kasten Nelson.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN-13: 978-0-7425-5041-4 (cloth : alk. paper)
ISBN-10: 0-7425-5041-9 (cloth : alk. paper)
ISBN-13: 978-0-7425-5042-1 (pbk. : alk. paper)
ISBN-10: 0-7425-5042-7 (pbk. : alk. paper)
ISBN-13: 978-0-7425-6471-8 (electronic)
ISBN-10: 0-7425-6471-1 (electronic)
1. Statesmen—United States—Biography. 2. Cabinet officers—United State—
Biography. 3. Legislators—United States—Biography. 4. Political consultants—United
States—Biography. 5. United States—Officials and employees—Biography. 6. United
States—Foreign relations—1945-1989. 7. United States—Foreign relations—1989– I.
Title.
E840.6.N45 2009
328.73092—dc22
2008019953
Printed in the United States of America

⬁ ™ The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American
National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library
Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

To the Men in My Life
Paul, Eric, and Michael

Contents

Introduction

1

1

5

2
3
4
5
6
7

Paul H. Nitze and NSC 68: “Militarizing” the Cold War

Steven L. Rearden
“The Devil’s Advocate”: Robert Bowie, Western European
Integration, and the German Problem, 1953–1954
Chris Tudda
Walt Whitman Rostow: Hawkeyed Optimist
Lloyd Gardner
Senator Henry Jackson and the Demise of Détente
Anna Kasten Nelson
Zbigniew Brzezinski and Afghanistan
Patrick Vaughan
The Wave Maker: Bill Casey in the Reagan Years
John Prados
Colin Powell: The Rise and Fall of the Powell Doctrine
Walter LaFeber

Index
About the Contributors

29
59
83
107
131
153

179
187

vii

Introduction

T

wo years after the end of World War II, as the United States became a
global power, its foreign policy began the metamorphosis into national security policy. It had brought the world into the nuclear age, established a large
military presence throughout the world and resolved never to allow another
Pearl Harbor.
The National Security Act of 1947 reflected those changes by creating a
united military establishment, a Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and a
National Security Council. No longer did presidents and secretaries of state
sit down together to determine the course of American policy. The secretary
of defense, director of central intelligence, and first and foremost, after 1960,
the president’s own assistant for national security affairs were now at the
table. Absent but not forgotten was the U.S. Congress, the generous appropriations of which were essential for a global presence.
These chapters, which pair policies and the policy makers, reflect the importance of these new players in national security policy. Colin Powell is the
only secretary of state in the collection, and he is included only because he
also played an important role in American policy as chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff.
The book begins with a discussion of the drafting of the seminal Cold
War paper, NSC 68, by the head of the State Department Planning Staff,
Paul Nitze, and a small interdepartmental group. As Steven Rearden notes
in his chapter, to understand Nitze and NSC 68, it is also necessary to understand the views of his predecessor, George Kennan. Analyzing the substance of NSC 68, it becomes clear that Nitze, encouraged by Secretary of
State Dean Acheson, turned away from Kennan and deliberately changed
U.S. policy.
1

2
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The next chapter is also devoted to a State Department figure, Robert
Bowie, who served as head of policy planning under John Foster Dulles during the Eisenhower administration. As the loyal assistant, Bowie stayed in the
shadows, but his influence was keenly felt in relations between the United
States and Europe during the formative years of the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization.
That the first two chapters are on policy makers and policies that were
conceived largely in the State Department is a reflection of the difficult transition to the new national security system. In spite of inroads from the military and intelligence agencies, both Nitze and Bowie served under strong secretaries of state. No other member of either the Truman or the Eisenhower
administration gained the positions of influence achieved by Dean Acheson
and John Foster Dulles.
But 1961 marked the end of that era as presidents began turning to their
national security assistants for advice on foreign policy. Two chapters discuss
their role in developing important policies. The first one is Walt Whitman
Rostow. Although he served both President John F. Kennedy and President
Lyndon B. Johnson, Rostow was especially important to Johnson in his role
as national security adviser during the Vietnam War. As Lloyd Gardner notes,
he never lost his belief that the war could be won and continued to encourage Johnson.
The other national security adviser is Zbigniew Brzezinski, President
Jimmy Carter’s White House assistant. When the Soviets invaded
Afghanistan, his was the principal voice among Carter’s advisers. His hardline views toward the Soviets greatly influenced Carter’s reaction to that
defining event. Patrick Vaughan provides insight into the forces in Brzezinski’s life that determined his reaction to the Soviet action.
Between these chapters is one on a U.S. senator, Henry “Scoop” Jackson.
Foreign policy has been and continues to be the domain of the president and
executive branch, but a forceful, influential senator, from time to time, can
manage to challenge White House policy. Jackson was a firm believer in
maintaining the military supremacy of the United States and never lost his
suspicion of the Cold War enemy. To the dismay of both Kissinger and
Nixon, he managed to unravel their efforts toward establishing détente with
the Soviet Union.
John Prados’s chapter on William Casey illustrates the ease with which
neutral intelligence can lapse into policymaking. For fifty years, presidents
and their advisers have depended on the neutral intelligence gained by the
CIA and other intelligence agencies to inform their policymaking. But
William Casey had his own agenda. This chapter on Casey, who advised
Ronald Reagan during the Iran-Contra controversy, illustrates the way in
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which the intelligence agencies can sometimes exert influence very damaging
to the nation’s security.
The policy maker in the final chapter, Colin Powell, is almost unique because he was involved in two wars and advised two presidents named Bush.
As head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he was a critical adviser to George H. W.
Bush during the Gulf War. He then served as the secretary of state for George
W. Bush during the first years of the Iraq War. In this chapter, Walter
LaFeber contrasts his strong position as a policy adviser to the senior Bush
with his inability to influence George W. Bush.
No one discussed in this book is truly unknown, but most garner few
paragraphs in textbooks or popular histories even though in every instance the
policies they influenced were of vital importance to the country. I hope these
chapters will help illustrate that important policies were also the result of men
behind the scenes as well as those whose status allowed them to stand at the
president’s shoulder.
Anna Kasten Nelson
American University
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Paul H. Nitze and NSC 68:
“Militarizing” the Cold War
Steven L. Rearden

T

he history of NSC 68 and the life of Paul Henry Nitze are so closely intertwined as to be practically indistinguishable. Submitted to President Harry
S. Truman in the spring of 1950, NSC 68 was a broad analysis of national security policy recommending major revisions in U.S. politicomilitary strategy
toward the Soviet Union. Appearing on the eve of the Korean War, NSC 68
called for an all-round strengthening of the country’s defense posture and
more proactive measures to contain the Soviet threat. As the State Department’s senior representative to the interagency drafting committee that produced NSC 68, Nitze was a leading figure in shaping its content, analysis, and
recommendations. A controversial paper, even at the time it was written,
NSC 68 has since earned both praise as a realistic assessment of the problem
and condemnation for what critics view as the “militarization” of American
foreign policy after World War II. As historian Ernest R. May characterized
the change. “Before mid-1950 containment seemed to involve primarily an
effort to create economic, social, and political conditions assumed to be inhospitable to communism, whereas from mid-1950 onward, the policy
seemed primarily one of preserving military frontiers behind which conditions unsuitable to subversion could gradually evolve.”1
Although Nitze is often celebrated as the “author” of NSC 68, his role
in the project was not what he later considered his most significant accomplishment during a lifetime of public service and philanthropy. As far as
Nitze was concerned, his most significant and enduring contributions were
his involvement in arms control from the late 1960s on and his role in establishing and nurturing the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, which today bears his name. Yet for historians, it was his involvement in NSC 68 that stands out both in the evolution of postwar
5
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American foreign policy and in the development of Nitze’s personal philosophy of national security.

THE CONTAINMENT STRATEGY
Nitze emerged as a significant figure in the policy process in the aftermath of
World War II. Shaping the atmosphere at the time were escalating tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union and growing concern at home
over the menace of communist subversion. By 1948, repeated run-ins between
Washington and Moscow over the political future of Eastern Europe, the security of the Near East, access to Berlin, the control of atomic energy, and other issues pointed to an increasingly sharp divergence of interests. Meanwhile, a
White House–instigated loyalty program and a wide-ranging investigation by
the House Un-American Activities Committee fed speculation and suspicions
that communist penetration of the American government and American institutions was rampant and widespread. In short, the Cold War had come to dominate both the international and domestic political landscapes.
Prior to NSC 68, Nitze was a relatively obscure midlevel State Department bureaucrat who had spent most of his time since World War II grappling with the financial and economic problems of European recovery. Until
1950, the reigning expert on the Soviet threat—the man assumed to know the
most about the problem—was his colleague, George F. Kennan, a career Foreign Service officer and head of State’s Policy Planning Staff. Steeped in Russian history and culture and fluent in the language, Kennan had spent much
of the 1930s and most of World War II at the American embassy in Moscow,
observing the Soviet Union firsthand during one of its most fateful periods.
Despite the wartime alliance between the United States and the Soviet
Union, Kennan found the deterioration in U.S.–Soviet relations that followed
the defeat of Germany and Japan hardly surprising and wholly predictable.
For practical reasons, he downplayed the possibility of a war between Russia
and the West, feeling that the Soviet Union was in no position after the sacrifices it had made in World War II to pose a serious military threat; however,
he cautioned that relations between Moscow and the West were likely to remain unsettled, even antagonistic, for some time to come and that the solution lay in “a long-term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian
expansive tendencies.”2
As the director of policy planning from 1947 to 1950, Kennan was well
positioned to make his views heard and felt in official circles. During the critical policy debates in the spring of 1947, Kennan took exception to the
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“sweeping language” of the Truman Doctrine, arguing that it placed aid to
Greece and Turkey “in the framework of a universal policy rather than in that
of a specific decision addressed to a specific set of circumstances.”3 His preferred approach was that incorporated into the European Recovery Plan
(ERP), which Kennan played a major part in drafting and which Nitze helped
to organize and steer through Congress. In contrast to the Truman Doctrine,
the ERP downplayed ideology in favor of concrete economic, political, and
social programs. The net effect, Kennan was pleased to see, was a more focused and balanced program directed at reversing the dislocations that were
breeding misery and discontent and providing opportunities for communists
to make significant inroads into European politics.
While Kennan and Nitze were in accord on the need to promote European recovery, they often differed on other issues. Most significant was the
relative importance of military power in American foreign policy, which Nitze
accorded a higher priority for the purposes of containing Soviet expansion.
Although Kennan readily acknowledged that military forces were a vital
diplomatic tool, he routinely warned against excessive reliance on armed
strength. The United States, he argued, should maintain sufficient strength
and enough varied units to operate effectively in two separate theaters simultaneously, a rule of thumb that would dominate U.S. military planning more
or less continuously for the duration of the Cold War.
Despite his tendency to downplay the role of military power, Kennan’s
advice carried considerable weight in the senior echelons of the armed services and was especially important in shaping Secretary of the Navy James V.
Forrestal’s perception of the Soviet threat. In Kennan, Forrestal saw much of
himself—a sensitive, perceptive mind, always probing with questions and
never fully satisfied with the answers. Impressed by Kennan’s insights and familiarity with Soviet behavior, Forrestal did much to publicize his ideas and
arranged for his writings to be part of the curriculum of the National War
College and other service schools.
Following passage of the 1947 National Security Act that unified the
armed services and Forrestal’s appointment as the first secretary of defense,
Kennan became a regular participant in Pentagon policy discussions. As
State’s designated representative, he routinely sat in on meetings of the War
Council and the Committee of Four Secretaries, Forrestal’s principal in-house
advisory bodies on military policy and strategy. Forrestal faced two serious
problems at the same time: the need to develop a postwar force structure, tailored to limited fiscal resources, that could effectively support the expanding
demands of American foreign policy and the reorganization of the armed services into a more cohesive, integrated defense establishment. Interservice rivalry and competition for funds were rife, and in the aftermath of the bitterly
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contested unification debate, cooperation and collaboration among the services were in short supply. Especially intense and controversial were the quarrels between the air force and the navy over the control of atomic weapons
and whether the country should rely on long-range land-based bombers or
carrier-based aviation as its first line of defense. Seeking help, Forrestal turned
to Kennan in the spring of 1948 in the hope that he and the Policy Planning
Staff, working in collaboration with the new National Security Council
(NSC), could provide policy guidance that would clarify strategic objectives,
establish priorities for the armed forces, and ultimately quell the interservice
bickering over the allocation of funds.
Both Kennan and his boss, Secretary of State George C. Marshall, sympathized with Forrestal’s predicament. A career military officer, Marshall had
ably served as Army Chief of Staff in World War II and knew firsthand the
pitfalls of interservice rivalry and competition for scarce resources. Not surprisingly, neither he nor Kennan had any desire to become embroiled in the
Pentagon’s internecine quarrels. Moreover, despite a war scare in March 1948,
the ensuing coup d’état that brought down the pro-Western government of
Czechoslovakia, the Soviet blockade of access to Berlin, and the rising tempo
of communist agitation in Italy and elsewhere, President Harry S. Truman
wanted defense spending, for domestic economic reasons, held to $15 billion
per year. In these circumstances, as much as they may have wanted to help,
there was not a lot that either Kennan or Marshall could realistically do to
make Forrestal’s life any easier.
Kennan’s main contribution to this debate was a comprehensive report
(NSC 20/4) to the NSC in November 1948 setting forth basic U.S. national
security policy, the first such report of its kind and the forerunner of NSC 68.
Prepared in response to Forrestal’s request for guidance, NSC 20/4 was a
broad-brush treatment. As such, it was practically useless for the purposes
Forrestal had in mind of evaluating the various threats the country faced and
the relative merits of competing weapons systems and strategies. Notably absent from the report was any mention of nuclear weapons, which the United
States continued to monopolize, or the role they should play in American
policy and strategy. Although the paper acknowledged that Soviet behavior
remained ominous and could precipitate a conflict through miscalculation by
one side or the other, it downplayed the immediate danger in view of the Soviet Union’s still fragile, war-ravaged economy. In true Kennanesque fashion,
NSC 20/4 warned against “excessive” U.S. armaments and recommended instead “a level of military readiness which can be maintained as long as necessary as a deterrent to Soviet aggression.”4
While the guidance in NSC 20/4 was less specific than Forrestal had
sought, it was better than nothing and helped give strategic credibility to the
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administration’s military budget for fiscal year 1950, submitted to Congress
early in 1949. Unable to persuade Truman to lift the ceiling on military
spending, Forrestal had to look elsewhere to shore up what he and his military advisers, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, considered weaknesses in the country’s
defense posture. He did so by coming down on the side of the air force and
placing increased reliance on nuclear weapons and long-range strategic
bombers. Not everyone in the Pentagon agreed with this solution, certainly
not disgruntled admirals in the navy, nor in some ways was it the most practical approach to take since atomic bombs and suitably equipped delivery aircraft were as yet in relatively short supply. But it seemed the most viable option at the time and held considerable appeal to an economy-minded
president and Congress.

NEW FACES, NEW IDEAS
It was against this background of unrelenting tensions with the Soviet Union,
fiscal restraint, and growing reliance on nuclear weapons that Paul H. Nitze
became deputy director of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff in
the summer of 1949, officially succeeding Kennan as head of the organization
on January 1, 1950. In contrast to Kennan, whose entire career had been in
the Foreign Service, much of it overseas, Nitze’s training and background had
been in American high finance, in bond trading as a junior partner of Forrestal’s during the interwar years at the New York investment house of Dillon,
Reed and Company. At the outset of World War II, Nitze followed Forrestal
to Washington to work on economic mobilization matters for the Board of
Economic Warfare. Toward the end of 1944, at the age of thirty-six, he joined
the War Department’s newly organized U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey
(USSBS) and spent the next year in Europe and Japan assessing the impact
of strategic airpower and the use of nuclear weapons against Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. Nitze, though duly impressed by the atomic bomb’s destructive
force, disagreed with those who saw it as ushering in a revolution in modern
warfare and pointed to the equally devastating effects that conventional firebombing raids had had on Dresden and Tokyo. “The significance of the
atomic bomb,” he concluded from his work on the USSBS, “was that it compressed the explosive power of many conventional bombs into one and thus
enormously enhanced the effectiveness of a single bomber.”5
After the war, Nitze postponed returning to his business career and stayed
in Washington to work in the State Department on trade matters, economic
assistance, and the European Recovery Program. He bought a comfortable
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brick home on Woodley Road in the fashionable northwest part of Washington, added a new wing to accommodate his growing family, and settled in for
what would become a new career in government and public service. Even so,
he remained active in his family’s extensive business affairs and always considered his tenure in Washington to be temporary, expecting to return someday
to Wall Street. In fact, he never did, and while he continued to dabble in business, amassing a substantial fortune in the process, he found that his heart lay
in trying to make sense of the intricate details of national security policy.
Nitze owed his appointment as director of policy planning to Truman’s
new secretary of state, Dean G. Acheson, who replaced the ailing George C.
Marshall in January 1949. Among the personnel changes he made was Kennan’s transfer from the Policy Planning Staff to the more or less honorific job
of counselor. In his memoirs, Kennan characterized his departure from the
planning staff as voluntary, the product of bureaucratic procedural changes
that threatened to deny him direct access to the secretary of state. However,
it also seems clear that, as far as Acheson was concerned, Kennan had outlived his usefulness. Faced with a growing array of foreign policy problems,
Acheson wanted to broaden the department’s professional base and bolster its
analytical capabilities. As secretary of state, he relied increasingly on “outsiders” like Nitze, with backgrounds in business, law, or academia. In effect,
the “philosophers” like Kennan found themselves displaced by the “pragmatists” like Nitze. One side effect was to alienate many of the department’s careerists, especially its elite circle of Soviet affairs specialists that included Kennan and Charles E. Bohlen, who felt they alone had the experience and
credentials for interpreting Soviet behavior. Later, when they were virtually
excluded from the preparation of NSC 68, they believed their worst fears confirmed and dismissed the paper’s treatment of the Soviet Union as crude and
uninformed.
The policies that Acheson and Nitze pushed were not, in fact, much
different from those Kennan advocated. All three viewed the containment
of Soviet power and influence as the central problem of American foreign
policy. Where they parted company was over the role of military force,
which Acheson and Nitze viewed as far more integral to the effective conduct of diplomacy. This is not to say that they sought a military showdown
with the Soviet Union—far from it. But they wanted as many instruments
at their disposal as they could possibly muster. A top priority throughout
Acheson’s tenure as secretary of state was to strengthen ties between the
United States and Europe, a process that included the completion in April
1949 of a military alliance that created the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and a companion measure, the Mutual Defense Assistance
Program (MDAP), to bolster Western Europe’s confidence and depleted
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military capabilities. To Kennan, these measures placed excessive trust in responses of a military nature and would only antagonize the Soviet Union
into more belligerent behavior. Acheson and Nitze, on the other hand, saw
them as essential forms of insurance to preserve the gains made under the
Marshall Plan.
Looking down the road, Acheson and Nitze were of a mind that the
United States needed a more flexible defense posture than the one taking
shape by 1949 around an arsenal of nuclear weapons and long-range bombers.
However, they received little cooperation from Forrestal’s successor at the
Pentagon, Louis A. Johnson. A prominent figure in the Democratic Party,
Johnson was said to have had ambitions of becoming president of the United
States. During the 1948 election, he had headed Truman’s fund-raising campaign and, according to the president’s daughter, had “proceeded to accomplish miracles.”6 In gratitude for Johnson’s help, Truman named him secretary
of defense in March 1949 and gave him carte blanche to impose discipline on
the armed services and make them toe the line on fiscal policy.
Johnson pursued his mandate with uncommon vigor and in so doing further exacerbated interservice tensions and rivalry. In the spring of 1949, justifying his decision on cost-containment grounds, he peremptorily canceled
construction of the USS United States, the navy’s prototype for a new generation of atomic-capable flush-deck “supercarriers” intended for missions similar to those of the air force’s long-range bombers. Seeing their future in jeopardy, many of the navy’s senior officers staged a protest and in “leaks” to the
press and public hearings before Congress denounced the secretary’s policies
as an injustice to their service and a danger to national security.
Relations between State and Defense suffered as well from Johnson’s advent. While Acheson sought closer collaboration with the Pentagon, Johnson
narrowed the opportunities by requiring his subordinates, the secretaries of
the military departments, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff to clear all business
with the State Department, including even routine contacts, through his immediate office. Secretaries of defense since Johnson’s time have customarily
issued similar directives, but in 1949 it seemed a sharp departure from the collegial atmosphere and close collaboration between State and Defense that
Forrestal had tried to encourage. Many of Johnson’s prohibitions on
State–Defense contacts were impossible to enforce, and some were simply ignored as a matter of necessity. Yet their overall effect was a severe strain on
State–Defense relations that fueled press speculation of an Acheson–Johnson
feud. A frustrated Acheson eventually concluded that Johnson must have
been “mentally ill.” “His conduct,” Acheson insisted, “became too outrageous
to be explained by mere cussedness. It did not surprise me when some years
later he underwent a brain operation.”7
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THE IMMEDIATE ORIGINS OF NSC 68
In the autumn of 1949, two events convinced Nitze and Acheson that the
time for a reappraisal of American foreign policy had come. The first was the
discovery in early September 1949 that the Soviet Union had recently tested
an atomic device and would probably soon have an arsenal of nuclear weapons
that could threaten Western Europe or even the United States. Although not
unexpected, the Soviet test came several years ahead of predictions, an error
in intelligence caused by the Central Intelligence Agency’s gross underestimation of the Soviet Union’s access to high-grade uranium ore.8 Heretofore,
the United States had relied on the atomic bomb as one of the mainstays of
its postwar security posture. “As long as we can outproduce the world, can
control the sea and can strike inland with the atomic bomb,” Secretary of Defense Forrestal had once observed, “we can assume certain risks otherwise unacceptable.”9 Now, with that formula rendered suspect, it was no longer clear
whether the United States could continue to mount effective deterrence and
containment of the Soviet Union with the resources it had on hand.
The other development was the creation of the People’s Republic of
China on October 1, 1949, the culmination of a steady series of military victories by the communist forces of Mao Tse-tung over his Nationalist rival,
Chiang Kai-shek. Like the Soviet atomic test, Mao’s triumph was foreseeable
to those familiar with the situation but a shock to others who had been counting on the Nationalists under Chiang Kai-shek to bolster the American position in the Far East. The result was a backlash of second-guessing and recrimination in Washington. Acheson and Nitze had no doubt that the United
States would continue to enjoy a dominant position in Japan and the western
Pacific. But along the rim, on the Korean peninsula and in Southeast Asia
where East and West were in direct contact, the potential for friction and
conflict seemed to go up enormously.
While the need for a reassessment of American policy was self-evident
to Acheson and Nitze, it met with stubborn resistance from Secretary of Defense Johnson, who viewed it with suspicion, as if it might become an infringement on his power and authority over the Pentagon. Matters came to a
head during an internal debate that took place toward the end of 1949 over
whether to develop a so-called superbomb, or thermonuclear bomb, as one
means of countering the Soviet atomic test and strengthening U.S. nuclear
deterrence. While discussing the issue with Nitze, the chairman of the
Atomic Energy Commission, David E. Lilienthal, expressed deep reservations about developing a superbomb without some idea of the effect it might
have on the overall international situation and the future of U.S.–Soviet rela-

Paul H. Nitze and NSC 68

13

tions. Lilienthal deemed such weapons morally objectionable and regretted
the growing role that the nuclear arsenal was coming to play in American defense policy. Nitze concurred that there were legitimate grounds, including
moral ones, for concern. But he disagreed with Lilienthal’s contention that
the superbomb should be delayed until its full implications could be evaluated
and ascertained. Stressing the possibility that the Soviets might already be at
work on a thermonuclear weapon, Nitze argued that it was only prudent that
the United States launch its own H-bomb project concurrently with a review
of basic national security policy. “The upshot of this,” he found, “was to satisfy Lilienthal’s basic argument.”10
On January 31, 1950, President Truman announced two fateful decisions. First, he authorized accelerated work to determine the feasibility of a
thermonuclear weapon, and, second, brushing aside objections from Louis
Johnson, he wanted the secretaries of state and defense to collaborate on a reexamination of basic U.S. security policy in light of the changed circumstances arising from the Soviet Union’s acquisition of atomic weapons and a
possible thermonuclear bomb capability. From the outset, Nitze and his colleagues on the policy review group formed to conduct the inquiry knew that,
to do justice to the problems they faced, they would have to interpret their
mandate loosely. The resulting report—probably much broader and more detailed than Truman expected—would replace NSC 20/4 as the blueprint of
basic American security policy and serve as the guide for similar policy papers
generated over the next decade. In Nitze’s view, this in itself was perhaps NSC
68’s most significant and lasting contribution. “The papers up to the date,” he
explained, “dealt largely with the major components of policy rather than policy as a whole. . . . I think the important thing about the paper was the comprehensiveness of the approach rather than the particular recommendations
contained therein.”11
Although a collaborative effort between the State and Defense departments, NSC 68 was mainly the product of State’s Policy Planning Staff, with
Nitze closely overseeing the project from start to finish. Years later, as one of
his protégés characterized his work habits, Nitze was “an inveterate problemsolver . . . result-oriented to a fault.”12 Others from the Planning Staff who
worked on the project included Robert W. Tufts, George H. Butler, Carlton
Savage, Harry H. Schwartz, Dorothy Fosdick (later a key foreign policy adviser to Governor Adlai Stevenson during his campaigns for the presidency
and foreign policy adviser to Senator Henry Jackson), and John Paton Davies
Jr., who prepared the first draft. Armed with the president’s directive, Nitze
insisted on full cooperation from the Pentagon. Inputs from the military side
came principally from the Joint Chiefs of Staff through their representative,
Major General Truman H. Landon, USAF. Nitze remembered Landon as “a
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wise, straightforward, and competent collaborator.”13 But he was also utterly
loyal to his superiors and not inclined to challenge Johnson’s economy program. Initially, Landon presented modest proposals to shore up weaknesses
here and there, expedite the procurement of new equipment, and correct minor deficiencies in the existing force structure. But after a few weeks, Nitze
recalled, Landon become persuaded that “we were serious about doing a basic strategic review and not just writing some papers which would help people promote special projects of one kind or another.” Given the change in
Landon’s outlook, Nitze suspected that “there was, in fact, a revolt from
within” the Pentagon taking shape against Johnson’s policies of placing economy over preparedness.14
After proceeding through six weeks of work and several drafts, Nitze felt
it was time for Acheson and Johnson to meet to examine the review group’s
progress. This meeting, held on March 22, 1950, at the State Department,
nearly killed the project. While Nitze had kept Acheson up to date on almost
a day-to-day basis, Johnson received only intermittent reports from his personal representative, Major General James H. Burns, an army retiree who
worked part time as coordinator for politicomilitary affairs in the Office of
the Secretary of Defense. Whether Johnson even bothered to read Burns’s reports is problematic. When Johnson arrived for the meeting, he cut short
Nitze’s oral briefing, denounced the State Department for numerous past discourtesies, and declared that he would take no position until he had time to
read the review group’s papers in detail. Acheson took Johnson aside, but their
inability to hold a civil discussion led to the collapse of the meeting. After
Johnson stalked out, the executive secretary of the NSC, James S. Lay, relayed
word of the impasse to the White House. “Within the hour,” Acheson later
recalled, “the president telephoned me, expressing his outrage and telling me
to carry on exactly as we had been doing.”15
From this point on, Johnson’s influence within the administration declined steadily as his differences with Acheson became more pronounced.
While Johnson was out of town a week later attending a meeting of the
NATO defense ministers at The Hague, the review group circulated its report and slipped a bootleg copy to Truman. The Joint Chiefs and the service secretaries uniformly supported its recommendations. Faced with the
choice of concurring or of offering an embarrassing lone dissent, Johnson
endorsed the report and urged Truman to place it before the NSC for further action. In April the report entered the council’s serial number file as
NSC 68. Unable to suppress the report, Johnson decided to accept it,
though he remained skeptical about whether it would produce any significant change of policy.
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ASSESSING THE THREAT
NSC 68 opens with a dramatic comparison of the American and Soviet political systems, underscoring the inherent conflict between them and, by extension, between East and West. The purpose of the American system, as
enunciated in the preamble of the Constitution, is “to assure the integrity and
vitality of our free society, which is founded upon the dignity and worth of the
individual.”16 The purpose of the Soviet system, in contrast, is to assure the
supremacy of communist leaders and their “absolute power, first in the Soviet
Union and second in the areas now under their control.” Characterizing the
Soviet Union as a “slave state,” pursuing ruthless policies of oppression and
exploitation at home and abroad, NSC 68 depicted the world as being divided
between two irreconcilable philosophies—one committed to the preservation
of freedom, as pursued in the West, and the other committed to the perpetuation of a totalitarian dictatorship bent on nothing less than world domination controlled from Moscow. “What is new,” the report argued, “what makes
the continuing crisis, is the polarization of power which now inescapably confronts the slave society with the free.”
Critics have since tended to dismiss the opening sections of the report as
hyperbole, intended either to capture readers’ attention (Truman’s especially)
or to give vent to pent-up Cold War frustrations. Yet a close reading of this
part of the report suggests a more serious purpose. Indeed, it suggests a redefinition of the Soviet threat as an almost permanent menace to the American
way of life. Up until NSC 68, the prevailing assumption, nurtured by Kennan’s optimism, was that containment of the Soviet Union over time would
produce internal changes that would alter Soviet behavior, causing a mellowing of Soviet hostility toward the West and eventually the emergence of new
Soviet leaders who would be less antagonist, less paranoid, and less bent on
expansion. NSC 68 holds out no such hope or little at best. It views the Soviet Union as an implacable foe whose internal political system is self-perpetuating and whose dangerous policies and philosophy are therefore likely to
threaten the West for years to come, perhaps indefinitely. Instead of being a
transient phenomenon, as depicted by Kennan, the Cold War as viewed in
NSC 68 had become the more or less permanent state of Soviet–American
relations. It might ease up from time to time, or it might intensify, but it
would not go away, even under the pressures brought to bear on the Soviet
Union by continuing American containment.
The report then surveys the strengths and weaknesses of the Soviet
system. Most dangerous and menacing were the Soviet Union’s military capabilities, which NSC 68 found to be “far in excess of those necessary to
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defend its national territory,” leading to the conclusion that their only possible purpose was to help further Moscow’s “design for world domination.”
Military expenditures in the Soviet Union consumed nearly 14 percent of
the gross national product (GNP), as against 6 to 7 percent in the United
States. Only in atomic armaments did the United States hold a commanding lead, though as time went on this advantage was expected to diminish.
Citing the most recent coordinated intelligence estimate, the report predicted a “year of maximum danger” by mid-1954, the point at which, theoretically, the Soviet Union would have a sufficient stockpile of atomic
bombs (around 200) to inflict “serious damage” on the United States.
Should the Soviet Union successfully develop a thermonuclear capability,
the threat would be “tremendously increased.”
To counteract this threat, the review group looked at four possible
courses of action. Two of these—a return to isolationism and the initiation of
a preventive war—the group dismissed as impractical and inadvisable. The
historic and traditional role of the United States, the report argued, was to
provide world leadership and to forestall wars, not start them. A third option—to pursue a continuation of current policies—seemed no less ill advised.
“From the military point of view,” NSC 68 said, “the actual and potential capabilities of the United States, given a continuation of current and projected
programs, will become less and less effective as a war deterrent.” This left the
fourth and final option, the only one the report found realistic and prudent—
“a substantial and rapid building-up of strength in the free world . . . to support a firm policy intended to check and roll back the Kremlin’s drive for
world domination.”
To preserve credible deterrence and to prepare for any possible future
emergency, NSC 68 urged the United States to step up nuclear weapons production and 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.” Within the next four years, the United
States should have forces in being or readily available to defend the Western
Hemisphere, protect the mobilization base at home, conduct offensive operations on a scale “sufficient to destroy vital elements of the Soviet war-making capacity,” defend lines of communication, and provide aid to allies. Additionally, and as part of a “comprehensive and decisive program,” the report
endorsed the development of “an adequate political and economic framework
for the achievement of our long-range objectives,” a “substantial increase” in
American military expenditures, an enlarged program of foreign military assistance, increases in foreign economic aid, intensification of intelligence activities and covert operations, and stronger measures for internal security and
civil defense.
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The need for these measures followed logically from what the policy review group perceived as the principal source of danger—“a strong surprise
blow” similar to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941. The warning
implicit in NSC 68 was that the United States could ill afford a similar disaster, least of all one mounted by an enemy using nuclear weapons. The purpose of rearming, therefore, was not merely to deter the Soviets from launching an attack but to be able to absorb the first strike if it should come and to
have sufficient conventional and nuclear forces survive to respond effectively.
Hence, the call for a peacetime buildup that would reduce the need for protracted mobilization in wartime and assure the successful conduct of military
operations until the enemy capitulated or reinforcements arrived.
While the authors of NSC 68 had a healthy respect for nuclear weapons,
they did not view them as necessarily decisive or likely to become so in the
foreseeable future, given the limited size of nuclear arsenals at the time. If the
United States could take steps to absorb a nuclear attack, so could the Soviet
Union. A surprise atomic attack would indeed be devastating but not decisive
if the necessary precautionary steps were taken and forces-in-being were sufficiently dispersed and survivable. Here, Nitze’s influence becomes strikingly
apparent. Of those who served on the NSC 68 policy review group, Nitze had
more firsthand experience with the effects of nuclear weapons than anyone.
As vice chairman of the USSBS in 1945, he was among the earliest to inspect
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Although the USSBS investigation confirmed the
awesome destructive power of the atomic bomb, it also turned up some surprising findings that left Nitze skeptical: in Hiroshima rail traffic had resumed forty-eight hours after the attack; tunnel shelters in Nagasaki had provided effective protection from the attack, even at ground zero;
nonradioactive vegetation was soon growing again immediately under the
centers of the explosions; and factories on the periphery of the cities were virtually undamaged, out of operation only for lack of materials. “Frankly,” Nitze
later recalled, “the emotional effect of seeing what had happened at Darmstadt was greater, in a surprising way, than it was at Hiroshima and Nagasaki.”17
Yet in the final analysis, it was not a military confrontation with the Soviets that the authors most feared. Rather, it was the prospect that over time
there might occur a weakening of “the integrity and vitality of our system”
brought on by a progressive erosion of values or a deteriorating willingness to
defend them. “Even if there were no Soviet Union,” the report contended, “we
would [still] face the great problem of the free society, accentuated manyfold
in this industrial age, of reconciling order, security, the need for participation,
with the requirements of freedom.” In other words, the defense of freedom
was a constant, ongoing battle. That it now involved the Soviet Union, a
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country with immense military assets, did not in any way alter the nature of
the struggle, though it did necessitate a redoubling of American awareness,
dedication, and effort. Increased military power was of primary importance
because it represented the most visible demonstration of will, a signal to
Moscow that the United States would go to any length to protect its freedoms
and thwart the Kremlin’s “design.”
The key finding of NSC 68 was its all-encompassing call for “a rapid and
sustained buildup of the political, economic, and military strength of the free
world.” The key word is sustained, which implied a sharp departure from previous assumptions governing national security policy. Above all, NSC 68 demanded a reassessment of Marshall’s dictum that the American people would
not tolerate open-ended foreign commitments or heavy defense expenditures
year after year. During the preparation of the report, the members of the policy review group held lengthy discussions about whether the program they
envisioned could be sustained and whether the American people had the will
to pursue it. The members were confident that the United States could mobilize the necessary resources but less sure whether the American people
would be willing to bear the burdens for an indefinite time and make the necessary sacrifices. Marshall’s response, had be been asked to comment, would
probably have been “no.” The review group, perhaps knowing what it was
likely to hear, apparently made no attempt to solicit Marshall’s advice. However, it did consult with others, including former Undersecretary of State
Robert A. Lovett; J. Robert Oppenheimer, who had overseen the Los Alamos
atomic bomb project in World War II; Harvard president and chemist James
B. Conant; Ernest O. Lawrence, winner of the 1939 Nobel Prize in physics;
Henry D. Smyth, a former member of the Manhattan Project and author of
a 1945 study of the program’s accomplishments; and Chester I. Barnard of the
Rockefeller Foundation. All agreed that public acceptance of the program
could not be taken for granted and that the government would need all the
assistance it could get to mobilize and sustain public support.
Initially, however, it was President Truman’s acceptance rather than the
public’s that the policy review group needed. One way of doing this was to
delete financial estimates from the report and leave the president free of any
binding prior commitments should he choose to approve the report for implementation. Privately, Nitze and others who worked on NSC 68 estimated
the cost at between $35 billion and $50 billion annually over the next several
years. While Nitze made his personal estimate known to Secretary Acheson,
there is no evidence that Acheson ever conveyed it to Truman. Given the
president’s tough-minded approach to money matters, it followed logically
that if he could be persuaded that the danger was as great as it seemed, requiring all the necessary sacrifices, so could most other people. The report
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conceded that the program it outlined would be “costly” and probably require
higher taxes to avoid deficit budgets. But it simply did not belabor these
points.
Much of the subsequent criticism of NSC 68 has focused on its rhetoric, which for a “top-secret” policy document seems unduly sharp and harsh,
as though the paper may have had some propaganda purpose. Throughout his
lifetime, Nitze asserted that the report was meant solely for internal consumption and that the phrasing and choice of words was purely for illustration purposes. “We wrote it that way for clarity,” Nitze insisted.18 Be that as
it may, the paper still relied heavily on questionable generalizations that gave
East–West relations the aura of a black-and-white struggle. The idea that
there was a distinct dichotomy in the world between the “slave” society in the
East and a “free” society in the West was a gross oversimplification since very
few countries outside the Soviet bloc were at that time free by American standards of democracy. Many countries in Asia and Africa remained colonial
holdings from the days of European imperialism. In Latin America, rightwing authoritarian regimes abounded. Moreover, communism was by no
means the monolith as NSC 68 portrayed it. Yugoslavia’s defection was already an accomplished fact, and Acheson was counting on a similar occurrence in China to thwart the extension of Soviet power and influence in the
Far East. Yet the picture of communism in NSC 68 is that of a galvanized
movement, directed from Moscow and virtually impervious to accommodation with the West.
Perhaps the most disturbing part of NSC 68 was its treatment of nuclear
weapons. Even though it urged substantial increases in conventional forces,
NSC 68 regarded nuclear weapons as crucial to American security and likely
to remain so as the Soviets expanded their atomic arsenal. This implied that
the more weapons the Soviets stockpiled, the more the United States should
stockpile—a classic action/reaction phenomenon. Where this process might
lead or be expected to end, the report failed to say, though it did suggest that
both sides eventually would acquire offsetting nuclear capabilities. Until that
point was reached, however, the report cast doubt on the probability that U.S.
reliance on nuclear weapons would significantly diminish. Acheson wanted a
better balance between conventional and nuclear forces. But he could not
have been overly reassured that such a balance would soon be achieved.
Yet for all its faults and weaknesses, NSC 68 was still a remarkable document, distinctly representative of the troubled, uncertain times in which it
was written. An emotional yet analytical paper at the same time, it addressed
an issue that was without precedent in American experience—the rise of an
adversary with seemingly limitless ambitions, committed to an ideology that
claimed the tide of history was on its side, willing to allocate enormous resources
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to carry out those ambitions. Since World War II, in facing up to this challenge, the United States had rethought its role in world affairs and had undertaken initiatives—full and active membership in the United Nations, the
Marshall Plan, the Greek-Turkish aid program, and NATO—that earlier
generations of Americans would have seen as beyond the pale of contemplation. Yet for all the effort and resources that had been expended to counter the
communist danger, it seemed only to grow more bold and menacing.
The point that NSC 68 endeavored to drive home was that there was no
“quick fix” to the problem of Soviet power, no easy solution that would guarantee peace, prosperity, and international harmony. That a confrontation with
the Soviets might escalate into global nuclear war compounded the problem,
making it all the more urgent for the United States to raise its level of preparedness. The American people were not accustomed to such continuous
psychological exposure to these dangers; NSC 68 clearly implied that they
would have to adjust lest they risk losing the values and freedoms they cherished.

REACTIONS AND IMPLEMENTATION
Despite the impression that Acheson conveyed in his memoirs, Truman did
not approve NSC 68 as soon as he officially received it in April 1950. In fact,
his initial reaction to the report was one of typical caution. Reluctant to commit himself to new or enlarged programs without knowing what they might
cost, he directed the creation of an ad hoc interagency committee, including
his economic and budget advisers, to assess the report’s requirements and potential impact. At the same time, Secretary of Defense Johnson ordered the
Joint Chiefs of Staff to prepare itemized listings of force-level deficiencies.
These studies were still in progress when the Korean War erupted on June 25,
1950. Confronted with the sudden outbreak of hostilities and fearing an escalation of communist aggression, Truman sent U.S. combat troops into Korea and notified Congress that he would need supplemental appropriations
for defense and military assistance totaling $10 billion, the first of several such
requests he would make before the end of the year. Finally, on September 30,
1950, he got around to signing a memorandum (NSC 68/1) approving NSC
68 “as a statement of policy to be followed over the next four or five years.”19
This sequence of events raises the intriguing question of what Truman
would have done about NSC 68 had the Korean War not intervened. Most
involved in policymaking at the time, including Nitze, recognized that NSC
68 presaged a major departure of policy that would radically alter priorities at
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home and drastically expand the scale and scope of American commitments
abroad. Even if Truman had not approved the report, however, it seems likely
that the results would have been more or less the same because of the worries
generated by the Korean War. NSC 68 provided a new rationale that effectively subordinated most other concerns to meeting the needs of national security. Presidents invariably hedge major decisions of this sort as long as possible, and Truman, despite his celebrated motto that “the buck stops here,”
was no exception. He took more than five months to make up his mind on
the report and then acted only after events seemed to fix his course.
Nitze believed that, sooner or later, events would have forced the president’s hand. As early as February 1950, when NSC 68 was still in its early
gestation stage, Nitze expressed growing concern over signs of “a boldness
that is essentially new” in Soviet behavior—an apparent willingness on the
part of the Soviet Union, emboldened by its new nuclear capability, to assume
risk that it had eschewed previously. While not ruling out the possibility of
general war if the Soviets miscalculated and went too far, Nitze anticipated
that they would localize their aggression in areas where the United States had
marginal interests and would be hard pressed to respond. Among the areas in
which the Soviets seemed most likely to foment troubles, Nitze singled out
Indochina, Berlin, Austria, the United Nations, and Korea.
Nitze’s assessment was essentially a hunch. He had no solid proof that
the Soviets were planning something, nor did intelligence reports predict a
general worsening of the world situation. According to the U.S. embassy in
Moscow, in its annual tour d’horizon report that reached Washington just a
few days after NSC 68 went to the president, the situation was no better and
no worse than a year before. If anything, despite the Soviet A-bomb test and
the fall of China, the signing of the North Atlantic Treaty and the preliminary implementation of MDAP had yielded “a slight net gain for the West.”20
In other words, there seemed nothing to provoke undue alarm, comparable to
the situation two years earlier when the Soviets overthrew the Czech government, made menacing gestures toward Norway and Finland, and launched
the Berlin blockade. At that time, the United States still had a monopoly on
nuclear weapons. Even so, this had not stopped the Soviets from seeking to
make gains and to exploit weak spots where they could. Given this perspective, it seemed to Nitze only logical that with a nuclear capability, the Soviets
would feel more confident than ever and would try somehow to capitalize on
their newly acquired strength.
Nitze’s most disturbing “evidence” of Soviet malevolence came from
Alexander Sachs, an economist with Lehman Brothers. Sachs arrived at
Nitze’s office one day in the spring of 1950 with a set of papers warning that
the Soviets saw the “correlation of forces” as having turned in their favor.
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Sachs believed the Soviets would act cautiously at first, probably through one
or more reliable satellites. From this he further deduced that an attack on
South Korea loomed in the very near future. But as accurate as Sachs’s warning proved to be, it was not the first such report to cross Nitze’s desk. Indeed,
similar assessments had recurred regularly in official channels ever since the
first signs of a North Korean military buildup in 1947. In any case, Nitze
doubted whether much could be done to forestall a conflict until Truman
reached a decision on NSC 68.
Even without Korea, Truman probably would have approved NSC 68, if
only to demonstrate his support for and confidence in Acheson’s policies and
advice. However, it seems clear that he would not have given it the full funding that Nitze and his collaborators on the review group had in mind. Historians generally agreed that, without the impetus of Korea, an increase of between $3 billion and $5 billion annually was about as much as Truman would
have approved. This was a piffling amount, to be sure, compared with subsequent appropriations brought on by the Korean War, but it appears to follow
from the instructions Truman issued to his budget director, Frederick J. Lawton, at a meeting on May 23. “The President indicated,” Lawton recalled in
his diary, “that we were to continue to raise any questions that we had on this
program and that it definitely was not as large in scope as some of the people
seem to think.”21
Still, any increase would have served Acheson’s immediate purpose, for
it would have represented a tacit repudiation of Johnson’s economy program
and, with it, the beginning of the end of policies predicated on economic feasibility rather than security objectives. This in itself would have been a significant departure from the prevailing practice since World War II. But it probably would not have been enough to guarantee the continuation of a
“sustained” buildup as called for in NSC 68. Only with the onset of the Korean emergency did Truman accept the full range of NSC 68 recommendations and, more importantly, the thinking behind them.
By all standards, the Korean War buildup was an impressive accomplishment. From a prewar base of less than $13 billion in fiscal year 1950, national defense spending soared to $48 billion in fiscal year 1953, nearly a fourfold increase that consumed 13.5 percent of the GNP, compared with 4.8
percent three years earlier. At the same time, the United States poured additional billions into a greatly expanded military assistance program, added new
facilities to accelerate the production of tactical and strategic nuclear
weapons, built a chain of overseas air and sea bases that virtually encircled the
Soviet Union and China, and strengthened its covert operations and psychological warfare capabilities. The rearmament of Germany began, NATO acquired an integrated multinational high command, and four divisions of
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American combat troops deployed to Europe. Elsewhere, the United States
signed a mutual security agreement with Japan, concluded a similar arrangement with Australia and New Zealand, and assumed much of the financial
burden of keeping French forces fighting communism in Indochina, while
American troops did the same in Korea.
Despite a lengthy list of accomplishments, however, the job seemed
never ending, the goals almost always beyond reach. At one point late in
1950, Nitze expressed astonishment at “the enormous cost” of the buildup
and the “rather small forces” it had yielded thus far.22 Yet it was not simply the
cost of rearmament that gave Nitze cause for concern. With clever budget
management, a surge in the economy from defense orders, and acceptance of
the need from time to time for deficit financing (eventually to become an almost routine part of the budget process), fiscal problems took on relatively
less importance than before. Rather, it was the continuing uncertainty over
the public’s willingness to sustain the buildup that most worried Nitze and its
other supporters. One result was the emergence of public interest groups like
the first bipartisan Committee on the Present Danger, which dedicated itself
to educating the public on the need for a strong defense posture. Still, it was
an uphill struggle, one made all the harder by the stalemated war in Korea and
seemingly fruitless negotiations with an inscrutable enemy. The outbreak of
the war had elevated NSC 68 to the status of national policy, yet, ironically,
the longer the war continued, the harder it became to rally a national following for that policy. As Acheson soon realized ,the war diverted attention from
the true danger. “We are fighting the second team,” he conceded, “whereas the
real enemy is the Soviet Union.”23
The backlash came in November 1952 with the election of a new administration that promised to end the Korean War as its first order of business. Once in office, Eisenhower went even further, reimposing ceilings on
military spending and reverting to defense policies that again stressed primary
reliance on nuclear weapons, now more heavily than ever. Rejecting the notion in NSC 68 that the nation should prepare itself for a “year of maximum
danger,” Eisenhower wanted policies and programs suitable for the “long
haul.” As Kennan had experienced three years earlier, Nitze saw his power
and influence wane, as his views on national security policy grew to be more
and more at odds with those of Eisenhower and his secretary of state, John
Foster Dulles. Although Nitze was conditionally offered a new job in the Defense Department, the appointment never materialized because of the opposition of Republican conservatives in Congress who felt that Nitze had too
closely identified with Acheson and the Truman administration. As much as
he disagreed with the new administration’s philosophy, friends of his said he
deeply regretted not being kept on.
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THE LEGACY OF NSC 68
The Eisenhower administration was by no means the end of Nitze’s career in
national security. Although out of public service for the remainder of the
1950s, he returned to serve in subcabinet posts in the Defense Department
during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations and as a senior adviser and
negotiator on arms control matters in the 1970s and 1980s. Throughout, Nitze
remained the champion of a robust defense posture along the lines laid out in
NSC 68. Equally if not more important, he became convinced that NSC 68’s
most useful contribution lay in its “organized approach,” which became almost
standard procedure from 1950 on, to the development and implementation of
national security policy.24 Not every administration followed the same practices or procedures or came up with the same solutions. Yet all agreed, to one
degree or another, that having a general blueprint of goals and priorities was a
useful asset. Even President John F. Kennedy, who disdained the prescriptive
policy approach used by the Truman and Eisenhower administrations, came to
realize that it was practically impossible to manage the allocation of resources
without a governing concept, hence his reliance on Secretary of Defense
Robert S. McNamara’s annual “posture statements” and draft presidential
memorandums setting forth not only the details of politicomilitary programs
but also the philosophy and ultimate purposes behind them.
The institutionalization of national security became NSC 68’s most enduring—and controversial—legacy. Where Nitze saw NSC 68 fostering a
more sensible and systematic approach to policy and the allocation of resources, critics later deplored it for giving rise to a national security state and
a foreign policy increasingly dependent on military power. Obviously, opinions have differed considerably over NSC 68’s long-term impact. Yet all
would agree that it profoundly reshaped the federal government’s management of national security. Prior to NSC 68, during the interwar years and in
the immediate aftermath of World War II, expenditures for defense and national security were calculated on the “remainder method,” a procedure that
gave priority to meeting domestic needs and fixed charges before determining the available resources for defense and national security. But from NSC
68 on, the ground rules changed. Although presidents continued to set ceilings or use other devices to control costs, they treated national security as another line item in the budget, with a more or less equally valid claim on resources as domestic programs. Technically, the military budget fell under the
category of “discretionary” spending. But over time, as a growing number of
programs in the defense budget became fixed expenditures, there was less and
less “discretionary” room left.
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The result was a vast expansion of the national security system, including not only the military but also the intelligence community, foreign military
assistance, arms control, atomic energy, and other related programs. Largest
of all was the Pentagon’s share. On average during the 1950s and 1960s, the
military budget consumed 10 percent or more of the nation’s GNP, compared
with less than 5 percent prior to the run-up to World War II. Even though
the authors of NSC 68 had warned that the country might eventually rebel
against such expenditures, lobbying and information groups like the first
Committee on the Present Danger did an effective job of getting the message
across and mobilizing sustained support. What emerged was a broad, bipartisan national consensus that kept the Soviet threat in the forefront and the
NSC 68 commitment to national security alive, thriving, and in some ways
unassailable.
By the mid- to late 1960s, however, the consensus was breaking down
along lines still recognizable more than three decades later. Opposition to the
war in Vietnam and the emergence of costly, high-profile domestic programs
like the Great Society challenged the underlying assumptions governing basic national security policy and the allocation of resources. Technological
breakthroughs in guided missiles, strategic defense, and other areas once seen
as the panacea for national security now threatened an alarming, open-ended
strategic arms competition with the Soviet Union. Some, Nitze among them,
turned to arms control as a possible solution. But others, most notably in the
liberal wing of the Democratic Party, became disillusioned and suspicious of
practically anything that smacked of national security or the armed forces.
Despite challengers, the military’s claim on resources was hard to dislodge. Even under the constrained spending of the 1970s, defense continued
to consume on average 5 percent of the country’s GNP, rising to more than 6
percent during the Reagan buildup of the 1980s. At the same time, the defense establishment invested heavily in theoretical studies of new strategic
concepts and research and development of new weapons and other systems.
Ronald Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI)—derided as “Star Wars”
by its critics—was a notable outgrowth of this process, though only one of
many such projects.
Most of the work done on SDI and other technical programs was carried
out by defense contractors and consulting firms that grew up and prospered
during the Cold War in the shadow of the Pentagon. Many were private,
profit-making enterprises; others were semipublic and operated under the auspices of major universities. While it was clear that the number of consultants
and defense contractors increased enormously in the decades following World
War II, no one was ever able to determine with much accuracy how many
there were, who they were, or how much they cost taxpayers. According to a
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General Accounting Office audit in 1988, the Department of Defense devoted
anywhere between $2.8 billion and $15.9 billion for consulting services in fiscal year 1987, excluding individual consultants earning less than $25,000.
Whether these developments constituted the creation of a “national security state” and all that that implies remains a matter of judgment. Certainly,
from 1950 on, military power played a larger role in American foreign policy
than it did before. But was this change truly the watershed that Ernest R.
May and others have made it out to be? Or was it not a continuation, albeit
at a more intense and sustained level, of events already in motion? As dramatic and consequential as the post-1950 expansion of the defense establishment may seem, it had its roots in decisions taken earlier and was wholly consistent with the transformation ushered in by the 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor
and the ensuing experiences of World War II. By the time the war ended, it
was practically an article of faith in the executive and legislative branches that
the United States needed a larger, stronger, and more closely unified military
establishment than it had had prior to the war. Operating on this premise, the
armed services planned and proposed a permanent peacetime military structure of unprecedented size—ideally, an army of twenty-five active and reserve
divisions, a seventy-group air force, and a two-ocean navy of over 300 combatant vessels organized around powerful carrier battle groups.
Although the fate of this proposed postwar force remained in flux, the
peacetime military establishment that emerged after the war was still substantially bigger and more formidable than any the country had known, with
a budget more than three times larger than before the war. The collapse of
the wartime Grand Alliance and deteriorating relations between the United
States and the Soviet Union gave advocates of a strong defense posture a further boost. With the outbreak of hostilities in Korea in the summer of 1950,
the worst-case scenario that Nitze and others had been arguing seemed fully
confirmed. Although Truman was slow to come around until events in Korea forces his hand, his acceptance of NSC 68 reflected not so much a change
of basic policy as a recognition that that policy needed more substance behind it.
Nitze never liked the idea, suggested by some, that NSC 68 was the
product of its times and, as such, subject to obsolescence as the Cold War
evolved and eventually wound down. He preferred to think of it as a timeless,
objective analysis, standing on its own merits, a guide to the long-term preservation of American institutions and values. Critics countered that those institutions and values became endangered, to one degree or another, by the very
process of defending them. But from Nitze’s standpoint, the Soviet threat
outweighed all other dangers. What worried him most of all was whether the
country had the will to stand up to that danger as long as it took to defeat it.
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Worst of all would have been the failure to act and do nothing. Although
Nitze and his colleagues might have framed their arguments differently, toning down the rhetoric and qualifying their recommendations, they elected to
portray the Soviet threat in stark black-and-white terms to draw the utmost
attention to the problem and the solutions they proposed. That events conveniently conspired to support their arguments doubtless assured NSC 68
greater credibility and impact than it otherwise would have enjoyed.
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“The Devil’s Advocate”: Robert Bowie,
Western European Integration, and the
German Problem, 1953–1954
Chris Tudda*

O

n August 30, 1954, the French National Assembly rejected the European
Defense Community (EDC) treaty, seriously jeopardizing the conception of
collective security envisioned by President Dwight D. Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. Eisenhower and Dulles believed that the
EDC could solve four important national security problems. First, the EDC
would serve as the military component of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the collective security organization aimed at protecting
Western Europe from the Soviet Union. Second, U.S. policymakers believed
that Western Europe could not be successfully defended without German
participation. The Joint Chiefs of Staff ( JCS) even preferred full German
membership in NATO to the EDC. The absorption of German forces would
prevent it from attacking either Western Europe or the Soviet Union again.
Third, a supranational army in Western Europe, including the western half of
Germany, would end the conflict between France and Germany that had
plagued the Continent for generations. Finally, the EDC would allow the
United States to reconfigure its defense strategies and priorities and ultimately reduce its defense budget. The administration would provide “security”
with fiscal “solvency.”1
Two days later, Robert Bowie, the director of the State Department’s
Policy Planning Staff (PPS), asked his European specialist, Lewis Fuller, to
examine the European reaction to the treaty’s defeat. Fuller reported widespread “shock and emotional reaction to the event” but “little evidence of a
considered appraisal of the situation in Paris and elsewhere.” While publicly
*Note: The views presented here are my own and do not necessarily reflect those of the U.S. Department of State or the U.S. government. I would like to thank my colleague Kristin L. Ahlberg for
her helpful comments and suggestions.
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angry, the allies actually seemed content because this kept Germany divided
and West German troops out of the alliance. Germany, on the other hand,
was furious and now “demanded restoration of full sovereignty, including the
right to rearm,” the one result the allies had wished to prevent.2
This chapter focuses on how Robert Bowie contributed to the Eisenhower administration’s oftentimes painful and exasperating and only moderately successful attempts to bring Western Europe together and present a
united front against the Soviet Union. I concentrate on 1953 and 1954, when
he, the PPS, and the White House wrestled with how to integrate West Germany into the EDC.
Strengthening U.S.–NATO relations became the most crucial component of President Eisenhower’s approach to national security policy. Picking
up from where the Truman administration had left off, Eisenhower and his
secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, labored to ensure that Western Europe
developed a sustainable means of self-defense, in particular through the
mechanism of the EDC. Even before he became president, Truman had asked
and Eisenhower had agreed to serve as supreme commander of NATO. There
he urged the French and Germans, with only limited success, to overcome
their hostility in favor of political and military European integration. Other
NATO countries, in particular the Netherlands, endorsed the EDC because
of Eisenhower’s support for the program.3
The two leaders understood that the French and Germans would not
readily bury the hatchet between them, and they worried that too much political pressure from Washington might backfire. Yet they also knew that the
public in both countries had tired of war and hoped that this sentiment could
be communicated to each nation’s leadership. If Western Europe remained
fractured, the Soviet Union would probe the inherent weaknesses within the
alliance, try to turn European public opinion against the United States with
tempting offers of “neutrality” and conditional German reunification, and try
to peel off wavering NATO nations with promises of the establishment of a
“nuclear-free” Western Europe. This concern only increased after Soviet Premier Josef Stalin died in March 1953 and his successors embarked on a “peace
offensive” toward the West. The administration then faced a potential public
relations crisis because many Europeans argued that the United States should
engage the new Soviet leadership and settle the German problem.
A lawyer by profession, Robert Bowie served in the U.S. Army during
World War II. In 1945, at the conclusion of the war, he became the personal
assistant to General Lucius Clay, the military governor of Germany, and became directly involved in German reconstruction. Bowie’s optimistic report
about German efforts at denazification convinced Clay and the Truman administration to turn over control of day-to-day activities to Germans. A year
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later, he left the government and spent the next four years as a professor at
Harvard Law School, returning to government service in 1950 as legal adviser
to John J. McCloy, the U.S. high commissioner to Germany (HICOG),
where he wrote early drafts of a constitution for West Germany.
Documentary evidence strongly suggests that Bowie and McCloy independently supported the creation of the EDC. In 1952, McCloy said that
“there is just no other way open” to the path of European integration. In a
long personal report to McCloy, Bowie observed that “dangerous complications in the local political situation and tremendous forces from the East . . .
actively” opposed “German integration with the West.” Each man reinforced
each other’s commitment to Western European integration. McCloy forwarded Bowie’s report to President Truman’s secretary of state, Dean Acheson, and argued that the United States must back European integration in order to maintain U.S. involvement on the Continent.4 Bowie also played a vital
role in the legal “dismantling” of the German coal and steel cartels in the
Ruhr, “the essential condition” for the “free trade of coal and steel” in Western Europe and a key element in the development of economic and political
interdependence in the region.5
In 1952, he returned to Cambridge and joined Harvard President
James B. Conant, a prominent Eisenhower supporter, in backing the Committee on the Present Danger (CPD). Conant created the CPD to gin up
public support for a sustained international role for the United States against
the Soviet Union and also to combat what he and Eisenhower considered
Truman’s ineffectual policies. Even though he was a Democrat, Bowie supported Eisenhower in both the Republican primary (where he faced the antiinternationalist Ohio Senator Robert Taft) and the general election against
Democrat Adlai Stevenson.6
After Eisenhower’s election in 1952, both McCloy and Clay recommended Bowie to Dulles and Eisenhower. McCloy told Dulles’s special assistant, Roderick O’Connor, that Bowie was “very intelligent, highly articulate,” and possessed “a sharp incisive mind.” But he was not a yes-man. Prone
to be “contentious in argument,” Bowie had an “intelligent intolerance for the
stupid” and “a certain little curl to his lip.” But, McCloy added, “if you are
looking for incisive thinking, he is top-grade.” Impressed, Dulles asked Erwin Griswold, the dean of the Harvard Law School, to release Bowie from his
faculty contract so he could join the State Department. Dulles wanted Bowie
to fill “one of the most important assignments there is”—the director of the
PPS—and serve as State’s representative on the National Security Council
(NSC). Policy Planning, created by former Secretary of State George Marshall and its first director, Soviet specialist George F. Kennan, was responsible for long-range planning and became the office known for its independent
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thinking and willingness to diverge from the department’s consensus. In other
words, the director could not be a yes-man, and Bowie filled the bill perfectly.
In May 1953, after the end of the spring semester, Bowie officially joined the
State Department as director of the PPS.7
He quickly developed a reputation for being Secretary Dulles’s “devil’s
advocate.” In tandem with his staff members, which included future ambassador to the Soviet Union Jacob Beam, he developed numerous “think pieces.”
These illustrate that Bowie possessed the backbone to both challenge Dulles’s
policies and bare many uncomfortable truths about the challenges of European integration. Bowie, Townsend Hoopes has argued, “became an important catalyst on a range of major issues,” including Germany. “Bowie’s imagination and relative liberality” and his rigorous devotion to logical reasoning
forced Dulles to confront some disturbing realities about the domestic and
foreign policies of European states that directly clashed with U.S. interests.
Andrew McFadzean, who also called Bowie a devil’s advocate, refers to him
as an “institutionalist” who, like Clay, McCloy, Conant, and Eisenhower, believed in “international cooperation, the resolution of conflicts through mediation and the changes from the emphasis and use of military force to a greater
recognition of political, economic and popular power and economic interdependence.”8
Dillon Anderson, Eisenhower’s national security adviser from 1955 to
1956, recalled that Bowie helped formulate foreign policy by “question[ing]
Dulles from below.” Richard Immerman has noted that Dulles was so well
prepared during NSC meetings because he had been extensively briefed by
“the equally argumentative” Bowie, who continually bombarded his boss with
contrary advice. Their “epic debates . . . became legendary inside the State Department, although unknown outside of it.”9
In spite of these qualities, for the historian Robert Bowie remains an
elusive figure. His name appears on relatively few of the voluminous documents available in Department of State records at the National Archives and
in the John Foster Dulles collection at Princeton University. As a result,
there is little written evidence of his “epic battles” with Dulles, at least on the
subject of European integration. The researcher must extrapolate his beliefs
from these sources. The oral interviews that he gave to the Eisenhower Oral
History Project at Columbia University and for television programs such as
CNN’s series The Cold War and his monograph Waging Peace are policy oriented and therefore similarly unrevealing. He barely mentions his role in
any of the decision-making processes. While his refusal to engage in selfpromotion is as admirable as it is unusual and his loyalty to Dulles unquestionable, by all accounts he played an important role as he questioned department orthodoxies.
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PPS records indicate that he orally directed his staff to prepare studies
on subjects such as Germany, the EDC, nuclear and national security strategy, and long-term policy analyses. The staff then prepared papers and reports
that he read and approved and then passed on to Secretary Dulles in what can
only be described as terse, no-nonsense language. Of course, this is exactly
what Dulles (and former General Eisenhower, who valued short, to-the-point
memoranda rather than long-winded analyses) wanted from his PPS director
and why Bowie was chosen to fill this crucial post. But like his public interviews and writings, the researcher must read into these short memoranda and
the PPS reports in order to provide a more complete picture of Robert Bowie
the foreign policymaker.
In his first State of the Union Address in January 1953, Eisenhower had
lamented that “the problem of security demands closer cooperation among
the nations of Europe than has been known to date.” He reiterated the link
between U.S. national security and European security and pressed for passage
of the EDC in Europe. Indeed, every sector of the U.S. government wanted
the EDC because they believed that Western Europe could not be successfully defended without German participation. As noted earlier, the JCS actually preferred “full German membership in NATO“ to the EDC. The EDC
would absorb German forces, which would prevent Germany from becoming
the preeminent military force on the Continent.10
Soon after Bowie’s arrival at the PPS, he directed Fuller to examine the
prospects for a European union. In a long analysis that Bowie passed on to
Dulles, Fuller explained that unification, “although immediately inspired by
the Soviet threat to the West, is of vital, long-term significance for averting
situations which in the past have made Europe a focal area of international
unrest.” Fuller cautioned that even though union “is a relatively untried device,” it nonetheless could not “be viewed as a panacea for the organic ailments of European society.” These included centuries-long distrust and conflict; seemingly irreconcilable economic, political, and military differences
between nations; and, most important although not as readily apparent on the
surface, domestic unrest within the two biggest continental powers, France
and Germany.
The United States, Fuller advised, must use “exceptional tact and restraint” with the allies. The administration should seek out “projects initiated
spontaneously by Europeans” instead of “quick results forced by US direction.” Washington should allow the process to occur naturally—even if that
meant short-term erosion of unionist sentiment as nations satisfied internal
political demands—because U.S. national security depended on European cooperation and integration. If this meant standing quietly by while French and
German nationalists let off steam by railing against the EDC, then so be it.
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If this also meant temporarily turning a blind eye to German neutralist sentiment, the United States should grin and bear it. The key to security was to
rebuild Germany so that it would be a “bulwark” against the Soviets and not
“menace” the European community. This would require a delicate balancing
act that relied on political, not military, confrontation with Moscow.11
Bowie, in a perfect manifestation of the devil’s advocate, worried about
the implications of a united Germany fully integrated within the Western alliance. He set up an Interagency Working Group (IWG) consisting of representatives from the State Department, NSC, and the Department of Defense
(DOD) to examine this problem in more detail.12 As Fuller noted, the IWG
laid out, with “calculated realism, rationally adapted to the existing situation,”
the challenge that the administration faced. In order to achieve a viable European defense, the French would have to accept German troops in a European army, with a U.S. guarantee of France’s security.
Fuller explained that the IWG seconded the JCS’s assessment of Germany’s importance to Western European defense and called Germany “potentially the strongest continental power west of the USSR.” Politically, West
German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer had convinced the Parliament to ratify the EDC. However, the infant democracy faced many challenges, including “maladjusted and, to some extent, disaffected elements,” such as former
Nazis, refugees streaming west from East Germany and other Iron Curtain
countries, and a vibrant socialist party (the Social Democratic Party [SPD])
that criticized Adenauer’s pro-U.S. attitude and was the party most willing to
trade reunification for neutralism. The SPD could be democratically elected
if Adenauer slipped.
The IWG also floated another devil’s advocate position. German participation in the EDC “would also involve very considerable risks—perhaps
greater than the risk that a united Germany would not join EDC or equivalent arrangements.” If Adenauer, as the IWG suspected, was merely paying
lip service to the idea of the EDC and the United States attempted to assuage
Soviet fears by providing a security guarantee in the form of U.S. troop participation in the EDC and made “adherence to EDC and other GFR commitments a mandatory precondition for a settlement,” the Germans would
see this “as a breach of faith and evidence of a lack of sincerity in our professed
support of German reunification.” This would only “provide fresh fuel to the
SPD and other elements of opposition to the Adenauer policy.” As before,
Bowie passed this paper on to Dulles without comment; presumably, it conveyed Bowie’s belief about Germany’s importance and the difficulties inherent in bringing it into the European community. Since Dulles was such a
strong advocate of the EDC, this position perfectly illustrates Bowie’s refusal
to be a yes-man on the prospects of European integration.13
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While he managed the PPS’s think pieces on European integration and
Germany, Robert Bowie played an ever-larger role in the administration’s
overall approach to national security policy. He helped formulate NSC Paper
153/1, “Basic National Security Strategy,” an important early document completed and approved by Eisenhower on June 10, 1953, that identified “two
principle threats to the survival of fundamental values and institutions of the
United States”: the “formidable power and aggressive policy” of the Soviet
bloc and the “serious weakening of the economy” due to the costs needed to
counter this threat. The United States must “strike a proper balance between
the risks arising from these two threats” by “building up its own and free
world strength” through collective security institutions such as NATO and
the EDC. These institutions would provide the political and military firewalls
necessary for Western and U.S. national security while simultaneously
streamlining and, if possible, reducing defense spending.14
Bowie also served as the State Department’s representative on the NSC’s
“Project Solarium.” President Eisenhower established Solarium after a long
May 8, 1953, NSC meeting in which he, Dulles, and the rest of his national
security team analyzed how best to establish a long-term strategy that was politically, militarily, and economically viable to deal with the Soviet threat.
Both NSC 153/1 and Solarium dovetailed with the philosophy Bowie and the
PPS would develop over the next year to deal with the EDC and the German
problem.
Solarium began under the assumption that, as the president said in the
May 8 meeting, “the present [Truman] policy was leading to disaster.” Eisenhower called for a detailed study of all the options the United States could
take to counter the Soviets. He directed Cutler to establish three task forces
to assess these options. Task Force A, chaired by former PPS Director George
F. Kennan, examined how best to use NSC 153/1 “with such improvements
and changes in emphasis as might seem desirable.” Task Force B examined
the establishment of “a continuous line around the Soviet bloc beyond which
the U.S. will not permit Soviet or satellite military forces to advance without
general war,” while Task Force C studied the viability of “rollback,” or
“forc[ing] the Soviets to shift their efforts to holding what they already have.”
Solarium reiterated that “our minimum objective . . . is a rearmed West Germany associated with the West” and concluded that the United States must
implement the EDC.15
NSC 153/1 and Solarium should be examined in light of the decision
by the new Soviet leadership to propose a new Four-Power Conference on
Germany after Stalin died on March 4, 1953.16 The Eisenhower administration, however, was split on how to respond to the offer. Ambassador to the
Soviet Union Charles Bohlen and the NSC considered it a genuine attempt
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at a settlement. The offices in charge of psychological warfare, such as the
Operations Coordinating Board (OCB) of the Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) and the Psychological Strategy Board, on the other hand, argued that
the proposal was a propaganda ploy and that the United States should try to
exploit the leadership struggle and launch a propaganda counteroffensive. A
week after Stalin’s death, Secretary Dulles initially dismissed this advice and
warned the NSC that the United States must be careful that “in our attempt
to destroy the unity of the Soviet orbit we [do]not jeopardize the unity of our
own coalition.” Eventually, however, in an April 3 press conference, he rejected the Soviet peace overture and charged that “the basic situation or danger in which we stand” had not changed.17
Two months after Dulles’s speech, however, Bowie asked the IWG to reassess the effect that Stalin’s death and the Soviet peace offensive had on the
German problem. “Events since Stalin’s death,” the IWG responded, “may be
leading the Russians to consider making what they would wish to be regarded
as a serious attempt at a German settlement.” The East German uprising of
early June had shown that the new leadership’s position was actually tenuous
at best—even though the Soviets had easily crushed the workers rebellion—
so they “may wish to reduce their commitment” and perhaps trade off German participation in the EDC for a quid pro quo on Berlin. The public relations hit the Soviets had taken for crushing the rebellion could be reversed if
the German problem as a whole could be settled, but the IWG cautioned that
achieving settlement on U.S. terms would be “difficult, if not unrealistic” because the Soviets would not accede to German revival within a larger Western alliance.18
A second study by the IWG further strengthened Bowie’s case. The
IWG noted that since the Germans wanted democracy and reunification,
which the Soviets opposed unless it became a neutral nation, the United
States should highlight the benefits already enjoyed by Germans who lived in
the Western zone, even if their fellow Germans in the East were stuck under
communist rule. While this was a cynical proposal, it enjoyed the advantage
of cementing the status quo, which, while far from perfect, at least kept the
peace between East and West and kept Germany from threatening either Europe or the Soviet Union. The United States, the IWG argued, should test
the Soviet peace offensive and see if the new leadership truly wanted a relaxation of tensions. In this way, the United States could win either at the negotiating table or, should the Soviets demur, in the propaganda battle between
the two sides.19
While the IWG examined the German problem, it also participated in
State Department planning for the upcoming Washington Minister’s Conference between Dulles, British Foreign Secretary Lord Salisbury, and French
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Foreign Minister Henri Bidault. Bowie and Dulles approved a telegram that
notified Conant (who had replaced McCloy as high commissioner of Germany in March 1953) that Germany would be an “important subject for discussion, both within the context of possible quadripartite talks with Soviets
and in view of recent developments in Germany which may decisively affect
Adenauer’s position,” in particular the quashing of the East German rebellion. State informed Conant that the United States would tell Salisbury and
Bidault that “it is out of question to plan for quadripartite talks with Soviets
unless firm tripartite agreement reached in advance.” Furthermore, any conference should first settle Austria’s status. Only then would Germany be discussed.20
State also proposed a “Declaration of Intent respecting Germany” that
would create a unified allied front and also “embody West principles for German settlement and peace treaty contrasting favorably with Soviet draft of
1952,” in which Stalin had called for a reunified, independent, but neutral
Germany prohibited from joining any anti-Soviet alliances such as NATO
and the EDC. Adenauer, backed by the United States, had rejected the offer
out of hand. Conant should now “consult informally with Adenauer to obtain
his views” as soon as possible on the effects of the EDC on his political status.21
Two days later, Conant reported that Adenauer “strongly opposed” the
idea of quadripartite discussions “unless there is reasonable certainty that they
will have positive results” and if the Soviets agreed “to come to a genuine solution of European or German problem.” Otherwise, the Soviets would continue to use Germany as “a propaganda platform” that would result in “neverending talks.” After tentatively endorsing the idea of a “Declaration of
Intent,” he expressed “optimism” that the new French cabinet would endorse
the ratification of EDC and asked that Washington continue to “pressure”
Paris to convince the French National Assembly to do so. On July 9, David
K. E. Bruce, the U.S. observer to the Interim Committee of the EDC, told
Washington that the French cabinet authorized Bidault “to join in any statement strongly endorsing European integration projects.” Bruce then urged
the United States to do all it could to ensure Adenauer’s reelection as a way
to move EDC and integration forward.22
Three days before the Washington Conference, after two months of
public debate in Washington over possible defense spending and troop reductions in Europe and a delay in naming a replacement for William Draper,
the recently recalled U.S. representative to NATO’s North Atlantic Council
(NAC), Livingston Merchant of the European desk at State notified Bowie
and Dulles of a palpable “decline in enthusiasm for the EDC” because the
United States had been unable to match the Soviet peace offensive with a
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“psychological or propaganda counteroffensive” of its own. The constant press
stories about budget cuts and the like indicated that the United States had
lost interest in living up to its defense responsibilities. Merchant detected a
“crisis” within NATO and advised the administration to
make crystal clear that the declared purpose of the North Atlantic Treaty
is in fact our European policy; that NATO supplemented and supported
by EDC is its shield; that we consider Europe defensible if attacked and
that we will do our share in making it possible for our partners to earn a
self-respecting living in the world.23

Bowie attended but did not speak during the July 1953 Washington
Conference, which lasted for four days. He played an important role, however,
because he essentially wrote Dulles’s July 10 opening statement since the secretary repeated the talking points he had prepared for the conference. Dulles
emphasized the importance of Western European “solidarity and military and
economic power” through NATO and the EDC, which he said would not
only protect the Continent—and the United States—from the Soviet threat
but also act as a “magnet” to the captive peoples of Eastern Europe. “Keeping
alive their hopes and aspirations,” Bowie had advised Dulles, would eventually weaken the Soviet Empire from the inside in the long run. However,
Dulles ignored one of Bowie’s most important points—that the United States
should eschew the reunification of Germany—and instead again endorsed reunification.
Bidault’s opening statement at the conference, however, portended a
rocky road to European solidarity. He did not mention either Germany or the
EDC. Instead, he made a rather anodyne statement stating he “had nothing
to contradict what Secretary Dulles had said regarding the correctness of the
policies which we have pursued.” In contrast, Salisbury devoted most of his
statement to four-power talks on Germany. Bidault later endorsed integration
but repeatedly refused to commit to the reunification of Germany and questioned whether four-power talks would “settle the German question,” with
the caveat that “no French Government could successfully oppose the talks.”24
Naturally, this hardly reassured Dulles about Paris’s commitment.
Despite being the critical component for a strong continental defense,
the other NATO countries shared the Soviet Union’s interest in a permanently divided Germany. But if German troops were excluded from the EDC,
only U.S. troops could fill that gap. The administration remained reluctant to
face this reality—no matter how many times the PPS and JCS repeated this
politically uncomfortable reality—given that the United States was only eight
years removed from World War II and still involved in the unpopular war in
Korea.
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At the same time, many Europeans, including a majority of Germans,
pushed the United States to negotiate with the Soviet Union to achieve a
German and European “settlement” that would put World War II to rest. In
addition, a near majority of Germans preferred reunification, even if it meant
neutralization, over participation in the EDC if it could be achieved. In this
climate, how could the United States keep the alliance together? Forcing the
Germans to join the EDC would belie its commitment to freedom and democracy.
Meanwhile, Bowie’s IWG warned that the Soviets would never accede
to West Germany’s military revival and its integration into a Western European army. The Soviets wanted Germany to be neutralized or so weakened
that it could never start another world war. The United States stood between
a rock and a hard place. If it supported German revival, it would “appear as
obstructing a settlement by putting forth proposals patently unacceptable to
the Soviets” as well as those Europeans who wanted “détente” with the Soviets. In the wake of the post-Stalin Soviet peace offensive, Washington could
lose the all-important public relations war with Moscow. But if it knuckled
under to Soviet demands for German neutralization, they would be ceding
“whatever control mechanisms” Moscow wanted, which was anathema to the
ideal of a free Germany established through free elections.
Here was the critical issue. The United States must lead yet not be belligerent to either its allies or the Soviets, a high-wire act that would be difficult even in the best of times. But in a world only eight years removed from
total war, the odds seemed overwhelming that the United States could square
this circle. The Working Group argued that the loss of Germany “would
gravely endanger our national security.” The Soviets had concentrated on detaching Germany from the West but would not resort to force to achieve this
goal. Instead, it would appeal “to the German desire for unity and fear of war
and to exploit Western differences.” The IWG worried that the United States
would then be blamed for maintaining the division of Germany, thereby “repairing Soviet prestige in world eyes” as well as jeopardizing the cohesion of
the NATO alliance. Most glaringly obvious from this report, however, is that
the IWG did not put forward any concrete recommendations for how the administration could reconcile all of these competing factors.25
In a top-secret September 11, 1953, address to 230 officers from the U.S.
Army War College, Bowie noted the close “interrelation between the military
aspects and the political and economic and opinion aspects” of U.S. foreign
policy in the face of the threat from the Soviet Union. One “of the main
weapons of the Soviets,” he argued, “is the cold war technique, the tactics of
division and diversion.” Without strong and principled U.S. leadership of the
Western alliance, Bowie warned, “they will triumph by friction and dissents
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in the free world.” The United States needed to build its military strength yet
also “try to provide the cement and ties to maintain the cohesion of the free
world as the leader of the principle coalitions,” in particular the Western European coalition.
Bowie warned that this would be a difficult feat to achieve. Because “we
do not have the broad kind of authority” in Western Europe “which we have
at home,” the United States had to depend “much more on persuasion and
leadership and the attitudes of others abroad toward us.” He lamented that
the United States “cannot coerce allies over any substantial period of time into
a common policy.” The United States must therefore convince the Europeans
that “their interests and our own are the same.” The Western alliance must
stand united or face defeat by the Soviets. This speech typifies Bowie’s keen
sensitivity to Europe’s needs that is reflected in the IWG reports on European
integration and the German question and were lacking in Dulles’s public
speeches.26
Later that week, Bowie again tasked the IWG to come up with a scenario for dealing with the Soviet Union’s demand for a German settlement.
This time, the IWG wondered if Washington should not only dispense with
its ideological struggle with Moscow but also offer “security guarantees” to
the Soviets similar to the ones it had already proposed to France. The West,
the IWG argued, must convince the Soviets that the Germans would be allowed to assume only a “defensive” role in the EDC—something that they
could not even convince the French to accept.
The United States must accept Soviet unease of a German remilitarization at face value. In reality, the IWG posited, the Soviet “peace offensive” did
not really extend to Germany. Instead of beating the drum of reunification on
Western terms, NATO should accept the status quo in the short term and ensure that public recognition of this artificial and unfair division “might possibly have some long-term effect on Soviet intentions” in Western Europe.
Using IWG recommendations, Bowie advised Dulles to accept the plan
proposed by Belgian Prime Minister Paul van Zeeland. His plan called for U.S.
troop withdrawal from Germany and Soviet troop withdrawal from “one or
more of the satellites. Only EDC troops would be stationed in a united Germany” and the establishment of neutral zones free of any troops on the PolishEastern German border. American support for this “European initiative” epitomized the policy of U.S.–European interdependence that Bowie had been
advocating since he joined the State Department. While the IWG predicted
the Soviets would reject the proposal, it would serve two purposes: it would buttress cohesion of the alliance in the long term, and it would serve as a useful and
inexpensive propaganda vehicle. The Soviets would not be able to play to German neutralist opinion if it had just rejected a European plan that established
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just such neutrality. Dulles, however, spurned Bowie’s advice, rejected the Van
Zeeland plan, and pressed forward with his vision of the EDC.27
While the PPS grappled with the German problem, the secretary met
with West German Foreign Secretary Walter Hallstein in Washington to discuss German participation in the EDC. Adenauer, Hallstein told Dulles, considered ratification by the Parliament “essential” to his “continued political
life.” Dulles replied that the administration had also studied the problem and
had also rejected any alternatives. Dulles said he felt “encouraged” by his most
recent discussions with Bidault, and Hallstein noted that Adenauer hoped
that when he next met with Bidault that the two countries could work out
“certain principles” that would “make it impossible for the French to delay
consideration of the EDC indefinitely.” Adenauer also believed that “strong
intervention by the United States” might be needed in order to “bring about
Franco-German agreement.”
Hallstein also stated that Van Zeeland had once again presented his plan
to Adenauer, but the chancellor was “concerned” that Van Zeeland’s plan
would merely substitute U.S. forces for Soviet forces, which to him meant another form of occupation and was “entirely unacceptable.” He also worried
that the plan would strengthen anti-EDC forces within France which would
use the presence of U.S. troops to “stall” French participation in the EDC.
Dulles replied that he and the other NATO foreign ministers “had agreed politely to discourage the idea.”28
While Dulles dealt with the Germans, Bowie decided to try to convince
the French to ratify the EDC. While there is no evidence that Bowie consulted with Dulles before he approached the French, it is doubtful that he
acted on his own. In all likelihood, he notified the secretary before he met
with France’s ambassador, Henri Bonnet, on October 23. Bonnet, however,
beat Bowie to the punch. In what was characteristic of French diplomacy during this period, Bonnet launched into a pointed criticism of the administration’s perceived new defense strategy. The administration’s “New Look,” Bonnet argued, “would play into the hands of the neutralists in Europe and might
hurt the prospects for the EDC.” A withdrawal of U.S. troops from Europe,
Bonnet warned, would force even the most pro-EDC Frenchman to vote
against it because he would believe that the United States would abandon
Western Europe to both the Soviets and a rearmed Germany. Clearly caught
on his heels, Bowie said little in response and then quickly called Dulles with
this unwelcome news.29
The administration, however, did not share Hallstein’s sanguine mood of
late September. All sectors of the administration recognized that the Soviets
dreaded a unified Germany. Even as the JCS argued for German reunification, they warned that the United States would not be able to sway the Soviet
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Union to agree to “a satisfactory basis for the unification of Germany and for
the conclusion of a peace treaty.” The CIA also forecast that the Soviets “will
seek by political warfare to prevent or at least retard” the rearmament of West
Germany and concluded that the Soviets would accept only a reunified, neutral Germany. Dulles stated that the Soviets “would not consent to the unification of Germany under any circumstances” since that would threaten their
hegemony over Eastern Europe. The president agreed.30
Meanwhile, Conant reported that quick ratification of the EDC in the
German parliament looked unlikely. “There can be no doubt,” Conant wrote
Dulles, “that the Chancellor has run into resurgent German nationalism in
connection with the formation of his Cabinet.” Hallstein had also underestimated the degree of “political ambitions and party ambitions” among Adenauer’s coalition. The upshot was that these developments would delay Adenauer’s upcoming meeting with Bidault.
Instead of admitting problems within his own government, Adenauer,
Conant reported, “has probably convinced himself that the French and not
the Germans are responsible for the delaying tactics.” Adenauer seemed to be
willing to play a game of chicken with the French, believing that the Eisenhower administration would compel the French to ratify the EDC without
settling the Saar. There even existed a “remote possibility,” Conant believed,
that German nationalists could “influence” Adenauer to create a German
army under NATO auspices. This, of course, would undermine the entire raison d’être of the EDC and would represent a complete reversal of Adenauer’s
position. Conant also confessed to a “deep concern” about “any possibility of
a national German army.” Such a national army could swing toward the East
and align against NATO.31
Two weeks later, Conant wrote with even more bad news. Recalling his
prediction that Adenauer might “flirt” with the creation of a national army,
Conant reported that “it seems clear that the Chancellor is interested in exploring an alternative to EDC. Adenauer, Conant, wondered, might be “anxious to test out the United States position in order to demonstrate to some of
his colleagues that there is no real alternative to EDC.”32
Meanwhile, Bowie provided what he called “a lawyer’s analysis” of the
EDC treaty for the secretary that once again highlighted some unwanted but
necessary critiques. The treaty, Bowie said, did not truly provide the supranational powers to a new European community that its creators had promised.
For example,
no grant of power which is subject to subsequent unanimous agreement by
the member States is a true grant of power to the Community. When it
speaks of exercise of a power by the Community, the memorandum means
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exercise of such power by the Community’s executive, subject to no more
than a majority or two-thirds weighted vote in the Council of Ministers.

Therefore, any unified action contemplated by the EDC nations would have
to jump through two hoops rather than one simple vote. While Bowie noted
that this would not do too much harm in the short run—assuming the treaty’s
ratification—he cautioned that this could hurt the EDC in the long run if integration were not achieved. If an individual signatory asked the EDC to help
defend it against Soviet aggression, it might not be able to get the other signatories to fulfill their obligations if integration consisted only of words in a
treaty.
The United States, Bowie warned, must remain engaged in Western Europe and work together with its allies for the common defense, or the EDC
would collapse like a house of cards. While the French in particular feared a
U.S. withdrawal from Europe, French nationalists also feared placing the
French army under U.S. control. The United States, therefore, had to tread
lightly and make the necessary sacrifices, including the permanent deployment of U.S. troops in Europe. This would also require a nimble political
hand that, Bowie implied, the administration had not heretofore played with
the NATO allies.33
Just before Dulles and Eisenhower left for Bermuda to discuss the status of the EDC with British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and French
Prime Minister Joseph Laniel, Bowie and the PPS completed a list of possible alternatives to the EDC. While the PPS believed that this was not an immediate issue, “formidable obstacles” to ratification still existed, the most important being French that a rearmed Germany would “overbalance France
and reduce her European and world role.” Any substitute, however, must
achieve the same ends, including European integration and a common defense against the Soviet Union. Alternatives must also establish “a new status
of equality and independence” for West Germany that ensured against the revival of “German nationalist excesses” and avoided “any undue provocation of
the Soviets.”
No magic bullet existed, however. Only the EDC as presently conceived
offered the best way to accomplish all these goals. The PPS thus decided that
if the EDC failed, each goal had to be ranked in order of importance. First,
West Germany’s independence must be the “sine qua non of any arrangement,” followed closely by a new spirit of Franco-German cooperation. “German rearmament,” it warned, could “scarcely be sacrificed to the purely nonmilitary objective because the right of self-defense is a corollary of German
independence” and, everyone agreed, “indispensable” to any defense of the
Continent. Last on the list was any settlement on the German question, given
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“Soviet attitudes” toward not only the EDC but also any measure “seeking to
accomplish essentially the same ends.” The United States, Bowie argued,
should pursue “the positive ends of our European policy” and not worry about
the Soviets.
The PPS recommended five alternatives: German membership in
NATO, unilateral German rearmament, the “modification” of the EDC, German neutralization, and a peripheral defense of Europe, each of which had
pluses and minuses. Not surprisingly, the biggest stumbling block to any of
the alternatives remained placating the French while achieving both real political integration and the necessary German defense component. The PPS
reflected the frustration of the rest of the administration and had to guard
against the temptation to throw up its hands, let the Europeans figure out
their own future, and return the United States to its pre–World War II isolationist sentiment. The Europeans had feared a return to isolationism until
Eisenhower decided to run for president in the spring of 1952 but seemed to
fear the New Look almost as much because of the strategy’s emphasis on nuclear weapons, smaller defense budgets, and decreased U.S. troop levels. That
the EDC had originally been a French idea galled even more. Given these alternatives, Bowie advised Dulles to immediately push for French and British
support for the EDC in Bermuda.34
Eisenhower, Dulles, Churchill, Laniel, and Bidault met in Bermuda in
early December 1953 to discuss the status of the EDC. Again, Bowie attended all the meetings but did not speak. Eisenhower privately reassured the
allies that the administration would not “redeploy” U.S. ground forces, or “our
new weapons,” from Europe. Unfortunately, these pledges did not ease
Churchill’s concerns about a U. S. withdrawal from Europe. Eisenhower then
criticized French intransigence over the EDC. The president noted that
Bidault continued to complain that “France alone among the great Western
powers” had made the “great sacrifice of integrating its forces with those of
another nation which had long been its enemy.’”35 Eisenhower explained that
all the allies had fought against Germany and had made great sacrifices. Now
the alliance faced a new enemy, the Soviet Union. Churchill reluctantly
backed Eisenhower and made it clear that Western Europe could not be defended without the Germans. Despite Eisenhower’s and Churchill’s personal
appeals for European unity in the face of the Soviet threat, Bidault refused to
commit his government to the ratification of the EDC.36
While he publicly highlighted the “unity of the Big Three” at Bermuda
in order to avoid giving the Soviets a golden propaganda opening, privately
the president vented his anger over France’s attitude. France “prefers to shut
its eyes to the dangers represented by the extremes,” he wrote a close friend,
even though Laniel had admitted that the Soviet Union, not Germany,
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threatened France’s national security. French national pride seemed to trump
European unity and the security of the Western alliance.37
Even as the French drove him crazy, Secretary Dulles took the time to
write Bowie to thank him for all the work he had done over the past seven
months. Bowie had made a “tremendous contribution” to the State Department “in the vital area of planning.” Furthermore, Dulles said, “I had expected
you to be good. However, the reality has greatly exceeded even that expectation. I greatly admire the clarity of your reasoning” and, in recognition of
Bowie’s unique position as the devil’s advocate, “your steady support of your
conviction—a steadiness which, however, is very different from inflexibility to
meet the adjustments in arriving at agreed national policy.”38
Bowie, typically, was engaged in vital work when he received Dulles’s letter. He was in the processing of writing what ultimately became four drafts of
the foreign policy section of Eisenhower’s 1954 State of the Union Address.
In particular, he grappled with how to put the best public face on the bleak
outlook for the alliance that the Bermuda Conference engendered. On the
one hand, he wrote in the third draft on December 30, 1953, “the past year
has been a momentous one” with “growing strength and unity of the free peoples” against the Soviet threat. On the other hand, he cautioned that this
strength and unity “are a vital element in our security” and, as the devil’s advocate, changed the language from the second draft, where he highlighted the
EDC, to the “European Political Community,” which reflected his skepticism
about U.S. reliance on the treaty in the wake of Bermuda. Dulles, however,
struck the latter phrase and included the EDC in his final draft to the president. Eisenhower agreed, and in the address he stated “the building of a
united European community, including France and Germany, is vital to a free
and self-reliant Europe. This will be promoted by the European Defense
Community which offers assurance of European security.”39
After the Bermuda Conference, the administration had to turn on a dime
and prepare for the Four-Power Conference in Berlin on the German question. Not only would the United States have France to contend with, but they
would also have to tangle with Dulles’s bête noire, Soviet foreign minister Vyacheslav Molotov. The day after the State of the Union Address, Fuller submitted a summary of the final report of the Paris Tripartite Working Group to
Bowie. The study repeated the administration’s objectives—the reunification
of Germany through free elections, Western European integration through the
EDC, and the avoidance of an “impasse as a result of Soviet delaying tactics”—
as well as a plan to explain how “our proposals assure security requirements of
Europe and USSR and serve peaceful relations of USSR to West.” The three
Western powers should also repeatedly remind the Soviets that the EDC “precluded any individual armed action by members,” that is, Germany.40
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Admittedly, it seems surprising that the IWG’s report did not warn
about French unreliability on both issues, given that the PPS had repeatedly
advised Dulles of this. Fortunately, the embassy in Paris notified the secretary
that the French (and other Europeans) considered the Berlin Conference a
sham because the administration believed that “no basis for agreement with
Soviet Union can be reached, rather than in order to explore meticulously and
objectively all possibilities for reaching agreement.” The administration
should therefore adopt a more “flexible tactical course on either of these two
issues.” Otherwise, it looked as if the United States held a “big stick over
France” that would result in the continuance of the mutual distrust between
East and West.41
Meanwhile, Bowie directed another staff member, Jacob Beam, to prepare a study of the prospects for the Berlin Conference and Fuller to examine
the long-term prospects for U.S. German policy. Both remained pessimistic.
Beam predicted that the Soviets would “play two gambits—the French and
the German, with stress probably on the first.” They would try to peel Paris
away from the West by dangling a comprehensive European security system
that concluded with a Franco-Soviet alliance that would render NATO moot.
Then it would dangle German reunification based on neutrality. Fuller, meanwhile, argued that Germany remained “of prime importance to the US” because of “the basic facts of its geographic position, power potential, and key
situation in the broad European position.” But he cautioned that while
NATO members suspected any German revival, “elements of instability and
danger” existed within Germany that had been “artificial[ly]” restrained by the
postwar occupation and its unresolved status as both a divided area and a political entity. Bowie forwarded both studies to Dulles and advised that the
United States maintain its position that the EDC would protect both Paris
and Moscow from a revived Germany and abandon its call for German reunification.42
Clearly influenced by Fuller’s paper, Dulles told the NSC that the Berlin
Conference “would be more important in its negative than in its positive aspects” because the Soviets would try to “disrupt the Western alliance and to
destroy the security of Western Europe.” He also said “the prospects for unification” were “very poor. Soviet agreement to German unification would, in
effect, represent an invasion of freedom deep into the Iron Curtain.” The Soviets would allow reunification only with neutralization and if France abandoned the EDC.43
The Berlin Conference lasted from January 25 to February 18, 1954, and
fulfilled all of Bowie’s predictions. Dulles tangled with Molotov, who plotted
to torpedo the EDC by emphasizing the German threat to Western Europe.
Dulles tried to hold the alliance together when Molotov “went out of his way
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to woo” Bidault in an attempt to play on “French fears of a revived Germany
and French anxiety to settle the Indochina conflict.” Seeing the way the wind
was blowing, Dulles wondered if NATO should grant France a “partner’s
share in world leadership” with the United States and Britain in order to gain
France’s commitment to the EDC. If this carrot did not succeed, then NATO
could use the stick and cut France out of the leadership of the Western alliance.44
Molotov in turn proposed the establishment of “a system of European
collective security, premised on the elimination of the US from European
councils.” In a private dinner, Dulles and Molotov fenced over the EDC and
repeated their conflicting views on German reunification. Dulles argued that
the EDC remained the best way to bring Germany into the Western European community. Molotov simply did not accept this view, and the Berlin
Conference ended without any tangible achievements.45
Meanwhile, a German public opinion poll found that 47 percent of West
Germans agreed with the Soviet idea of neutrality as the price for reunification. Even a quarter of West Berliners would accept such a deal. Clearly, the
administration had failed to convince the Germans themselves, much less the
other NATO allies, about the Soviet threat.46
During the next four months, Bowie and his staff examined the state of
U.S.–European relations and the odds that the French would ratify the EDC.
In May, Bowie informed the secretary that relations with Europe “are rapidly
approaching a critical stage. If present trends continue, the U.S. may be forced
to revise radically its policies regarding Europe.” The Europeans, thanks to
successful Soviet propaganda, “no longer consider a Soviet attack as an imminent danger as it did in 1950–51” and “seem to think the U.S. is more likely
to provoke war than the Soviet Union.” They also distrusted the United States
and criticized Washington for its “impetuous and impatient” manner that undermined its stated goal of providing European security. He also again
warned that both France and Germany were still internally weak. The former
would likely fail to ratify the EDC, while Germany would respond by turning more nationalistic. Either way, the Soviets would continue to exploit the
situation and work to weaken the alliance.47
Fuller, meanwhile, detailed the possibility of a German–Soviet “rapprochement” in the wake of “German impatience with the status quo” after
the “failure” of the Berlin Conference and the administration’s apparent inability to pressure France to end its “evasive tactics” over the EDC. But new
evidence of French “stalling . . . for the deliberate purpose of having a context
for non-action on EDC” had angered Adenauer, who wondered now if his
own governing coalition could hold together given his many promises that the
EDC proposals would establish German security. Conant, Fuller explained,
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blamed the “prolonged delay in ratification of EDC” for the rumors swirling
in Bonn about an overture to Moscow. Even Adenauer had floated the possibility of an exploratory trip to Moscow to see if something could shake up the
status quo. While Fuller dismissed the opening of official diplomatic relations
between Germany and the Soviet Union, he warned that such talk would simmer under the surface if Bonn continued to feel “ignored” by the West.48
In June, Bowie asked Fuller to again check on the European situation.
Fuller responded with an even drearier forecast. He first questioned whether
the United States could rely on Western Europe for its own security, given the
fundamental problems of mutual suspicion, the hesitation to even unite economically let alone militarily, and Moscow’s adept exploitation of European
fear of another war. He then admitted that European integration could not
serve as a panacea “for the deep-seated ills that affect some of the European
countries.” Not surprisingly, France and Germany had been traumatized by
the shattering experience of World War II, and the United States should
lower its expectations appropriately. “Integration,” he contended, was a “useful device, but a means rather than an end.” The proponents of unity had seriously underestimated the opposition in both countries to the idea of integration. Fuller also warned that unless the United States and Britain
permanently committed their own forces to the Continent, France and Germany would never reconcile let alone cooperate militarily no matter how severe the Soviet threat.49
On July 13, Dulles warned France’s new prime minister, Pierre MendesFrance, that the delay in ratifying the EDC played directly into Russia’s
hands. The Soviets, Dulles argued, wanted to split the alliance and then neutralize Germany. He further warned the French that if German rearmament
had to be arranged without the EDC, Congress “would not appropriate a dollar for European military aid connected with NATO.” Mendes-France agreed
that the failure of the EDC would mean a victory for the Soviet Union but
could not promise the ratification of a treaty that allowed Germany to rearm
regardless of the safeguards. Fuller noted this conversation and predicted that
the French National Assembly would reject the EDC. He assured Bowie that
the United States and Britain were looking for alternatives to the EDC, including the “transplant to NATO” of “as many of the EDC safeguard as possible, and admit the Federal Republic to membership.” This, of course, ultimately occurred in 1955.50
Robert Bowie and the PPS accurately predicted that France would not
ratify the EDC treaty and argued that the United States should not push for
the reunification of Germany. He also identified a number of problems inherent in the Eisenhower administration’s conception of European integration, the defense of the European continent, and the administration’s own
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strategy to achieve U.S. national security. This analysis shows how Bowie’s
ability to work on Dulles “from below” led to the exposure of some uncomfortable truths about U.S. national security policy and diplomacy during the
1950s but did not basically change Dulles’s views. That Dulles left him in that
position illustrates the importance of his sometimes contrary views to the secretary of state as he fought a losing battle with the European allies.
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Walt Whitman Rostow:
Hawkeyed Optimist
Lloyd Gardner

M

any years ago looking back on Vietnam, Walt Whitman Rostow discussed the historic reasons for involvement in Southeast Asia with a group of
students and faculty attending a conference at the University of Texas. We
were in Vietnam, he said, to give peoples in those countries a chance to
choose their future unimpeded by great power interference and ideological
dogmatism. To illustrate, he chose an autobiographical example from his
youth in New Haven, Connecticut. His father, a baker and a Jewish immigrant with strong and active socialist leanings, named his sons after famous
Americans Walt Whitman, Eugene Victor Debs, and Ralph Waldo Emerson.
On Sunday mornings, he sent his boys out on bicycles to deliver bread across
the city and into New Haven’s black ghetto. The experience shaped Walt’s
outlook ever afterward. It was during those bicycle rounds, Rostow told his
listeners, that he determined to spend his life dedicated to providing such
people with a real chance for a better life.1
The fall of Saigon in the spring of 1975 had hit Rostow especially hard.
It was the darkest day for American foreign policy, he told a television interviewer, since the failure to respond to the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in
1931. In other conversations, he declared that it was the end of the heroic
postwar era that had begun with the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan.
By that time, most Americans had already gone past the point of no return in
thinking about saving Vietnam, and Congress had passed the War Powers
Act to prevent any more “Vietnams.” But so much of Walt Rostow’s career
and personality became associated with the struggle in Southeast Asia—
America’s “longest war”—that he could hardly give it up. Up until the very
end, he had been President Lyndon Johnson’s loyalist supporter. And even after Richard Nixon tried and failed to save either Vietnam or his presidency,
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Rostow urged a last-ditch effort. The United States, he said in a CBS television interview on April 4, 1975, should “land two Marine divisions in North
Vietnam and keep them there” to make sure Hanoi abides by the 1973 Paris
Peace Accords. President Gerald Ford should do this “as a matter of conscience.”2
The missionary zeal that Rostow brought to the White House office of
the national security adviser was not unique except perhaps in his insistence
that America’s obligations were indivisible; that is, the nation’s duty to its less
advantaged citizens could not be performed unless it was also engaged in promoting and sustaining the democratic revolution globally. This conviction
separated him from Cold War “realists,” who, when it was clear that Vietnam
was a lost cause, urged Johnson to halt the bombing and negotiate a “decent
interval” retreat from folly. True, choosing that path was not easy for “realists”
either, and they backed out of the saloon, as one wit put it, with guns blazing.
But not even Nixon was ready to send more troops once “Vietnamization” had
begun. Walt Rostow was. What Presidents Nixon and Gerald Ford had done,
he said, had undermined American alliances and the American cause worldwide.
Rostow’s thoughts about the inseparability of manifest destiny and mission began in public schools in New Haven and matured into conviction at
Yale and while he studied at Oxford from 1936 to 1938 on a Rhodes scholarship. He watched very apprehensively as British leaders debated policy at
the height of the appeasement era in England or, as he would see it, the depth
of the appeasement era. His contemporaries at Oxford included Edward
Heath, Denis Healey, and Roy Jenkins, men who would make their marks as
outstanding political leaders in the Cold War and like him were determined
not to make new mistakes of the magnitude of Neville Chamberlain’s Munich
humiliation. Before Pearl Harbor, he had finished a doctorate at Yale and
taught economics at Columbia. During the war, he worked in the Office of
Strategic Services, the precursor of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
and a nursery of American Cold War intellectuals. He also saw duty as a target planner for the American and British air forces in the war against Germany. Describing his experience as target planner for American and British
air forces in the war against Germany later, he emphasized that his team had
to contend with German fighters, weather, and flak. “Essays on grand strategy,” he told an interviewer “wouldn’t have been worth a nickel to General
[Carl] Spaatz.” While he was correct that target selectors were not asked to
be theoreticians, they were still at quite a remove from actual fighting and
somewhat detached from the realities of combat on the ground. Given his famous role as the grand strategist of the Johnson years, when the president
carefully selected his targets at Tuesday lunches each week with close advisers
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in an effort to keep the Vietnam War from exploding into a general conflagration across Asia, his career seems all of a piece and part of the historic
American romance with technological solutions to political problems.3
After various academic positions at Ivy League schools, Rostow settled
in at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), where he and another
economist, Max Millikan, were instrumental in the early 1950s in founding
the Center for International Studies (CIS). The CIS was an early example of
the think tanks that later came to play such a role in formulating policy positions, such as the more famous American Enterprise Institute in Washington.
The CIS never left Cambridge, but Millikan and Rostow dedicated the center’s work to promoting successful Cold War policies and were anxious to link
up with government agencies as well as to improve the prospects of the social
sciences at MIT. The center’s main website still features a tantalizing brief introduction to the hush-hush Project Troy, “a report, some of which remains
classified a half-century later”:
Project Troy resulted in the establishment of a research center at MIT
funded by the CIA and located in a warehouse on Albany Street. Its first
study, “Soviet Vulnerability,” was conducted by Walt Rostow, the MIT
economic historian who later served as national security advisor to presidents Kennedy and Johnson.4

An early 1953 memorandum from Project Troy’s study of Soviet vulnerability emphasized that a key psychological moment would arrive with Stalin’s
death. At such a moment, the Soviet Union would be particularly vulnerable
to a presidential initiative. Rostow’s interest in psychological warfare commended him to President Eisenhower’s “psywar” specialist, C. D. Jackson,
who lobbied for just such a speech offering the Soviets “a chance for peace.”
Ike delivered the speech in mid-April, but there was no real follow-up, as policy makers feared initiating anything that might weaken resolve at a time
when questions of German rearmament in a unified Western Europe were at
stake.5
Jackson and Rostow worked together on a series of speeches, nevertheless, not always appreciated by the dour secretary of state, John Foster Dulles,
who had a different take on psychological warfare. Writing to Jackson on August 20, 1953, the forty-year-old academic suggested that Jackson should say
in explaining the importance of big ideas, “I strongly feel that the basic
strength of the United States lies in the fact that our interests, properly formulated and properly explained, do coincide with the interests of people
everywhere. This includes the people of Russia and China.”6
Indeed, if from a different angle than Dulles, Rostow was always more
of a “liberationist” thinker than a “containment” Cold War realist, an identi-
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fication that became fully evident during the Vietnam War. Meanwhile, he
was the unacknowledged author of Eisenhower’s famous “Open Skies” proposal to the Soviet Union, which Ike threw out at the 1955 Geneva summit
conference. It was a proposition sure to put the Russians on the defensive.
The idea appealed to Americans and the mythical figure of Uncle Sam’s honest Yankee traditions summoning the world back to common sense. It got a
terrific press. But no one really expected the Soviet leaders to agree to American overflights. The United States kept pressing the plan anyway until the
end of the Eisenhower years, calling the proposal a major step toward ending
the threat of nuclear war. Russian efforts to point out that the American proposal excluded foreign bases seemed nitpickish to the Western press.
In 1958, the MIT economic historian and think-tank originator came
to the attention of Massachusetts Senator John F. Kennedy, already eyeing
a run for the presidency. Once they met, Rostow became a devoted supporter, supplying position papers on a vast range of subjects. “Of all the
Cambridge crowd,” said a Kennedy associate, “he was the most accessible,
most versatile, and most for Kennedy.” Returning from a year’s sabbatical in
England, Rostow undertook a nationwide speaking tour taking political
temperatures along the way. He had discovered a general sense of uneasiness and worry about a lack of direction, he told the senator. Kennedy
needed a winning campaign slogan, and Rostow had one to offer: “This
country is ready to get moving again—and I’m prepared to lead it.” Kennedy
was slow to warm up to the phrase, but once he did, it became the campaign
battle cry: “Let’s get this country moving again.” Rostow was also the source
of the phrase “The New Frontier.” Some even said the professor had become a one-man “brains trust.” Kennedy’s New Frontiersmen were generally leery, however, of casting themselves as heirs to the New Dealers, now
thought to be too ideological for Kennedy’s efforts to convey a postideological and technocratic approach to the nation’s problems and the burgeoning
crises bubbling up in the nonindustrial world. Rostow fit well with that
temperament. He made an intriguing comment in 1962 on that very point.
He was too young to have been an original New Dealer, he said, and his experience was different. “Many of us who now work in Washington were too
young to be caught up in the New Deal, but we’re products of the second
World War, junior officer class.” The statement implied that Americans had
said good-bye to all that talk by President Franklin Roosevelt about malefactors of great wealth and his image as an anticapitalist scourge. The new
liberalism’s task instead was to shape America’s role as world leader. No one,
indeed, contributed more ideas for that role than Rostow. Kennedy quipped
about Rostow’s twelve books, “Walt is the only man I know who can write
faster than I can read.”7
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The most famous of these, published in 1960, was The Stages of Economic
Growth, aptly subtitled A Non-Communist Manifesto. It brought him instant
attention in political circles as well as among his contemporaries in the academic world. The review-catching formulation in the book was his picture of
the so-called takeoff stage, the point where traditional societies suddenly begin to leave their centuries-old fatalism behind and grasp at the possibilities
of modernization. What forces trigger such a process? asked Rostow Sometimes they may boil up from inside the traditional society, he wrote, but
mostly they occur from the outside: “The more general case in modern history . . . saw the stage of preconditions arise not endogenously but from some
external intrusion by more advanced societies. These invasions—literal or figurative—shocked the traditional society and began or hastened its undoing;
but they also set in motion ideas and sentiments which initiated the process
by which a modern alternative to the traditional society was constructed out
of the old culture.”
Communism and capitalism were cast as opposing external forces in this
Pilgrim’s Progress drama of world development. Capitalism was the pilgrim
doing the heavy lifting and suffering the taunts of ideology bound, while
communism was an opportunistic “scavenger” in the transition period to
modernization. In this centuries-old drama going back to the French Revolution, romantic revolutionaries (Rostow would call them) often surged to the
top briefly—wreaking havoc and bringing in their wake years of tyranny and
human suffering. The last of these, he would say, was Mao Tse-tung, the Chinese communist ruler. To thwart such deceivers and anticipate crises was the
task of the National Security Council. In a 1961 speech at the U.S. Army
Special Warfare School in Fort Bragg, North Carolina, for example, he declared that “Communism is best understood as a disease of the transition to
modernization.” “I decided when I was 18,” Rostow told a congressional committee, “that when I learned enough I was going to do an alternative to Marxism because I knew a lot of people in the world were taken in by this theory,
and I finally took my shot at it.” The underlying assumption of Stages of Economic Growth was that the American Revolution was the only revolution the
world needed or could live with in safety. Outside the Kennedy administration, Rostow’s efforts did not meet universal acclaim. His theories were anglocentric, complained critics, tracing all modernization to Great Britain in
the eighteenth century and to the United States as its only heir. “Rostow conceded so many non-typical cases,” observed Godfrey Hodgson at the time of
his death in 2003, “that it is hard to identify a case that exemplified his theory.”8
Whatever these critics might say, his views commanded attention on the
watchtowers of the New Frontier. The Stages of Economic Growth held such a
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strong appeal for the Kennedy team because Rostow offered a grand theory
for encouraging dynamic change in the underdeveloped world, where Americans perceived malign influences feeding off the inevitable difficulties of
modernization. On taking office, Kennedy had distributed to his advisers a
speech by Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev that praised wars of “national
liberation” and posed the question to them, “What is our answer?”
Not in a vain effort to find security in a “garrison state,” Max Millikan
and Rostow had long argued. To do so would undermine democracy at home.
“With modern communications it is difficult to envisage the survival of a
democratic American society as an island in a totalitarian sea.”9 The image of
a powerful communist movement generated in Moscow and sweeping across
Asia and Africa was an incredibly simplistic reading of world events and fatefully shaped the proposed remedies to meet the challenge, but the president’s
advisers responded to Kennedy’s call with a range of answers, from the Peace
Corps to the Green Berets and a race to the moon. Counterinsurgency became the buzzword with military libraries around the country buying huge
numbers of books by communist and precommunist theoreticians so that no
officer might be illiterate on the subjects being discussed at the Pentagon and
in the National Security Council.
Rostow had originally been tabbed by the new president to head the Policy Planning Council in the Department of State, but when his secretary of
state designate, Dean Rusk, objected, he wound up in National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy’s office as deputy with special responsibility for
Southeast Asia. But in either place, he ranked high among Bundy’s celebrated
“action intellectuals,” described in deftly ambiguous terms by David Halberstam as The Best and Brightest. Another writer, Stanley Karnow, commented
that Rostow was best understood as an armchair tactician trying to prove
“that a short bespectacled intellectual could be tough.”10
After the embarrassing flop at the Bay of Pigs in mid-April 1961, Rostow did have some “tough” advice. The problem, as he saw it, was where to
pick the place to start afresh. There was no time to lose because delay would
give the impression “that we are up against a game we can’t handle.” “A cleancut success in Viet-Nam would do much to hold the line in Asia while permitting us—and the world—to learn how to deal with indirect aggression.”
His job, as he would say, was to anticipate where such alien forces sought
openings and to devise the means to thwart their purposes with whatever
methods necessary. In Vietnam, he decided, that meant military forces, not
just diplomacy.11
Vietnam was the newest Cold War battlefield, where outside intervention was playing havoc with the traditional societies that made up the new
states of the former French Indochina: Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. In po-
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litical terms, of course, an Asian success would repair the damage to
Kennedy’s bruised post–Bay of Pigs image in the American press. In mid1961, Kennedy sent Rostow and General Maxwell Taylor to Vietnam to survey firsthand the worsening situation. For Rostow, Vietnam became a test
case for Stages. When he arrived in Saigon, the president of the Republic of
Vietnam, Ngo Dinh Diem, asked him for advice as an expert on such wars as
the Vietcong had initiated against his government. Alas, Rostow had to conclude, Diem did not have the right temperament to encourage the new generation of technocrats, men who could be instrumental in saving his country
from the communists. He was locked in Oriental ways, not trusting anyone
he could not confront face-to-face. Perhaps his resistance to modern ways of
dealing with subordinates could be overcome. The key problem, however, was
not of his making. Diem faced an “open frontier” situation, and no nation
since Napoleonic times had won a guerrilla war where an open frontier allowed the insurgents to cross back and forth with impunity. From this first
real encounter with Vietnam, Rostow zeroed in on the hard decision to send
troops to close that “open frontier.” He was still pushing the idea as the final
days of the war approached nearly fifteen years later.
On their return, Taylor and Rostow recommended sending troops, not
just military advisers. They shared a firm belief that they had not been sent to
Vietnam to accept defeat. As Taylor put it, “The question was how to change
a losing game and begin to win, not how to call it off.”12 There was only one
way to do that. “We wanted some American troops to be flown in,” he said in
one of many postwar interviews. “Uh, Kennedy, who was much influenced by
[General Douglas] MacArthur and generally took the view that he didn’t
want to put troops in unless he was forced to[,] made a compromise and had
a . . . battalion of marines put offshore. In . . . in other words he missed the
point that was. . . that Taylor and [he had] made it, that without putting men
. . . additional men—aside from the trainers and the advisers, military advisers—
uh, he didn’t put any regular troops in at that time.”13
At the time, their report set off a battle royal. Several key members of the
administration lined up behind the idea of sending troops—regardless of previous international agreements on arms and manpower limitations on outside
aid, such as the 1954 Geneva Agreement, which ended the first Indochina
War. Geneva had ended with an agreement on all-Vietnamese elections to be
held in 1956, although the United States had refused to sign the final declaration. Elections were never held because the United States had replaced the
French as the power behind the throne in Saigon and said no, ostensibly because elections could not be free in the north but in reality because Eisenhower knew that the communist leader, Ho Chi Minh, would win allVietnamese elections. A guerrilla war began in the countryside. With typical
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hyperbole, Rostow proclaimed that the conflict in Southeast Asia “might be
the last great confrontation” with communist wars of national liberation and,
indeed, with communism itself. That was justification enough for ignoring
Geneva.14
As the Rostow–Taylor report circulated in the White House, Kennedy’s
old friend, John Kenneth Galbraith, then ambassador to India, arrived in
town with Prime Minister Pandit Nehru in tow. Hearing what was afoot,
Galbraith went to Rostow’s office and asked to see the report. Galbraith had
known Rostow for twenty years and did not trust his opinions. Rostow refused. “Ken, this is eyes-only for the President of the United States, top secret, you can’t take a look at this report.” Galbraith retorted, “That’s nonsense
Walt, I have the same security clearance as a senior US Ambassador that you
have as a National Security Advisor. I want to see the report.” When Rostow
turned to answer the phone, Galbraith snatched it up and walked out of his
office. It was a dramatic beginning to a two-week-long campaign by the ambassador to dissuade Kennedy from sending troops.15
This time the skeptics won. But the Galbraith–Rostow debate was only
the first of many subsequent intra-administration wrestling matches to come
in both the Kennedy and the Johnson years. Rostow lost on this one, whether
it was Galbraith’s influence or Kennedy’s own doubts. But the struggle for the
president’s heart and mind had barely begun.16 It lasted until Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, when Lyndon Johnson assumed the burden and was terrified of both accusations that he had “lost” Vietnam or of getting bogged
down in a new Korea. Rostow rightly called this a period of deep anxiety.
Kennedy’s “will” on Vietnam has been the subject of endless debate both inside the academy and among policy makers. It has been read by supporters to
justify escalation and by opponents of the war to anticipate withdrawal. The
argument is ongoing even today, with moments of great passion, because it
goes far beyond the academic community into the spinning vortex of later
policy debates over Middle Eastern policies. Those who see Kennedy pulling
back from a fateful commitment at the last moment find in his doubts a useful past for their own fears about staying the course in another deteriorating
war.
Not for Rostow, however, such black thoughts. He never backed off from
his effort to solve the problem of closing Vietnam’s “open frontiers” by attacking north of the Geneva-imposed barrier originally designed to facilitate
all Vietnamese elections and to last only until the nation was reunited. He
spoke often of his regret that neither Kennedy nor Johnson were willing to
take that step for fear of widening the war and bringing on a Chinese ground
intervention—or even possibly a nuclear exchange. Had Kennedy acted in
1961 or 1962, he insisted, the whole history of the war might well have ended
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in a victory for the noncommunist revolution. Bombing North Vietnam
would never in itself be the final answer to guerrilla warfare. “No . . . let me
get it straight. Uh, it [the bombing] was successful in that it imposed a certain tax. It could’ve been much more effective I think. But I took the view
from the beginning that given the nature of the Ho Chi Minh trails . . . that
we could only block them, not from the air but by sending, say, 2 American
divisions into Laos, and that would’ve been a splendid place to fight because
no civilians lived there. We could block those trails on the ground but we
couldn’t block them from the air.”
Why didn’t the presidents take his advice, asked his interviewers? “Well,
the reason. . . I’ve often wondered about that and I think that [General
William] Westmoreland and I have very much the same view. LBJ undertook
this war with a very heavy heart, as I say, but with a great responsibility that
it not lead to a nuclear war. He thought he was facing two—the nuclear powers, Russia and China—and he was very careful. . . . He had plenty of nuclear
weapons but he saw that it was not in the American interest—and above all,
it was not in the global interest—and that was a very deep thing. . . . After all,
he was elected president, I wasn’t elected . . . I wasn’t elected by anybody. I was
an adviser, I gave him my best advice. I thought the situation was that say you
could . . . put ground forces across the trails in Laos. But he was elected, not
I, to make the decision. I stayed with it to the last day.”17
Rostow’s rambling postwar critique of Kennedy and Johnson for not
sealing the “open frontier” by moving into the Laos “corridor” early on was a
variant of the missed opportunities thesis of why the war was lost, although
he never agreed with later Vietnam revisionists that it was lost because of failure to carry out a much more ruthless bombing campaign than Rolling Thunder. He also dodged the question of whether it was a mistake (morally or
practically) to begin serious American involvement by removing Diem from
power at the end of October 1963, a point of no return that made the war an
American enterprise once and for all. All he would say on that point was to
enlarge a bit on his concern that Diem did not work out a relationship with
those “young technocrats” as he had urged in 1961. Diem was, Rostow said,
a difficult man—and left it at that.
Rostow insisted that he really was out of the loop on most of the discussions about Vietnam until he became national security adviser midway in
the Johnson years. That might be so, but his voice was heard frequently in the
Kennedy administration alongside the most hawkish of the president’s advisers. In May 1964, Rostow, now back at the State Department, was asked to
write a major policy recommendation for Vietnam. The continuing turmoil
after Diem’s removal and assassination at the end of October 1963 had raised
questions about Washington’s willingness to go on tolerating a messy situation
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and might be willing to consider French President Charles deGaulle’s suggestion of pursuing an interim “neutralist” solution, which, everyone knew,
meant accepting a communist Vietnam. The French leader had earlier warned
Kennedy that Vietnam was a rotten place to attempt a stand against what
John Foster Dulles had habitually called the menace of “international communism,” a terminology that unfortunately reduced international politics to a
flat-earth east–west axis and made raising such questions un-American.
Kennedy’s ambiguity had not resolved itself by the time of his assassination, and Johnson was left with the feeling that he would be blamed for “losing” Indochina or, as eventually happened, winding up with a new Korea on
his hands—a battlefield stalemate at higher and higher troop levels. Rostow’s
draft memorandum, according to British historian Godfrey Hodgson, became the basis for Johnson’s August 4, 1964, speech announcing that he had
sent planes to bomb North Vietnamese PT-boat bases in retaliation for the
attacks on American ships in the Gulf of Tonkin. There was scant evidence
at the time that the second, more provocative attack had even taken place. At
the time, Johnson envisaged the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution he secured with
scarcely a demur from both Houses of Congress as an antidote to anticipated
Republican attacks for running away from a fight—or so, at least, he said to
supporters. He wanted no wider war, he insisted, as he took each fateful step
up the ladder. Yet it was true that his primary goal in 1964 was to achieve a
huge margin of victory to get on with his Great Society domestic program.
But Rostow clearly saw it as a different sort of opportunity. The primary purpose of the retaliation and securing in advance congressional support for other
steps as they became necessary was to put an end to the period of anxiety. Titfor-tat responses would never do the job. As he saw it, the Tonkin Resolution
opened a new page in war planning, beginning with a diplomatic offensive
but also a willingness to cause pain on the Chinese “mainland” to halt a drift
toward a much bigger war—inevitable unless the communists backed off.
“They [Hanoi and Beijing] should now feel they confront an LBJ who has
made up his mind. Contrary to the anxiety expressed at an earlier stage, I believe it quite possible to communicate the limits as well as the seriousness of
our intentions,” he wrote to Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, thereby
avoiding stirring up fears that the United States intended to land troops in
China itself.18
No troops to China, then, but Rostow eagerly anticipated using two divisions in Laos to close the frontier. Neither he nor anyone else expected a war
in which 500,000 men would be sent to Southeast Asia. He would argue vehemently that troops to Laos would cut short the war without bringing on a
Chinese reaction. But the consensus held that the North Vietnamese would
rather preserve their hard-earned gains since 1954 rather than face an Amer-
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ican assault from the air. Rostow had considerably less faith in that assumption than did others, such as General Taylor, but he did not deny that the
threat to destroy North Vietnam’s infrastructure would give Hanoi pause. He
had written to President Johnson on June 6, 1964, boldly speculating that
closing off the open frontiers could bring about a fragmentation of the communist movement in South Vietnam like what happened in Greece in the
early Cold War after Stalin closed the Yugoslav frontier as a result of his rift
with Tito. The Greek analogy was a favorite one as the war went on, used often by Secretary of State Dean Rusk to suggest that insurgencies could be defeated. Whatever it was, Vietnam was not something new under the sun, Rostow argued. It was simply inaccurate historically to contend that Mao or Ho
Chi Minh or Che Guevara had invented insurgency. There had been successful insurgencies long before they came along, such as those led by the American revolutionary hero Francis Marion, the “Swamp Fox,” or T. E. Lawrence,
known to all the world as “Lawrence of Arabia,” who led the Arabs against
the Ottoman Empire. There had been unsuccessful insurgencies as well but
only when one understood the need to close frontiers. Rostow’s creed accepted the Cold War premise that the Kremlin could turn revolutions on and
off depending on circumstances and, further, that closing an open frontier
would produce discouragement, leading insurgents to abandon the field. Sealing off South Vietnam by invading Laos was a foolish temptation because it
rested on the false premise that the insurgency had been “exported” and therefore could be shut off in a few easy steps, like shutting a water tap.19
Johnson sent the first 100,000 troops to South Vietnam in July 1965. A
few months later, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara gave the president
a Rostovian argument for why American policy had reached this point where
massive intervention had become necessary as a result of China’s efforts to
build an anti-American coalition across Asia:
This understanding of a straightforward security threat is interwoven with
another perception—namely, that we have our view of the way the U.S.
should be moving and of the need for the majority of the rest of the world
to be moving in the same direction if we to are achieve our national objectives . . . . Our ends cannot be achieved and our leadership role cannot be
played if some powerful and virulent nation—whether Germany, Japan,
Russia or China—is allowed to organize their part of the world according
to a philosophy contrary to ours.20

These were also Rostow’s sentiments. He moved into Bundy’s office
in 1966 long after the basic decisions had been made to start the bombing
campaign known as Rolling Thunder and the seemingly never-ending
process of troop escalation. Just before assuming these duties, on April 21,
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1966, he sent President Johnson a memorandum, “Vietnam—the Critical
Issues,” that argued for stepped-up military action to close the infiltration
trails and cause greater enemy casualties. Time was running short. “They
are playing us as they did the French in 1953.” “Our task is to convince
them at the earliest possible moment that they are wrong; and that time is
their enemy, not their friend.” War weariness, he feared, could cause a
breakdown in both Saigon and Washington if the struggle appeared endless. He hoped the president could gain enough time by explaining to the
nation what the stakes were by saying something like, “We are all being
tested by this crisis.” In words that might have come right out of The Stages
of Economic Growth, Rostow urged the president to educate the people “to
understand the nature of the war; to understand the confusing but essentially constructive struggle of a democratic nation to bloom; and, above all,
by the fact that the Communists are counting on us to despair and give
up.” “If our people really understand, I believe they would be quite tolerant
of the birth pangs.”21
Rostow had followed another self-confident national security adviser,
McGeorge Bundy, the Harvard dean whom John Kennedy brought to the
White House. Bundy’s dominant personality largely defined the nation’s idea
of a national security adviser even down to the present. He remains the yardstick for measuring others.22 Even so, Kennedy never relied on his predecessor in the same way Johnson used Walt Rostow. Kennedy felt more at home
dealing with foreign policy questions, and the relationship Bundy would have
with Johnson was quite different and on a different order completely than
Rostow’s closeness to Johnson. Presidential chronicler Hugh Sidey put it this
way about Johnson and Rostow: “The value of being physically close to the
President was fully realized in those years. L.B.J. was profoundly influenced
by the fact that Rostow was always close by. Visitors being harangued by
Johnson in the dead of night were often astounded when L.B.J. would mash
one of his numerous signal buttons and Rostow would materialize out of the
darkened corridors.”23
From the moment Rostow took up his duties, the president faced an increasingly restive Congress, not willing to break with Johnson on the war or
with the Cold War assumptions behind it yet uneasy about the direction
things were heading. Walt Rostow had been named national security adviser
when Bundy resigned to head the Ford Foundation. Not a few regarded
Bundy’s departure as a telling sign of Kennedyite disapproval of the direction
Johnson had taken in Southeast Asia, but others pointed out that Kennedy
had also picked out Rostow to be Bundy’s deputy and then, a few months
later, to head the State Department’s Policy Planning Council. Rostow was
ready to take up the challenge.
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Senator Fulbright’s reconsideration of the Vietnam War, meanwhile, had
begun with a sharply worded speech criticizing the administration’s intervention in the Dominican Republic. During hearings on the war in January 1966
that he called as chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee under
the guise of considering a special appropriation for funding of the war, Fulbright captured the nation’s attention with his old-South drawl. Rostow was
not called to testify. Defending the war against Fulbright’s skepticism, Dean
Rusk carried the burden of the administration’s case. Asked if the United
States believed it could avert all revolutions in the underdeveloped world, the
secretary of state responded with a quietly self-assured definition of good and
bad revolutions that left several committee members agog at his implications.
“Not necessarily avert all of them,” began Rusk, “but I do believe there is a
fundamental difference between the kind of revolution which the Communists call their wars of national liberation, and the kind of revolution that is
congenial to our own experience, and fits into the aspirations of ordinary men
and women right around the world.”24
Johnson and Rostow had been stung recently by a letter from Fulbright,
who now bitterly regretted having guided the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution
through the Senate in such confident fashion. It had become a vehicle for unlimited expansion of the war. The White House, he charged, was using the
war in Vietnam to build a client-state “U.S. Empire” in an attempt to prevent
China from dominating Asia, as its size and potential made seem inevitable.
Rostow drafted a response that argued that American policy had to sustain
equilibrium of forces in Asia. But first, given China’s new armies and emerging nuclear power, the war in Vietnam had to be won to allow for an “irreducible interdependence” with the West for all states bordering on the mainland power, an interesting way of defining containment under a different
rubric. Johnson also relied on Rostow’s ideas in a July 12, 1966, speech on the
theme of U.S. desire to build a “truly world civilization in the Pacific.” Fulbright responded with a speech saying he had discussed this subject of the
U.S. role in Asia with Rostow and come away with the troubling impression
that the national security adviser believed it was proper for the United States
to become the major power in the area. “I am not saying this policy is necessarily wrong,” but it “comes as a great shock to think that this concept of our
role could be contemplated without consideration by the Senate.” Fulbright
put his doubts into a book titled The Arrogance of Power (1966), making him
even less popular in the White House.25
Johnson turned back all congressional challenges by waving a creased
and crinkled piece of paper under the noses of every group of legislators who
came to the White House. Rescind it, he said, holding out the Gulf of Tonkin
Resolution; go ahead, stop supporting the war with our boys over there in the
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jungle counting on the home front to hold steady. It would take almost another decade for Congress to do anything like that and then only when a president had already begun the process of withdrawing ground forces and, even
more important, struggling to keep above the tides of the Watergate investigation swirling into the Oval Office.
Rostow’s personal experiences back in New Haven when he was growing up began to take on a new relevance for him as the war situation worsened in 1967 and the sense of crisis compounded by summer riots in several American cities, mostly involving the black ghettos. Johnson felt
particularly aggrieved at this untoward development, as he felt he could
rightly claim to have done more for black Americans than any American
president since Abraham Lincoln. Rostow looked at the situation and concluded that it meant—more than ever—that the fate of American society
depended on victory in Vietnam. He even invoked a Republican Party
theme, law and order, to make his point. “It is a fact that we cannot play our
part on the world scene unless we do so from a base of order and progress
at home; and, equally, we cannot build order and progress at home in a
world where U.S. withdrawal from its responsibilities result in an international environment of chaos and violence. . . . Therefore, we must—and we
can—find the energy, talent, and resources to work for order and progress
at home and abroad.”26
In another message to the president, Rostow argued the odd position
that Hanoi might be willing to negotiate an acceptable deal now, midsummer
1967, out of fear that if the Republicans won the White House in a year, they
would face an even tougher prospect. One wonders how Johnson received
that piece of advice. What had to be done, said the national security adviser,
was to add to the building pressure on the Vietcong, whose morale, he said
that he knew from intelligence reports, was getting lower as the enemy had a
difficult time recruiting new troops and even foraging for food. Now was the
time to press the issue with every possible means in the north and the south.
Once again, also, the idea of sending troops to Laos emerged—as it always
would in Rostow’s manifestos. He gave Johnson the impression that his conclusions were based on the reading of “literally hundreds” of intelligence reports in several provinces. What was Johnson to make of all this as Rostow
told him the one thing to do was not to discourage the view that the Republicans “may even be tougher”? The implications were hardly flattering to a
president who had wagered so much, for they suggested that so far he had not
fought the war to win and that the Republicans would, thereby destroying his
heritage as the man who had outdone Roosevelt in war and peace. And they
would do so even at the risk of bringing on a war with China, always Johnson’s worst fear.27

Walt Whitman Rostow

73

Rostow, like other presidential advisers during both the Kennedy and the
Johnson administrations, did not believe it at all likely that China would intervene even if, as he had argued from the beginning, the United States
sought to close the “open frontier” or attacked above the eighteenth parallel,
the 1954 truce line. In February 1967, he traveled to Leeds University in
England to deliver the Sir Montague Burton Lecture. He chose as his title,
“The Great Transition: Tasks of the First and Second Postwar Generation.”
His theme, as usual, was that Vietnam now stood as the center of the great
transition and that the concept of wars of national liberation was “oldfashioned.” “It is being overtaken not merely by the resistance of the seven nations fighting there, but also by history and by increasingly pervasive attitudes
of pragmatism and moderation.” Place by place, the Chinese communist offensive in the developing world had fallen apart, “leaving the war in Viet Nam
perhaps the last major stand of Mao’s doctrine of guerrilla warfare.” Even so,
a failure in Vietnam would have terrible implications and “could destroy the
emerging foundation for confidence and regional cooperation in Asia, with
further adverse consequences on every continent.”28
Communist ideology was all but moribund, he argued, but losing Vietnam would destroy the chances for progress. It sounded contradictory. But he
continued spooning out megadoses of an elixir of optimism even as the situation grew worse and the nation’s patience grew thin. Rostow soon became
the target of satirical jibes. In 1967, a departing White House Asia expert,
James C. Thomson, circulated an imaginary account of a National Security
Council (NSC) meeting held on the morning after the fall of Saigon. It was
chaired by the “Hon. Herman Melville Breslau.” Mr. Breslau was unfazed by
this temporary setback. “In general, he felt, the events of the previous day
were a wholesome and not unexpected phase in South Vietnam’s growth toward political maturity and economic viability. The fall of Saigon to the Viet
Cong meant that the enemy was now confronted with a challenge of unprecedented proportions for which it was totally unprepared: the administration of a major city.” What had to be done now was to drop supplies to the
anticommunist Vietnamese in other regions, and soon Saigon could be back
in the hands of America’s allies.29
Thomson’s account of Breslau’s ability to spin silver linings from dark
clouds mirrored real events. At one NSC meeting, recalled CIA analyst
George Allen, Rostow cited the defection of a supposed Vietcong leader as
proof of low morale among the enemy. Let the Saigon press corps deal with
that evidence, Rostow said. Allen interrupted to say that this particular defector had come in from the jungle at least twice before, whenever he wished
to stock up on some needed commodity. Rostow shot back, “Get on the
team.” The national security adviser would simply not hear the rising tumult
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of dissenting voices. In the summer of 1967, Rostow assembled a group from
White House staffs, the Department of State, the Department of Defense,
and the U.S. Information Agency along with a CIA representative to develop
a campaign to persuade Congress and the public that real progress was being
made in pacification of the countryside. Allen refused to go along with any
report that “cooked the books.” Infuriated, Rostow scraped together optimistic bits and pieces culled from several CIA reports. Included with the
summary, however, was a qualifying page the agency insisted on adding, detailing recent setbacks and adverse trends. Rostow stripped the page off before giving it to the president with a covering note, “At last, Mr. President, a
useful assessment from the CIA.”30
Resentful of Rostow’s handling of the report, Allen protested the implication that the CIA was a chronic naysayer. CIA Director Richard Helms sent
Johnson in September 1967 a much more heretical memorandum prepared by
the agency that even challenged the premise of the war, the near sacrosanct
“domino thesis” that Eisenhower had announced almost casually at a 1954
press conference. Helms closed his covering letter with an ambivalent nod to
Oval Office convictions about the war. “It has no bearing on whether the present political-military outlook within Vietnam makes acceptance of such an
outcome advisable or inadvisable.”31 It was not an argument for or against getting out: “We are not defeatist out here” (at Langley). But the memorandum’s
author argued that gradual withdrawal could be managed to minimize damage
to the nation’s position abroad and lessen the domestic political fallout. And it
ended, “If the analysis here advances the discussion at all, it is in the direction
of suggesting that the risks [of an unfavorable outcome] are probably more
limited and controllable than most previous argument has indicated.”32
Comments Johnson made to Australian journalists about the domino
thesis, with the assistance of National Security Adviser Walt Rostow, standing close by might be seen as his response to the memo. Turning to the national security adviser, the president asked him to summarize the consequences of pulling out of Vietnam. Rostow gave the domino thesis a new spin
by suggesting the first reaction would be “an immediate and profound political crisis” not in Vietnam but in the United States. Out of this turmoil, he argued, the forces behind a “powerful isolationism” would emerge triumphant.
Johnson then led him on to a further conclusion: “They would say our character had worn out?” Rostow replied, “Yes.” And while we were divided and
preoccupied by the debilitating debate, the Soviet Union and China would
seize dangerous initiatives. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization “could
never hold up” as America searched in vain for its lost self-confidence. On
and on he continued this litany of disasters, countering any and all arguments
advanced in the Helms memo.33
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Rostow seized on the capture and death of Fidel Castro’s comrade in
arms, Ernesto Che Guevara, as indicative of world trends away from wars of
national liberation. He had been taken alive, he wrote the president, by Bolivian armed forces, who then ordered him shot. “I regard this as stupid, but understandable from a Bolivian viewpoint.” There were significant positives
from his death that extended beyond the removal of an irritant presence in
Latin America. It marked the passing of another of the “aggressive, romantic
revolutionaries like Sukarno, Nkrumah, Ben Bella—and reinforces this
trend.” Second, it would discourage other would-be guerrillas throughout
Latin America. Finally, “it shows the soundness of our ‘preventive medicine’
assistance to countries facing incipient insurgency—it was the Bolivian 2nd
Ranger Battalion, trained by our Green Berets from June-September of this
year, that cornered him and got him.” He was making sure that all these
points were being made to several news reporters.34
For the national security adviser, all the world had become Vietnam, and
Vietnam had become all the world. Rostow presented President Johnson with a
chart he had devised demonstrating that the “crossover point” was approaching—the moment when American troop reinforcements surpassed North Vietnamese and Vietcong ability to replace their losses. According to a chart of the
sort Rostow treasured, infiltration had fallen off dramatically in the first eight
months of 1967 from a monthly average the previous year of between 7,000 and
8,000 to between 4,000 and 5,000. From such statistics, it was possible to
glimpse the crossover point just beyond the next rice paddy. But Johnson never
got there. The president even brought his commander, General William Westmoreland, back to Washington at the end of 1967 to assure Congress and the
public. The general made speeches, gave television interviews, and was guided
along by Johnson at a congressional briefing. “We feel that we are somewhat like
the boxer in the ring,” Westmoreland told congressional leaders, “where we have
got our opponent almost on the ropes. And we hear murmurs to our rear as we
look over the shoulder that the second wants to throw in the towel.”35
Johnson then urged the general to talk about what bad shape the enemy
was in. “Tell them the story about the company that came down the other day
and [most] over 38 years of age and 20 of them didn’t make it.” Westmoreland was eager to oblige. “I talked to the President today about this, and made
the point that North Vietnam is having manpower problems.” The general
then related how his intelligence—not those sitting 12,000 miles away from
the scene—had learned from a captured prisoner about a company of 120
men who left North Vietnam to head south to battle. Twenty men fell out
sick or deserted. Of the rest, forty were over thirty-eight years old. “And 38
for a Vietnamese is an old man, I can assure you. . . . So, they are having to go
now to the young group and to the old group.”36
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Westmoreland returned to Saigon leaving a trail of “bring ’em on” statements behind to aid Rostow in rallying Democratic troops behind Johnson.
They came. And they came in such numbers that the immediate fate of President Thieu’s government was in doubt for several days. Afterward, the enemy’s 1968 Tet Offensive was labeled a great failure by those who continued
to believe that the war could be won with a different strategy and a different
president. The point can be argued until one is blue in the face, but it remains
true that the Saigon government after Diem’s ouster was little more than an
army without a state. At some point, moreover, the Americans would have to
come home, as the war was now causing major disruptions to the world economic system and posing a direct challenge to the dwindling supply of gold
that had backed the dollar, the world’s reserve currency since the end of
World War II.
The eldest of the Cold War elders, former Secretary of State Dean
Acheson, who had been, as he wrote, Present at the Creation, now intervened
in an effort to save Johnson from Walt Rostow’s blindness to political realities. Acheson, after meeting with the so-called Council of Wisemen, wrote
Johnson about the urgent need to begin withdrawing from Vietnam. He was
worried about the danger that withdrawal would signal that the United States
had lost its stomach for managing other commitments, but he insisted that
disengagement could be carried out over “a period of time” to lessen the impact. Rostow interceded yet again, this time to argue that the Acheson approach represented an extremist alternative:
We are at a most important moment in postwar history. Both the Communist world and the non-Communist world are in considerable disarray.
The outcome—whether in Vietnam or in the gold crisis—depends on how
free men behave in the days and weeks ahead.37

Two weeks later, Johnson announced a partial bombing halt and his decision not to run for reelection. Leaks had become newspaper headlines about
Westmoreland’s supposed request for an additional 200,000 troops to pursue
the Tet “victory.” Questions about the origins of the troop request remain
unanswered, but it appears to have been an effort to force mobilization of the
reserves to fight the war at a different level politically as much as militarily.
The debates inside the president’s tightest circle had become centered on
what kind of speech Johnson should give to announce his new decisions on
the war. Some drafts had him hunkering down, as he liked to say, like a
jackrabbit in a dust storm. But over a period of days, Johnson began moving
in the direction of a “peace” speech. Rostow at one point passed a note to CIA
Director Richard Helms:
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Dick:
About the only hope we’ve got, I conclude, is that:
— the North Vietnamese do mount a big offensive (B-3, Hue, Quang
Tri, Khe Sanh);
— the 101, Airmobile, and the marines clobber them between now and
May 15.
— Just like Lincoln in 1864.
Walt38

The infuriating thing about the war had always been the asymmetrical
challenge. Rostow ached for the enemy to “mount a big offensive” that could
be met by conventional forces. But after Tet, that was unlikely. The North
Vietnamese/Vietcong forces had suffered great losses, and the battle had
been, in strictly military terms, a “defeat.” The hope that the enemy would
provoke such action before May 15 seemed an unlikely prospect. What Rostow meant by the deadline was not entirely clear, but it appeared to have to
do mostly with the political calendar in the United States. At this point, Rostow did not know that Johnson would be a lame-duck president. He had not
confided in his national security adviser about this decision, but Rostow put
in May 15 as a likely last-ditch moment to show that the war could be won
by military means before politics trumped strategy.
Mac Bundy had one last lap around the policy circle when he was summoned to Washington to sit with the Wise Men. It fell to him to give the president the news that the Wise Men had decided against the war. “There is a
very significant shift in our position.” At an earlier meeting of these Cold War
knights of the roundtable, there had been some hope. Not now. Acheson
chimed in, saying that it was not possible to build “an independent South Vietnam.” This shaft was aimed directly at Rostow’s belief that with a little more
time and a little help from Saigon’s friends, it could all turn out right in the
end. General Earle “Buzz” Wheeler, back from consultations in Saigon,
protested that the United States was not trying to win a military victory in the
ordinary sense. Acheson found that a fatuous statement. “Then what in the
name of God are five hundred thousand men out there doing—chasing girls?
This is not a semantic game, General; if the deployment of all those men is not
an effort to gain a military solution, then words have lost all meaning.”39
Upset by this evidence that everything had come apart, Johnson appealed to Rostow for help. “What the hell do they want me to do? What can
we do that we’re not doing?” The national security adviser saw his opening,
perhaps his last chance. “Well, Mr. President, you know, as we’ve talked about
before,” and launched into the case for invading North Vietnam and Laos. An
aide, Harry McPherson was present and reported on Johnson’s reaction.
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“Johnson just flinched, just jumped.” He did not even want McPherson to hear
such things. “No, no, no, I don’t want to talk about that,” he said. The president did not want somebody going public with the idea of a surge into North
Vietnam, saying, “Oh, my God, we’re going to invade North Vietnam.”40
After Johnson gave his speech taking himself out of the presidential
campaign, at least as a candidate, and ordering a partial suspension of the
bombing, the internal struggle in the administration shifted to the instructions to be given to the American representatives at peace talks. Hanoi accepted Johnson’s invitation, and the talks were set to take place in Paris. Rostow suggested that it was unrealistic (to say the least) to assume that all the
communists would be converted or go north after the fighting ended. He still
believed, apparently, that the war had been won and that Hanoi, in accepting
the Paris meeting, was actually suing for peace. But then he added, Saigon
should give consideration to allowing the National Liberation Front (Vietcong) to participate as a political party “after a period of delay.” “The President’s formulation is a one-man-one-vote solution.” It was not, he insisted, a
coalition solution. Secretary of State Dean Rusk had repeated umpteen times
during the war that the communists would never be allowed to shoot their
way into the South Vietnamese government. Now here Rostow was, suggesting that Saigon allow the National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam (NLF) a role—but, of course, only on a one-man-one-vote basis. This
idea of saving face “after a period of delay,” to allow time to elapse so that it
would not appear to be anything like a coalition or, worse, deGaulle’s “neutralization,” was scarcely different from his successor Henry Kissinger’s appeal
for a “decent interval” before the fall.41
The long summer of 1968 saw the Paris talks stalemated on what shape
the conference table should be: round, or square, or some odd contour. While
it was symbolic, the issue was serious as it forced the American delegation to
consider what role the NLF would have not after a period of delay but immediately. Meanwhile, Johnson wrestled with demands that the partial
bombing halt be made a complete cessation. In the very last days of the presidential campaign, Johnson bit the bullet and ordered the bombing stopped.
But he could not deliver the Saigon regime to the table in time to save Vice
President Hubert Humphrey’s bid for the White House. Former Vice President Richard Nixon won, having said only that he had a “secret plan” for ending the war. Johnson’s procrastination down to the final days may have assured
Nixon’s win and the five more years of war that ensued.
However that may be, Rostow’s parting words in an interview with New
York Times reporters cruised along familiar lines from his theoretical works
that China was the bad outside influence in Vietnam, so it was up to China
to cease its historically backward-looking activities and take up the challenge
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of creating a modern state. When it did so, he said, the Chinese would find
Nixon, as they would have found Johnson, eager to work out “decent and normal relations.” On this occasion, however, there were tough questions in the
follow-up. He had spoken of what Russia must do and what China must do.
“Is there no unfinished business on our side? Are there no further steps that
we are to take to make our policy conform to realities of the seventies?” Rostow denied that Washington had been unimaginative in dealing with China.
Until they wanted to move in a different direction, there was little to do except wait.42
But even after Nixon had walked on the Great Wall of China and
toasted Chou En-lai in the Great Banquet Hall while a Chinese orchestra
struggled with “Home, Home on the Range,” Rostow was not ready to concede Vietnam’s history to the Vietnamese. The supposed China menace had
dissipated, but Rostow, still close to Johnson physically as a professor of the
University of Texas, told CBS television even as Saigon’s forces melted away
that the United States should send two marine divisions to invade North
Vietnam. The United States had “a very direct burden” morally to supply such
military aid because Washington had pressured Saigon to accept the Paris accords. He did not mention that the accords permitted North Vietnam and the
NLF to hold their positions at the time of cease-fire. He was right, certainly,
in expecting that without a new influx of military support, the end was near.
Nixon had gotten American prisoners of war back, which was what he
wanted, and while there were later accusations that Watergate had crippled
efforts to create a Korea-like situation in Vietnam, such charges were good
only for domestic political purposes.43
Twenty years later, Rostow had some final words to say on “The Case for
the Vietnam War.” The occasion for his essay in the War College Quarterly,
Parameters was the publication of Robert McNamara’s first volume of memoirs, In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam. Rostow listed McNamara’s arguments about why the war was unwinnable and added, “To a degree
impossible to determine, his conclusion, by his own account, was influenced
also by the anti-war sentiment in the country which extended to his immediate family.” However couched in praise for McNamara, this was an accusatory
statement—one that Rostow would repeat at the end of a lengthy effort to refute the arguments presented by Johnson’s secretary of defense.
After defending the nation-building exercise and contending that the
Tet Offensive had been launched by the enemy as an almost desperate effort
to halt the erosion of its position in the South (as in his 1967 assurances that
the Vietcong had recruitment problems and the crossover point was near),
Rostow doubled back on his arguments to the position he had held since the
1961 exploratory mission ordered by Kennedy had taken him to Saigon for
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his first close-up encounter with a war of national liberation. His conclusion
thirty-five years later was the same. “Another weakness of McNamara’s book
is his failure to discuss systematically the gift of sanctuary which rendered the
war inevitably ‘long and inconclusive.’ There have been no examples in which
a guerrilla war (or a war dependent on external supply) has been won in which
one side was granted sanctuary by the other.” Updating his examples of success for the guerrillas, Rostow talked about American supply to the Afghan
defenders against the Russians through Pakistan. Rostow then spent considerable time in the article citing authorities on how the United States missed
its opportunity to close the frontier. “Those who advocated blocking the trails
on the ground [he does not mention here his persistent advocacy] believed
that action would force a concentration of North Vietnamese troops to keep
the trails open, and two or three reinforced U.S. divisions together with air supremacy could deal with them.”
His essay ends where it began, with a sharp thrust at the antiwar movement through the screen of McNamara’s supposed inner turmoil. “One returns to the wild card in this story: the manner in which the United States,
including McNamara’s own family, was driven into painful controversy over
the war. And that is part of the equation that all Americans must weigh for
themselves. In fact, only McNamara can weigh all the factors that have driven
him into the position that, whatever the cost, the United States should have
withdrawn its troops from Vietnam.”44
Such confidence in the rightness of his course foreshadowed statements
in America’s “new” longest war four decades later when President George W.
Bush asserted in Hanoi (without any sense of irony) that Americans were too
impatient. A reporter had asked if there were any “lessons” for the debate over
the Iraq War? “One lesson is,” he replied, “is that we tend to want there to be
instant success in the world, and the task in Iraq is going to take a while. . . .
We’ll succeed unless we quit.”45
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Senator Henry Jackson and
the Demise of Détente
Anna Kasten Nelson

Nineteen seventy-two was a banner year for President Richard Nixon and

his national security adviser, Henry Kissinger. On February 21, after extensive
secret planning on the part of Kissinger, Nixon arrived in Beijing, China,
bringing an official American presence to China for the first time in twentyfive years. A well-photographed meeting with the aged chairman, Mao Zedong, lent official support to the working meetings that ensued between
Nixon, Kissinger, and Premier Zhou Enlai as well as meetings between the
Chinese foreign minister and Secretary of State William Rogers. While no
new diplomatic initiatives resulted, Nixon’s trip finally gave de facto U.S.
recognition to the People’s Republic of China.
The following May found the president in Moscow, consulting with
Leonid Brezhnev. Nixon returned from this Moscow summit with an AntiBallistic Missile (ABM) treaty and an interim Strategic Arms Limitation
Treaty (SALT). After three years of lengthy and exhausting negotiations,
Nixon and Brezhnev ceremoniously and symbolically signed the first treaty of
the Cold War that limited armaments. Nixon returned home with a solid
diplomatic achievement.
Once home, however, Nixon and Kissinger found themselves facing another set of difficult negotiations. This one was with members of the U.S.
Senate. Chief among their adversaries was Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson, a
Democrat from the state of Washington. In spite of the Senate’s ability to
“advise and consent,” it is rare for a senator to have a major impact on foreign
policy. But as William Bundy noted, Jackson’s “effect on events and attitudes
must rank him among the top American public figures concerned with foreign policy in the 1970s.”1
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Henry Jackson was born in Everett, Washington, in 1912, the son of
Norwegian immigrants. As a boy, he picked up the nickname “Scoop,” and it
followed him the rest of his life. His political career began when he was
elected prosecuting attorney of Snohomish County, Washington, in 1938,
three years after his graduation from the University of Washington Law
School. In 1941, he entered the U.S. House of Representatives as its youngest
member and spent the rest of his life in the U.S. Congress.
Jackson entered Congress soon after the United States instituted the
draft and went to war, but unlike some of his fellow representatives, he accepted President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s offer to aid the war effort by staying
in the Congress. As a result, in contrast to most of his generation, Jackson
never had military experience.
Although the United States was being transformed into a global power,
Jackson spent his early years in Congress on the domestic policies important
to his constituency, flood control, rivers and harbors, and the generation of
public power. As a New Deal Democrat, he strongly supported labor unions,
including the powerful maritime unions important to the Seattle area.
He emerged from the war years as an even stronger supporter of the
tenets of the New Deal, repackaged by President Harry Truman as the “Fair
Deal.” He believed that a strong federal government was necessary to support
economic growth while simultaneously providing a social net for Americans.
He supported national health insurance, aid to education, and federal support
for public housing. Throughout his life he remained a champion of organized
labor.
Just as his constituents begin to turn their attention to internationalism,
so did Jackson. But Jackson also became a strong supporter of President
Harry Truman’s foreign policy. He vigorously supported military containment
as expressed in the 1950 document, NSC 68; approved of the decision to develop the hydrogen bomb; and supported Truman’s decision to go to the aid
of South Korea.2
His early years in both Washington State and in the House of Representatives had a lasting influence on his political ideas and actions. For example, Jackson emerged in the postwar years as very pro-Chinese, which may
have reflected the disdain of his fellow Washingtonians for the Japanese.3
During the years of World War II, the people of Washington State felt particularly threatened by the possibility of a Japanese fifth column, and Jackson
supported the internment of Japanese Americans. He was further influenced
by the brutality the Japanese practiced against the Chinese. Only much later,
as a senator, did he see Japan as a counterbalance to the Soviet Union.
Jackson also maintained that he was deeply affected by a visit he made
to Buchenwald, one of Hitler’s death camps, as a young congressman. He
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contended that the sights there turned him into an ardent supporter of the
state of Israel and the plight of Jews in other anti-Semitic countries.
By the time Jackson moved into the Senate in 1953, he had morphed
into a Cold Warrior. He was not alone, joining many of his fellow New Dealers in supporting military containment and the concomitant large military
budgets requested for “mutual security.” These Cold War liberals who dominated the Democratic Party until it split over the Vietnam war continued to
support progressive domestic programs while fully embracing a foreign policy
dominated by fear of Soviet military might and its alleged control of worldwide communist parties.
In a 1956 Senate speech, Jackson declared, “The basic aim of the Kremlin remains unchanged—a Moscow dominated world. The Soviet rulers stand
ready and able to employ every last weapon in the Communist arsenal of conquest.”4 Meanwhile, he warned, the Soviets are catching up with the United
States on technologically sophisticated weapons. Hence, he argued in this and
other speeches, the Senate must continue to approve new weapons. Until his
sudden death in 1983, Jackson never wavered from this view of the Soviet
Union, even though the Soviet–Chinese split was evidence that the Soviet
Union did not have control over world communism, and Soviet and American leaders began meeting in each other’s countries. Jackson was never convinced that the entire nature of the Cold War changed. In his final press conference, he was just as adamant about the “malevolence” of the Soviet Union
and the need to preserve American strength.5
Jackson remained actively involved in the concerns of his constituents
and continued to be an outspoken member of the Senate Interior Committee, ultimately becoming chairman. But he also became increasingly involved
in national security issues. For example, before the end of his first six-year
term, he spoke out in opposition to President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s effort
to cut the defense budget and supported the development of ballistic missiles,
including an ocean-based force.6
When Democrats took control of the Senate after the 1954 election,
Jackson was assigned to the Armed Services Committee and the Interior
Committee while retaining his seat on the Government Operations Committee. Although he later chaired the Interior Committee, he used his other
assignments to further his growing interest in foreign policy, including his
Armed Services Subcommittee on Arms Control, which provided a platform
for his strong, negative views on arms limitation and disarmament.
In spite of his interest in foreign policy, Jackson never became a member
of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, largely because of the opposition
of Senator J. William Fulbright (D-Ark.), who was ranking Democrat and
then chairman of the committee until his defeat in 1974. Part of the bad
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blood between the two men was the product of personal rivalry, especially as
Jackson became more involved in national security policy. Rivalry was only
the more visible reason, however. Fulbright scorned Jackson, the hawk, who,
he assumed, promoted armaments and airpower because of his cozy relationship to his home industry, the Boeing Company. Jackson, a western liberal,
saw Senator Fulbright as an apologist for racists, standing firm with other
southerners against civil rights legislation. Even more important, the two men
had radically different views about the nature of American national security.
When Fulbright was defeated in 1974, Jackson’s staff reportedly celebrated
with champagne.7
Jackson’s determined interest in foreign policy was not to be thwarted in
spite of the fact that he was on the “wrong” committee. The Government Operations Committee, which had no jurisdiction over foreign policy, did have
oversight over government processes. In 1959, in spite of opposition from the
White House and Fulbright, Jackson made imaginative use of this jurisdiction by forming a Subcommittee on National Policy Machinery, which was
ostensibly only about the process of making foreign policy rather than policy
itself. The premise behind the hearings was that good process makes good
policy, a questionable assumption. After extensive staff work and interviews
with former officials, academics, and other foreign policy specialists, Senator
Jackson launched a series of public hearings on the National Security Council, State Department, and Defense Department just in time for the 1960
elections. For the most part, the hearings discredited Eisenhower’s policymaking process and indirectly his policies. They also served to encourage the
new president, John F. Kennedy, to jettison the process of his predecessor.
Kennedy had other advisers suggesting the need for a new foreign policy
structure, but Jackson’s subcommittee was credited with that decision and was
heralded for its work, especially since Kennedy publicly stated that he was
“much impressed with the constructive criticism” contained in the subcommittee’s report.8 It was the work of this subcommittee that made Jackson an
actor in the national security world. It also helped Jackson’s growing influence
that he was a friend of the new president, whom he had first met shortly after his election to Congress.
The transformation of U.S. foreign policy during the Cold War also was
responsible for Jackson’s ascent. The State Department was no longer the only
player on the field. National security policy now included policies made in
both the Defense Department and the intelligence agencies. This change easily empowered the Armed Services Committee and the chairman of the Subcommittee on Arms Control.
Unlike many senators, who gain influence as chairmen of committees,
Jackson gained influence though his dedication to detail, his understanding of
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the Senate’s rules and procedures, the force of his personality, and his able and
devoted staff.
Jackson met his chief foreign policy adviser, Dorothy Fosdick, at a dinner party in 1954 and hired her in 1956. For his remaining twenty-eight years
as a senator, Fosdick was at his side. Before joining Jackson, she had earned
her PhD at Columbia and spent ten years in the State Department, where she
worked as a member of the policy planning staff under George Kennan and
Paul Nitze. By the time she joined Jackson, she had became a committed supporter of military containment.9 It is to Jackson’s credit that he overcame the
gender bias of his generation and hired a woman to advise him on foreign
policy at a time when the only woman working for senators were their secretaries.
Jackson appointed Dorothy Fosdick as staff director of the Subcommittee on National Policy Machinery. The subcommittee survived for fifteen
years, but it never again had such an important influence on policy. It was important to Jackson, however, because it provided the necessary home for his
foreign policy staff, which after 1969 included Richard Perle, who would become a pivotal figure during the Nixon and Ford administrations. Perle came
to Washington at the suggestion of his former teacher, Albert Wohlstetter, and
was a consistent proponent of a defense posture that would always surpass the
Soviets.10 Perle remained on Jackson’s staff until 1981 when President Reagan
appointed him assistant secretary of state for international security affairs.
In 1969, when Nixon and Kissinger assumed the responsibility for
American national security, they regarded Jackson as among the ranks of their
supporters. Nixon even offered Jackson the position of secretary of defense,
which the Washington Democrat quickly declined. Instead, by 1972, his long
tenure on the Senate Armed Services Committee plus his knowledgeable staff
gave Jackson the expertise and authority to challenge the policies promoted
by the president and his national security adviser.
Richard Nixon came to office with the promise to end the war in Vietnam, which had essentially driven his predecessor from office. Both China
and the Soviet Union were supporting and supplying the North Vietnamese.
Hence, removing that support would force negotiations. Nixon and Kissinger
had a grand plan that would achieve this goal while restructuring the Cold
War. Taking advantage of the tensions on the Soviet–Chinese border and an
apparent rift between the Soviet Union and China, Nixon decided to exploit
the unease and suspicions of the Soviets by reaching out to China. Meanwhile, he also moved to create a détente with the Soviet Union. In the end,
he and Kissinger hoped to persuade both the Soviets and the Chinese to
abandon their support of North Vietnam and encourage their perceived client
to negotiate for peace.11
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The policy of détente was central to the foreign policy of Nixon and
Kissinger. Détente is a diplomatic term signifying the relaxation of tension
between two former or present adversaries. Both men believed that international disagreements were linked and that a policy of détente would resonate
in curbing Soviet activities elsewhere in the world.
Nixon and Kissinger chose several specific paths to pursue détente. First,
they began with reviving the stalled negotiations over arms control. Second,
Kissinger promised the Soviets a trade treaty with a most-favored-nation
(MFN) clause. In addition, the United States agreed to provide grain shipments to compensate for a Soviet agricultural shortfall.
As noted previously, although driven by many concerns, Nixon and
Kissinger went to Beijing and held summit meetings in Moscow as part of
their diplomatic effort to end the war in Vietnam. Ultimately, détente did not
lead to the end of the Vietnam War, although it did serve to reduce tensions
and considerably warm the Cold War.
One of the first moves toward détente was the decision to negotiate an
Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) treaty and a Strategic Arms Limitation (SALT)
agreement.
After the Cuban missile crisis of 1962, the Soviets began a crash program to achieve some kind of parity with the United States so that they would
never again have to back down because of the threat of American force. By
1969, they had achieved their goal and therefore, in their view, were able to
discuss limiting armaments from a position of strength. Both countries also
realized that they were on the cusp of new technology that would drain budgets and once again destabilize parity. The time was ripe for negotiations.
The Soviets expressed an interest in negotiations to limit armaments as
early as the Johnson administration, but it was only in 1969 that talks began
in earnest. Even then, it took until 1972 before the ABM treaty and the
SALT I agreement were completed.
Antiballistic missiles are defensive weapons designed to destroy incoming
missiles before they reach their target. But as critics of the agreement pointed
out, ABMs were potentially destabilizing because they could undermine their
adversary’s deterrent capability. Neither side had developed a completely workable system, so the ABM was more amenable to negotiations. The two countries basically agreed not to have enough ABMs scattered across their extensive
terrain to protect every one of their citizens. Instead, only two ABM sites would
be allowed: one to protect the capitals, Moscow and Washington, and the other
a missile site. In 1974, the limit was dropped to one site for each.
The interim SALT agreement, which concerned offensive intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and submarine-launched ballistic missiles
(SLBMs), was a different matter. It became largely a numbers game. After
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months of negotiation, the agreement froze the number of ICBMs to those
already deployed or under construction. This gave the Soviets 1,607, a leading edge over the American’s 1,054; SLBMs were also frozen at 740 for the
Soviet Union and 656 for the United States.
Neither the negotiators nor Nixon regarded the imbalance as unfair.
Aside from the fact that the United States had 450 long-range bombers to the
Soviet Union’s 200, the United States had 5,700 warheads on its missiles
compared to the Soviet number of 2,500. In addition, the United States was
already deploying multiple independently targetable reentry vehicles
(MIRVs) in 1970 and so needed fewer missiles.
MIRVs were devices able to send out many nuclear warheads on a single missile to widely scattered areas. Unfortunately, MIRVs were deliberately
not subject to the SALT treaty. The United States regarded them as a trump
card. The Soviet Union was still testing MIRVs, although they quickly caught
up with the United States in 1975. In the long run, ignoring the number of
MIRVs in the arms control agreement was a significant failure.
When Nixon signed the SALT agreement at the 1972 summit meeting
in Moscow, he and Kissinger judged it a success, as much because of what it
said as what it left out. New weapons could be developed, new submarines
built, and a new bomber built to replace the B-52. Given the totality of the
American arsenal, Russian superiority in numbers of ICBMs and SLBMs
posed no threat to American national security, they reasoned. To Kissinger,
the arms permitted by the agreements were “sufficient” to accomplish their
purpose, preventing the Soviets from a first strike.12
As a gesture of goodwill, Brezhnev also offered for joint signature an
agreement establishing “Basic Principles of Relations” between the two nations. Both countries agreed that since, in the nuclear age, there was no substitute for peaceful coexistence, they would work to prevent situations from
emerging that might cause military confrontations leading to a nuclear war.
The document advocated the expansion of economic and commercial ties,
which would serve to the advantage of both since the Soviet Union needed
grain and the United States needed to sell it. They also pledged not to interfere in other countries in order to avoid confrontation, a provision both sides
ignored. While cynics did not expect these lofty provisions to prevail very
long, the treaties and agreements signed in May 1972 did provide a momentary break in the Cold War. The Moscow summit was the high point of détente.13
Senator Jackson strongly supported Nixon’s defense budgets and, unlike
so many of his fellow Democrats, did not part with Nixon over his Vietnam
policy. An enthusiastic proponent of Nixon’s ABM-building program, he was
partly responsible for its passage through the Senate by a one-vote margin.
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Nixon and Kissinger therefore assumed that Jackson would support a
treaty favorable to the United States that had taken three years to negotiate.
Both men, however, seriously misjudged the senator’s strong commitment to
the Cold War and his suspicion of détente with the Soviet Union. Improbably, given his past support of Nixon’s defense program, Jackson opposed both
the ABM treaty and the SALT agreement. To Jackson, sufficiency was not
good enough, and to the discomfort of Nixon and Kissinger, he turned his attention to opposing the agreements.14
Jackson firmly held to his belief that more missile launchers were necessary
to defend the United States against a first strike from the Soviets. When the
president signed the treaty in Moscow severely limiting the number of ABMs
allowed in each country, Jackson argued that American capacity had been bargained away. Nevertheless, he ultimately voted for the ABM treaty and turned
his attention to the interim SALT agreement (or SALT I). Jackson objected vociferously to its unequal provisions. It did not establish parity, he argued, but gave
the Soviets a considerable nuclear advantage. He held Nixon and Kissinger responsible for sinking a strong defense on the shoals of détente.
Senate Hearings on SALT I were held by both the Senate Foreign Relations Committee under Chairman Fulbright and the Senate Armed Services Committee in the summer of 1972. Fulbright insisted that the Pentagon
was inflating the estimates of Soviet capability. Jackson, on the other hand,
was concerned that the lack of data proved that the American estimates were
too low. He wanted an agreed database from which to start counting
ICBMs.15
When Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird came before the Armed Services Committee to present the president’s budget proposal for the following
year, Jackson took advantage of the opportunity to air his dissenting views.
Unlike those of his fellow Democrats on the committee who were eager to
probe the defense budget figures on Vietnam, all of Jackson’s questions in the
hearings indirectly concerned SALT since they pertained to comparisons between Soviet and U.S. capability. Jackson asked one question of Laird, but he
asked it many times and in many forms. He wanted to know if Laird would
support SALT if the budget requests for the strategic weapons systems were
not forthcoming. Laird refused to say no but repeated that the ABM treaty,
SALT, and new equipment were all of a piece.
Jackson then turned toward the SALT agreement signed in Moscow. He
presented a chart to Laird that he and his staff had compiled on the provisions of the SALT agreements. His chart illustrated what he saw as a clear advantage for the Soviets. But Laird also had a chart. His told quite a different
story. In fact, as Laird pointed out, the figures were subject to interpretation,
and no figures had been agreed on.

Senator Henry Jackson and the Demise of Détente

91

Jackson exploited that very fact and noted that he hoped to gain from
the hearing just what the U.S. government thought it had agreed to regarding the land-based strategic forces. He remarked on the lack of detail
in the agreement and the deleterious effect of ambiguity. He illustrated his
own capacity for detail, for example, by pointing out that that there was no
effort to distinguish between “heavy” ICBMs and “light” ICBMs or the
size of the silos. Without a clear understanding as to the number of landbased missiles, the Soviets could interpret the treaty in quite a different
way. These were missing details that, in his view, could cause trouble in the
future.
Jackson continued to harp on what he insisted were critical details as he
questioned Laird. Finally, Laird turned to his assistant secretary, Paul Nitze,
who had been on the negotiating team. Even Nitze, who often met with Jackson and was a mentor to his staff and a strong proponent of military preparedness, seemed to lose patience when Jackson began to question terms
such as “starting construction.” Jackson was unpersuaded and continued to
harp on ambiguity.16
Jackson may have been correct in his assumptions that the ICBM agreement simply stopped the Soviets from building new ones without an exact
count of what they already had in place. But that was not really a relevant issue to the negotiators, the president, Kissinger, or Laird. They had an estimate, and they knew that under the terms of the agreement, the Soviets could
not start construction of any more ICBMs. Meanwhile, the United States had
a “sufficient” number.
It is hard to know if that particular issue troubled Jackson as much as he
indicated. He publicly continued to discredit the agreement because it did not
offer parity. In his view, parity could be achieved only if the Soviets were
forthcoming in giving the United States accurate numbers.
While Kissinger and Nixon had turned to peaceful coexistence predicated on the view that the alternative of mutual destruction was untenable
and hence unlikely, Jackson remained unconvinced. His arguments centered
on the possibility—almost inevitability—of a serious Soviet attack. He derided détente, pointing out that it lacked definition even as the administration “has revolved, like a tether ball, around the pole of that détente.” We
have been left, he continued, “without a clear sense of where we are going
or, for that matter, a common understanding of where we have been.”17 To
Jackson, the SALT agreements were examples of the dangerous direction of
policy in the name of détente. Compromise exhibited weakness in the face of
the Soviet strength. Therefore, in the Armed Services Hearings called to examine the SALT agreement, he argued that under that agreement, the United
States would be inadequately prepared given the imbalance in offensive
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weapons between the Soviet Union and the United States. He noted several
times the brief window of time once an attack began.
Summing up his views in a speech on the floor of the Senate on August
11, 1972, Jackson pointed out that since the agreement went to the “heart of
American security—the capacity to deter nuclear war,” precision was essential.18 Once again, he noted that the interim agreement did not indicate how
many ICBMs the Soviets actually had. Hence, there was no way of knowing
whether the numbers would “add up to stable parity or unstable inferiority.”
When he added up the numbers that were known, Jackson concluded, the Soviets could deploy the number of weapons that exceeded those of the United
States “by a 50 percent margin.” He dismissed out of hand the idea that numbers do not matter when there is sufficiency. As far as he was concerned, the
agreement would not slow the buildup of Soviet offensive forces, which he
continued to see as threatening to the United States.
On the other hand, Jackson did not totally dismiss the interim agreement. Instead, returning to form, his goal was to amend the agreement in order to influence the upcoming negotiations on SALT II treaty, which would
replace the interim agreement. He quite clearly stated in his Senate speech of
August 11, 1972, that he offered his amendment to the agreement so that the
United States would never again sign an arms limitation treaty that did not
“assure equality between the parties on offensive intercontinental strategic
arms.”19
Richard Perle wrote in a posthumous publication devoted to the senator
that Jackson never voted against arms control. While this is true, he also never
voted for an arms control treaty without instituting major changes, beginning
with the Limited Nuclear Test Ban Treaty of 1963. President John F.
Kennedy also assumed that Jackson would support the treaty, and, indeed, the
senator ultimately voted for it. But after expressing his opposition in lengthy
hearings and on the floor of the Senate, he negotiated with the administration for the “safeguards” that he regarded as crucial. He insisted that underground testing continue, that the nuclear laboratories be maintained, that the
United States remain ready to test aboveground, and that the United States
improve its ability to verify the conduct of the enemy. These “safeguards” ensured that testing would continue, if only underground, and that nuclear research would continue. Because of Jackson, the treaty that emerged from the
Senate was not quite the same peace pipe that Kennedy planned to pass to the
world.20
The interim SALT I agreement was to last for five years followed by a
SALT II treaty. Jackson determined that Nixon’s prestige was too high for
SALT I to be defeated, so he proposed an amendment to modify the interim
agreement and in so doing had an effect on every subsequent arms agreement.
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The Jackson amendment declared that any future arms negotiations
must not limit the United States to levels of intercontinental strategic forces
inferior to those of the Soviet Union. The legislative history behind the
amendment indicated that equality did not mean equity but absolute equality
of numbers. Jackson drafted the amendment in an extremely clever way. A
senator could either vote for the amendment or vote for American inferiority
vis-à-vis the Soviets. Consequently, it was approved by the Senate on September 14, 1972. When the negotiators returned to Geneva in 1975 to work
on SALT II, the amendment requiring a database and equality became a major American objective immediately resisted by the Soviets.
Nixon was worried about a “massive right-wing revolt” in the Senate as
early as May 1972, when the treaty was signed. He instructed Kissinger to develop a team to meet with recalcitrant senators, including Jackson, and to assure them that he was moving ahead in the development of other weapon systems not covered by the agreement.21
Throughout the discussion on arms control and in spite of his public attack on SALT, Jackson never lost touch with either Kissinger or Nixon.
Nixon, for his part, realized that Jackson was too powerful a senator to ignore.
The senator respected Nixon’s strong political backing in 1972. Certainly,
Jackson was not planning to vote against the agreement, even as he successfully amended it and irrevocably changed the playing field.
Nixon probably acquiesced to Jackson’s amendment for two reasons:
first, he wanted Congress to enact the SALT I treaty to enhance his own
stature in the months before the 1972 election and, second, he was not concerned with solving problems for agreements that would not be negotiated
until after he left office.22
Jackson’s amendment would prove to be an enormous stumbling block in
future negotiations, but that would by no means be his only impact on future
arms control policy. Soon after the treaty was signed on September 30, 1972,
Jackson met with Nixon and Kissinger in the Oval Office of the White House.
He came to warn them about the mood in Congress that he thought was on
the verge of cutting U.S. conventional forces and bringing U.S. forces home
from Europe. Jackson was vocal in his complaints about his fellow senators.
They did not understand SALT or equality, warheads, or other important military components protecting the country. Education was badly needed, he told
them. Kissinger agreed, noting that they (congressmen) are “dumb.”
The SALT negotiators and the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency
(ACDA) were the subjects on Jackson’s mind, however, and here he found a
ready audience for his views. Kissinger provided the opening for this discussion by raising the question of ACDA officials. In a voice full of scorn, Jackson immediately noted that those who negotiated arms control and led
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ACDA were totally disloyal to the president and to the country. He singled
out Raymond Garthoff, who had been on the negotiating team, as especially
guilty.23 “Transfer the assholes,” was Nixon’s response. Kissinger joined in
with a story of how the Russian-speaking Garthoff independently conversed
with his counterparts during the negotiations, intimating the very disloyalty
Jackson had raised.
Senator Jackson had come with an agenda. When he left the Oval Office, it had been fulfilled. New negotiations for SALT II would soon be under way. He provided the name of a new negotiator, Ed Rowny, and encouraged Nixon to appoint people in ACDA who were not for arms control. As
the meeting wound to a close, Nixon asked for the names of all those “people
in ACDA who were bastards” and took Jackson’s advice.24
Jackson was not the only critic of SALT. He had support from other
hard-liners in the State and Defense departments and even the White House.
But Jackson had leverage they lacked. Nixon needed his support and vote on
important defense decisions such as the one to build two Trident submarines.
Jackson was a leader of an important group in the Senate who were supportive but often critical of aspects of Nixon’s defense budget. The president
seemed to see no contradiction between his international move to détente and
his encouragement of Senator “Scoop” Jackson.
Immediately after the treaty was signed in the White House on September 30, Nixon and Jackson took a forty-five-minute walk in the Rose Garden. The subjects of their conversation are unknown. It has been assumed that
it was during this walk that Jackson expressed his views about the personnel
running ACDA. But Nixon’s taped conversations suggest otherwise. While
ACDA might have been discussed, their disagreement over other aspects of
détente may have been uppermost on their minds.25
Both ACDA and the SALT negotiating team were “purged,” and
ACDA’s budget was cut by a third. In January 1973, the head of the SALT
delegation (and ACDA), Gerard Smith, resigned and was replaced by U.
Alexis Johnson, a more cautious career diplomat. Of seventeen top positions
in ACDA, only three occupants remained in place. Among the negotiating
team, only two remained for the opening of talks on SALT II. The new appointees were hard-line negotiators whom Jackson knew and could influence.
Prominent among the new group was Lieutenant General Ed Rowny representing the Defense Department.
The long-run effect of these changes was to weaken support for arms
control. As one author notes, whereas Kissinger had been able to negotiate
between “hard-liners and soft-liners,” with the new team he no longer had
that luxury. The views of ACDA were also so “hard line” that there was no
longer any debate within the administration.26
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At the conclusion of their Oval Office conversation on September 30,
Nixon and Jackson also briefly mentioned trade negotiations between the
United States and the Soviet Union. But the brevity of that discussion and the
amiable agreement of the participants that day in no way reflected the reality
of their profound disagreement.
As noted, Nixon had promised the voters in 1968 that he would end the
war in Vietnam. Whatever else they accomplished, he and Kissinger knew
that Vietnam would remain an albatross hovering over the administration and
coloring its history. The road to end the war, they thought, ran through the
Soviet Union, the country that primarily supplied the North Vietnamese.
Moves toward détente were thus influenced by the desire to extend enough
carrots to the Soviets to accomplish that goal.
The agreements at the Moscow summit were an important carrot. Another concerned trade between the two countries. A new trade agreement that
the administration was proposing to Congress contained a provision to give
the Soviet Union MFN status. Almost every nation that traded with the
United States had achieved that status. Kissinger knew how much Brezhnev
wanted this provision and assured him that it would be forthcoming. Inclusion of the Soviets would further indicate U.S. support of détente and serve
to reward Soviet efforts to move the North Vietnamese toward negotiations.
The trade agreement and the MFN provision, therefore, were crucial to
Kissinger’s policy.
Looking abroad, the president and his adviser neglected to spot the beginning of a domestic grassroots movement that would ultimately undermine
both MFN and their vision of détente. Once again, Jackson chose to impose
an amendment that in this instance ultimately destroyed the legislation and
contributed to the end of détente. The Jackson-Vanik amendment stipulated
that the Soviets could achieve MFN status only if they allowed their citizens
to freely emigrate. Most of those who sought to emigrate were Jews who were
escaping what they regarded as second-class citizenship.
Although Jackson is generally credited with the idea to tie emigration to
trade, he was almost at the back of the band. The movement began with agitation on the part of a few concerned Jewish individuals who worried about
the anti-Semitism in the Soviet Union and the inability of the Jews to emigrate. Forming an organization, they drew up legislation that tied emigration
to the Export Administration Act since it gave the president authority to
withhold exports under certain conditions. The group did not even try to contact Jackson because in their view he was on the wrong committee.
The American Jews unexpectedly got a boost from the Soviet Union itself. Congress suddenly paid attention when the Soviets imposed a tax on all
potential émigrés. The Soviets pointed out that many of those seeking visas
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had completed many years of professional education. The government, they
argued, was merely seeking to be paid back for their investment in the individuals who were now leaving the country to work elsewhere.
With the encouragement of their senators, Richard Perle of Jackson’s
staff, and Morris Amitay from the staff of Senator Abraham Ribicoff (DConn.) began meeting with other staffs and representatives of Jewish organizations. Perle and Amitay dominated the group, which first conceived of the
idea to link Soviet emigration policy to MFN. Encouraged by Perle, Jackson
began assembling a bipartisan group of senators and in September 1972 offered his amendment to the East-West Trade Relations Act in the waning
days of the 92nd Congress.
Jackson did not offer new legislation. Instead, he again offered an
amendment that completely changed the character of the original act. “Under
this amendment,” he told the Senate, “no country would be eligible to receive
most-favored-nation treatment or to participate in U.S. credit and investment
guarantee programs unless that country permits its citizens the opportunity to
emigrate to the country of their choice.” The amendment even required the
president to report to Congress on compliance of countries gaining MFN status.
Jackson’s speech announcing his amendment stated views that he would
emphasize over and over during the two years it took to pass his amendment.
He quoted the Russian dissident Alexander Solzhenitsyn, a man he greatly
admired; pointed out state repression in the Soviet Union; and denounced the
emigration tax, which he regarded as “ransom from Jews” who wished to
leave. He reminded his listeners that Himmler also sold exit permits for Jews
wishing to leave Nazi Germany, stretching his argument to note a parallel
with the Holocaust.27 He was joined in his effort by Ohio Congressman
Charles Vanik, whose family fled Czechoslovakia and whose district included
many Jewish residents.
Jackson did not represent a city with a large Jewish population, yet he
took up the fight for Jewish emigration even before it attracted the attention
of most American Jewish organizations. Furthermore, it was his leadership
and persistence for two years that finally led to the passage of the JacksonVanik amendment. Several explanations have been offered for Jackson’s persistence in helping the Soviet Jews. One explanation looks at his two attempts
to run for president and concludes that he wanted his share of the money that
American Jews contribute to Democratic political campaigns as well as votes.
If so, his efforts proved futile, for his campaigns in 1972 and 1976 were
aborted and money did not flow into his campaign in great amounts.
Richard Perle, who discounted any devious intentions on the part of the
senator, repeated Jackson’s own explanation that his visit to Hitler’s ovens
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deeply affected him and was at the root of his efforts to help the Soviet Jews
escape harsh anti-Semitism. Jackson’s parents were Norwegian immigrants,
and he was proud of his heritage. He bitterly resented the Nazi occupation of
the country. Perle also thought that between observing the Nazis and Soviets,
the senator just became a consistent foe of totalitarianism.28
Another of Jackson’s former staff members later maintained that Jackson also saw the right to emigrate as a human rights issue.29 He pointed to
the senator’s support for the growing dissent in the Soviet Union. When
Brezhnev invited Jackson to Moscow, for example, the senator replied that if
he accepted, he would want to arrange a visit with Alexander Solzhenitsyn.
The invitation was withdrawn.30 Without disputing the senator’s support for
human rights, it should be noted that support for the dissidents was also one
more blow to détente.
Nixon and Kissinger paid little attention to the amendment when it was
introduced in 1972 since, as even Jackson pointed out, the bill was not “going
anywhere.” Senator Jackson raised the amendment in his September 30 conversation with Nixon and Kissinger because he was gathering cosponsors and
wanted the administration to unleash the Senate Republicans so that they
could add their names.31 The conversation was very brief, no more than a
passing comment. The Senate would be adjourned long before it could even
be considered.
There were other reasons for the lackadaisical reaction. An election year
was not a propitious time to wrangle with the problems of Soviet Jews. In addition, Jackson was regarded as a friend of the administration, not as an adversary. Although he had imposed restrictions on future arms control agreements, he had voted for the legislation, and that was what counted. Their
assumption must have been that he would ultimately go along with the administration bill.
Kissinger would come to regret his failure to understand Jackson’s tenacity. The amendment did not go away in 1973 but, instead, gained momentum.
Jackson found an eager supporter in Congressman Charles Vanik, who lined
up many cosponsors in the House of Representatives. Jackson contacted more
Jewish organizations and other groups, such as labor, that had its own drum
to beat. By including the MFN restrictions in the general Trade Reform Act,
Jackson was assured of the support of George Meany, the president of the
AFL-CIO, who was traditionally opposed to all the provisions included in
the entire Trade Reform Act, which he deemed threatening to American
workers.
Jewish groups in the United States quickly joined Jackson’s crusade. Israeli leaders were torn between loyalty to Nixon and support for emigration.
Without his administration’s willingness to resupply Israel with military
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equipment, the Jewish state could easily have lost the Yom Kippur War of that
year. Ultimately, Israel began leaning toward Jackson-Vanik. It is noteworthy
that almost all the organized Jewish groups followed behind Jackson rather
than in front of him. Jackson-Vanik was not the product of either organized
American Jewish groups or American supporters of Israel. But once the
amendment was offered, both groups became powerful forces that Jackson
could use to further his own goals.
By early 1973, the administration was fully awake to the danger posed
by Jackson. By rallying around the emigration issue and reframing it as a human rights issue, Jackson publicly obscured his strong opposition to détente.
Nevertheless, both the White House and Jackson saw the MFN as symbolic
of the recent moves toward détente, and they were soon locked into battle.
Kissinger, who turned to the Soviets for help in reaching a compromise, found
it easier to negotiate with Dobrynin than with Jackson.
Recognizing their mistake, the Soviets first failed to implement their education tax and then withdrew it altogether. But it was too late to mollify
Jackson, who increasingly began to see emigration as just one of the human
rights denied by the Soviets.32 The Soviets, evidently for internal political reasons, played right into his hand as they began to crack down once again on
dissidents, including the physicist Andrei Sakarov and Solzhenitsyn.
To the chagrin of both Dobrynin and Kissinger, who became secretary
of state in 1973, Jackson continued to refuse to compromise. By the end of
1973, the House of Representatives had voted for a trade bill that fully encompassed the Jackson amendment, including Vanik’s restrictions on the extension of credit to the Soviets.
The amendment moved to the Senate in January 1974. Kissinger began
a flurry of activity. He met with representatives of Jewish organizations, eager
to convince them that quiet diplomacy would be more effective than Jackson’s
amendment.33 He met with Jackson and talked to other senators, such as
Alan Cranston (D-Calif.), who suggested seeking a compromise from Jackson through Jewish supporters on the one hand and the Senate leaders on the
other. Kissinger agreed with Cranston that the Jewish leaders were willing to
compromise, but Jackson was standing firm. Both men disparaged the influence of Richard Perle, with Kissinger referring to him as a “bloody fanatic”
and Cranston as a “wild man.” Finally, Kissinger told Cranston that he had
come to believe that Jackson really wanted to scuttle the entire trade bill.34
He repeated that view in a conversation with Peter Flanigan, who was
the assistant to the president for international economic policy. Flanigan reflected a more sinister view of Jackson’s intransigence. He thought that Jackson was worried about losing the support of those senators who did not want
to “kill the trade bill.” Nor did Flanigan see the principled man described by
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Jackson’s staff. The senator, he thought, was just holding firm to keep labor
support for his presidential bid.35
Curiously, compromises proposed by members of the Senate Finance
Committee were never pursued by Kissinger perhaps because in his private
conversations with Jackson the latter made clear his opposition to any compromise that did not include actual numbers of émigrés.
As the Watergate scandal unfolded and President Nixon was replaced by
President Gerald Ford, both Ambassador Dobrynin and Secretary of State
Kissinger evidently concluded that since there was no way to defeat Jackson,
it was time to negotiate. At Kissinger’s suggestion, an extraordinary, even
unique, three-way negotiation was initiated between the senator, secretary of
state, and foreign ambassador. Kissinger was the middleman.
Kissinger had promised the Soviets the MFN treaty as well as the extension of credits and now could no longer deliver. Needless to say, Brezhnev
and his foreign minister, Andrei A. Gromyko, were unhappy with both the
new secretary of state and Ambassador Dobrynin as it became clear that there
would be no trade concessions passed by the 93rd Congress as long as Jackson would not compromise.
The Soviet leadership regarded the matter of emigration as a domestic
concern and resented the effort to interfere with Soviet internal policy. Nevertheless, to Kissinger’s surprise, they expressed the willingness to negotiate
for a compromise.
Kissinger moved with alacrity, meeting first with Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko and then, on April 26, 1974, with Jackson and his
strongest supporters, Senators Abraham Ribicoff (D-Conn.) and Jacob Javits
(D-N.Y.). The Soviets’ position was that they would quietly continue to release émigrés at the 1973 level of 35,000. The senators, especially Jackson,
found that number completely inadequate. They wanted the number at least
doubled and wanted assurance that there would be no official harassment suffered by those who tried to leave.
Meanwhile, Senator Jackson and his staff were working to solidify their
position in the Senate. Several of the more moderate leaders of the two leading Jewish organizations concerned with Soviet Jewry left their positions and
were replaced by men much more willing to put their trust in Jackson’s leadership.
As Peter Flanigan had correctly noted, danger lay in efforts of a number
of senators to offer compromise legislation. Jackson had to watch carefully, or
the coalition of sponsors of his amendment would fade away. His amendment
originally had seventy-eight cosponsors, but after two years of jockeying, several of those were now more than willing to seek a compromise in an effort
to pass a Trade Reform Bill. Fortunately for Jackson, several, including New
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York Senator Jacob Javits, were up for reelection in 1974, while others were
considering a run for the presidency. Jackson’s staff actively sought out Jewish
leaders in home states and on the national scene so that they would apply
pressure. He and his staff, especially Richard Perle, moved aggressively,
shamelessly using every Jewish supporter they knew to influence the senators
from their home states. Javits was particularly vulnerable to this pressure since
New York had the largest Jewish population in the country. These moves continued to strengthen Jackson’s position, and in May 1974, Jackson’s staff succeeded in preventing a compromise from emerging from the Senate Finance
Committee.
The Nixon administration and the Soviets were also interested in the extension of credit to allow for more trade between the two countries. Nixon
planned to use the Export-Import Bank for that purpose but needed a new
congressional authorization of money to continue to operate the bank. It was
obvious to everyone concerned that since the authorization would include the
Soviets, it was closely connected to the Trade Reform Act. The bank authorization bill went to the Senate Banking Committee and Subcommittee chair,
Adlai Stevenson III. Stevenson also did not want to give the administration
carte blanche in their efforts to promote trade. Joining with Jackson, the subcommittee offered two changes in particular: Congress would review all
transactions of more than $50 million, and a ceiling of $300 million was
placed on credits that could be extended to the Soviet Union. Although the
committee ultimately removed the ceiling, it would reappear when the bill
was being considered on the House floor.36
Kissinger returned from an early summer meeting with Gromyko and
announced that some progress had been made in their discussions. The newspapers reported that Gromyko had agreed to 45,000 exit visas a year. This
number was unsatisfactory to the senator, given that none of the Soviet dissidents, whom Jackson thought he represented, were guaranteed one of these
visas.
Nixon headed back to Moscow in July but returned empty-handed. No
doubt his motives for taking the trip were mixed. He wanted to distract the
country from the burgeoning Watergate scandal and needed another international success. He hoped that the definitive date for the summit would help
bring closure on the trade bill. The Soviets were annoyed by the very premise
of Jackson’s amendment—that trade would have to be accompanied by
“American supervision over freedom of emigration of Soviet citizens from the
USSR. That is how détente, Jackson-style looks.” Brezhnev in his public toast
also made mention of “those who oppose international detente.”37
On August 9, 1974, only weeks after the last Moscow summit meeting,
Richard Nixon left the White House, and his appointed vice president took
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charge. President Gerald Ford met with Jackson, Javits, Ribicoff, and
Kissinger within a week of taking office. Kissinger followed up with a meeting with Gromyko and subsequently reported that the Soviets would be willing to negotiate but only if they were not subject to public embarrassment,
that is, if they could come to unofficial agreements that need not be announced. Jackson was not averse to this approach as long as the Soviets agreed
to a steady flow of departures and the end of harassment of members of the
intelligentsia.
Finally, Kissinger proposed a possible solution. He would arrange an exchange of letters that would reflect his discussions with Gromyko. Three letters were planned. First, with Gromyko’s agreement, Kissinger would write a
letter to Jackson outlining the Soviet position. The second letter would be a
reply from Jackson, presumably agreeing to the Soviet position. The third, a
Kissinger letter, would confirm Jackson’s understanding of the Soviets’ position.
Jackson and Kissinger exchanged letters on October 18, 1974. The first
letter to Jackson presumably reflected Kissinger’s discussions with Foreign
Minister Gromyko. He wrote that he had received the following assurances:
no punitive actions, no unreasonable impediments, and applications to be
processed in the order that they were received. The emigration tax would remain suspended, and the rate of emigration would begin to rise. It is noteworthy that Kissinger, in his letter to Jackson, offered no numbers but left
Jackson with the impression that the Soviets had accepted Jackson’s numbers.
Jackson’s response was much more specific and included specific actions
the Soviets had to take, such as “no denial of exit visas to those who had access to sensitive secret information for more than three years beyond their last
exposure to such secrets.” Finally, Jackson specified that visas had to be issued
at a rate of 60,000 per year. The Soviets would not agree to any numbers.
There was to be no third letter. Dorothy Fosdick reported that Helmut
Sonnefeld, Kissinger’s deputy, had “sent up a completely watered down, useless
revision of our third letter . . . Richard [Perle] told Hal it was completely unacceptable; it reduces our second letter to unilateral statements only!”38 A furious Jackson assumed that Kissinger had deliberately misled him. But
Kissinger knew that the Soviets had not agreed to 60,000 emigrants a year.
He could not send Jackson a third letter confirming Jackson’s demands.39
Meanwhile, Richard Perle released to the public the letters exchanged
between Kissinger and Jackson. Gromyko, assuming that the entire correspondence would remain secret, sent Kissinger an angry letter accusing him
of distorting the Soviet position in the letter to Jackson. Kissinger quietly secreted the letter from Gromyko for two months without telling anyone he
had received it. But in December, the Soviets released their letter to Kissinger,
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confirming that they had given no promises in order to get a trade agreement.40
Ultimately, Jackson agreed to a waiver that allowed the president to
waive the provisions of his amendment so that the Soviets could have MFN
status for eighteen months. After that, Congress would have to approve an
extension that Jackson clearly would oppose unless the Soviets allowed at least
60,000 people to emigrate each year. In December, the Senate passed the
trade bill with no dissenting votes. The House of Representatives followed
five days later.
The story of the trade bill does not end here even though Jackson visibly celebrated the passage of his amendment in a press conference. In January 1975, the Soviets rejected the entire MFN clause of the American trade
bill and simultaneously rejected a joint American–Soviet effort to develop
some gas fields in Soviet Asia. Kissinger blamed Jackson, and he was not
alone in his accusations. Editorials around the country condemned his actions. Jackson’s efforts did not even help the Soviets wishing to emigrate. Total Jewish emigration in 1973 was 34,734. In 1975, it was only 13,221.
In some ways, Jackson’s lengthy fight over the trade bill was inexplicable.
Jackson got on well with both Nixon and Kissinger, even inviting the latter to
dinner at his home.41 He continued to support Nixon’s moves in Southeast
Asia long after most Democrats had abandoned support for the Vietnam
War, even reminding Nixon that he had supported his moves in Cambodia.
If his motive was to promote his presidential bid, after his initial defense of
the Soviet Jews, he could easily have maintained the support of American
Jews.
His staff and supporters point out that his deep concern over human
rights gave him the tenacity to fight to the finish. But Jackson’s battle was also
about détente. The Soviets wanted to be treated like other countries and given
the status of almost every other nation that traded with the United States.
Kissinger promised that the trade bill would include the MFN provision, and
in return the Soviets would intercede with the North Vietnamese and refrain
from meddling in other small countries. Jackson could not support this policy because he did not think of the Soviet Union as a normal nation. It was a
totalitarian state with a massive number of weapons waiting to attack the
United States the minute it let down its guard. It was in this context that
Jackson waged his fight against arms control and for the emigration of Soviet
citizens.
To his staff, Jackson was a warmhearted man who cared about them, his
constituents, and oppressed people around the world. When constituents
called with a problem, important issues had to wait until the telephone conversation was completed. When he learned that the husband of an American
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woman married by an American rabbi in the Soviet Union was arrested at the
airport in Moscow, Jackson called Kissinger to ask for his intervention.
Kissinger promised to talk to Dobrynin if the matter was private and out of
the public eye.42
Jackson’s staff and supporters also saw him as a principled man devoted
to the human rights of those unfortunate enough to live under totalitarianism. He was a consistent advocate of defense spending, they note, because he
was genuinely concerned about his country.
His colleagues saw in Jackson a disciplined, principled, and articulate
man with an especially intelligent and loyal staff. There was almost a symbiotic relationship between Jackson, Fosdick, Perle, and others on his staff. If
there was a weakness in the relationship between Jackson and his staff, it was
that no one seemed to disagree with him.
His detractors in and out of the Senate were suspicious of his motives.
Boeing Aircraft was one of the biggest employers in the state of Washington.
Jackson’s ardent support of high defense budgets and new technology
prompted the epithet “the senator from Boeing,” and certainly the hometown
business profited greatly from Jackson’s votes.
The ambitious Jackson ran for the presidency twice, in 1972 and 1976,
but Jackson did not have the necessary persona for a politician and abandoned
the battle for nomination in the early stages of campaigning. Nevertheless,
suspicious opponents saw a man who befriended American Jews because he
needed campaign funds.
William Bundy, who held positions in the State and Defense departments during the 1960s, described Jackson as a “man of principle but also of
consuming personal ambition.” Bundy continued by noting that he was “exceptionally sure of where he stood, he was courageous and forthright” but
considered his opponents as “foolish, lazy or even malevolent.”43
Jackson was a formidable opponent, knowledgeable in parliamentary and
legislative procedures, incisive in his questioning, and a master at gaining support. Crafting his amendments, he managed to gain an impressive number of
cosponsors, often because of the clever use of words. As noted previously, his
amendment to SALT I meant that opponents who voted no would have voted
for American inferiority in relation to the Soviet Union.
But Jackson never moved beyond the Cold War fears that motivated him
in the 1950s. He could not come to terms with a stodgy Soviet Union in
charge of men who were no longer Stalin’s direct heirs.
Jackson was not the only senator who opposed détente, nor did he defeat it single-handedly. But he was undeniably one of its most formidable and
effective opponents and played a crucial role in its demise. To Jackson, the Soviet Union remained an aggressive nation bent on the destruction of the
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United States. But by 1974, the Soviet Union was much more interested in
trading with the United States than in blowing it up. In spite of the changing Cold War, Jackson continued to rally his troops to support the high military budgets and new technology he thought necessary to contain the Soviet
Union. Even those who disagreed found it hard not to admire his principled
stance and the consistency of his views throughout his public life.
Jackson’s views on military superiority and his suspicion of détente with
the Soviets found new adherents after his death. With Richard Perle in the
vanguard, he became a hero to the neoconservatives who entered the government after Ronald Reagan became president. They admired his standing firm
against both Henry Kissinger’s policy of détente and his own political party’s
“left wing.” Jackson soon became one of the “fathers” of neoconservatism.
Jackson was not a neoconservative. He was a Cold War liberal like so
many of his fellow Democrats. Big government did not worry him. Unlike
many neoconservatives, he believed in the federal government’s obligation to
intervene on behalf of its citizens. Ultimately, the Cold War would divide him
from the leadership of his party, but Jackson remained a Democrat by party
and a democrat by persuasion.
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Zbigniew Brzezinski and Afghanistan
Patrick Vaughan

T

he first week of January 1980, National Security Adviser Zbigniew
Brzezinski arrived at his office to prepare his morning briefing for President
Jimmy Carter. As he did each day, Brzezinski had arrived at 6:45 A.M. and
studied the overnight intelligence reports. At 8:15, Brzezinski walked into the
Oval Office to brief Carter on what had transpired in the past twelve hours.
The meetings were usually formal and businesslike—with a minimum of external conversation. Yet this meeting was different. Carter seemed frustrated
and began to ruminate in grave tones about the broader ramifications of the
U.S.–Soviet relationship.
As Carter and Brzezinski talked that morning, Soviet combat divisions
continued to roll southward into neighboring Afghanistan. The Soviet move
was an impressive display of raw military power. On Christmas morning,
waves of Soviet transport planes had airlifted combat troops to Kabul airport.
Mechanized divisions then moved south across the rugged 1,200-mile Soviet–Afghan border. A few days later, pro-Soviet President Hafizullah Amin
was assassinated by Soviet special forces and replaced by a more reliable leadership in Kabul.
Afghanistan had traditionally served as a neutral buffer state between
India and the Soviet Union. But a communist coup in April 1978 had triggered a mass revolt among Afghanistan’s traditional Islamic population. For
more than a year, the Afghan mujahideen had been sustaining a “holy war”
against the pro-Soviet governments in Kabul. The Soviet Union now feared
that the contagion of a fundamentalist revival might foment separatist impulses within the Soviet Union’s already sizable Muslim population.
Brzezinski had not been shocked by the Soviet move into Afghanistan.
He had spent his entire life studying the Soviet Union as both an academic
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and a policy maker and had spent the previous year warning Carter about the
likelihood of a full-scale Soviet invasion. Brzezinski told Carter that the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan had dramatically altered the geopolitical balance
in what he had begun to term “the arc of crisis.” Brzezinski noted that a Soviet-dominated Afghanistan might allow Moscow to gain control of the Middle East simply by implementing a gradual process of Finlandization. This
meant that the mere physical presence of the Soviet military—combined with
constant threat of political subversion—could frighten key Middle East states
into a more compliant relationship with the Soviet Union.
But Brzezinski also warned of more dire scenarios. He understood that
the Soviet Union—for all its boasts about overtaking the West—had entered
a period of prolonged economic stagnation. Yet it had perhaps the most formidable military force in the world—and was now within 300 miles of the
Arabian Sea. This was the lifeline for oil shipments moving out from Saudi
Arabia, Iran, and the Persian Gulf. The Western economies would not last
long without this supply of oil.
Pakistan, a largely Islamic nation sharing a long border with
Afghanistan, was also now in direct range of a potential Soviet advance.
Brzezinski noted that the Russians, since the days of the czars, had eyed
Afghanistan as a potential path toward the warm-water ports on the Indian
Ocean. The Soviet Union was now in position to drive south through the
Pakistani province of Baluchistan and reach the gulf regions. He noted that
Baluchi tribesmen dispersed throughout Pakistan, Iran, and Afghanistan had
long wanted a state of their own. A Soviet advance could be easily justified as
a “war of liberation” for an independent Baluchistan. Access to these southern naval bases would then permit the Soviet Union to control the tanker
lanes for Middle East oil supplies. Iran, then engaged in its own Islamic revolution, was also exposed to a potential Soviet invasion from the north.
Yet Brzezinski also had reason for optimism. The Soviet Union, he believed, may have fallen into a dangerous trap. At first glance, the battle
seemed like a mismatch. The Soviet military entered Afghanistan with five
modern motorized divisions—deployed against Islamic guerillas dressed in
turbans and sandals. Soviet helicopter gunships hunted the rebels in brutal
search-and-destroy tactics. Yet a month after the invasion, Brzezinski’s intelligence reports confirmed that the Afghan resistance was proving surprisingly
resilient.
The Soviet forces were having difficulties fighting in Afghanistan’s
mountainous terrain where hundreds of mujahideen units were engaged in
small-scale hit-and-run operations. Some Soviet helicopters were even destroyed from Afghan guns firing down on them from the mountains. But the
Afghan resistance was proving unique in another way. Weeks into the fight-
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ing, one observer articulated the dilemma the Soviet Union now faced in
Afghanistan. “In the jihad—the holy war—that they are waging, life is of little importance. If they die in battle, then it is an honor; if they live, they keep
on fighting.”1
Brzezinski thought the Afghan rebellion might now be in position to
give the Soviet Union its own “Vietnam.” But it could do so only if it received
external support. The day after the Soviet invasion, Brzezinski dispatched a
cautious memo to President Carter. “We should not be too sanguine about
Afghanistan becoming a Soviet Vietnam,” Brzezinski warned. “The guerrillas are badly organized and poorly led. They have no sanctuary, no organized
army, and no central government—all of which North Vietnam had. They
have limited foreign support, in contrast to the enormous amount of arms
that flowed to the Vietnamese from both the Soviet Union and China. The
Soviets are likely to act decisively, unlike the U.S. which pursued in Vietnam
a policy of ‘inoculating’ the enemy.”2
There were certainly risks involved with supporting such a movement.
These were not ordinary soldiers who would return home after the war. They
were fighting for something larger than American interests. Yet Brzezinski
also believed Muslim outrage against the Soviet Union—coupled with sustained U.S. efforts to achieve a Middle East settlement—would be in America’s long-term interest. Brzezinski also believed that funding the Afghan mujahideen would advance the ambitious goal that he had fostered for the
previous three decades—the dismantling of the Soviet Union. Whether this
was true would in later years become the subject of intense debate.
In the first week of February 1980, a helicopter carrying Zbigniew
Brzezinski touched down in a muddy refugee camp tucked along the Pakistan–Afghanistan border. It was now five weeks after the initial Soviet invasion. Some 350,000 Afghan refugees had already fled Soviet forces across the
border for sanctuary in Pakistan. The camp was cold and dismal. The refugees
were restless and angry. Brzezinski listened as they told stories about Red
Army forces attacking their mullahs and Soviet helicopter gunships decimating their mosques and villages. “We don’t want wheat or tents,” one told
Brzezinski. “We want arms and ammunition to fight with. We have fled from
terror and cruelty perpetrated by the Communists. We don’t want food and
rations but arms and ammunition.”3
Brzezinski had little doubt about the motivation of the soldiers in front
of him. He listened to stories that day that reminded him of stories he had
heard about the Soviets from Poles in World War II, Hungarians in 1956, and
Czechoslovaks in 1968. He now used an interpreter to tell the Afghans standing in front of him just what he thought. “That land over there is yours,”
Brzezinski declared, pointing his finger across the border to Afghanistan.
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“And you will go back one day because your cause is right and God is on your
side. You should know that the whole world is outraged. Not only the world
of Islam but the world of Christianity is outraged.”4
Brzezinski’s trip to Pakistan proved a symbolic turning point in the Cold
War. Toward the end of the visit, a reporter asked Brzezinski if the United
States was now willing to supply arms to the Afghan resistance. Brzezinski,
though not committing formally, indicated where he stood on the issue. But
the real question, in Brzezinski’s mind, had been formulated early in his life.
“Will the Pakistanis act like Poles or Czechs?” he asked a reporter. He explained that in World War II, the Poles fought an underground resistance
against both the Soviet Union and the Nazis. The Czechs—betrayed by the
West at the Munich Conference—had largely capitulated. “It’s a fact that
people who are determined to fight for their own freedom end up winning the
respect and sympathy and something more than that from the rest of the
world,” Brzezinski concluded. “That’s a historical fact, not a statement of policy.”5
Zbigniew Brzezinski had been thinking about the Soviet Union for most
of his adult life. Before he entered the Carter administration, he was among
America’s preeminent specialists on the Soviet Union. This profession was
only slightly less contentious than the disputes that had divided the Carter
administration. Western academics had long engaged in bitter debates about
one of the grander questions of the twentieth century: What was the “true”
meaning of Lenin’s “Great October Revolution”? One school, generally sympathetic to the noble ideals of social justice and a “worker revolution,” believed that something had gone “wrong” with Lenin’s original vision—and
might one day be corrected.
Brzezinski belonged firmly to another school. His academic work was
rooted in his view that nothing had ever gone “wrong” with Lenin’s vision.
The entire Soviet venture was simply “wrong” from the outset. Brzezinski saw
Lenin’s revolution as a conspiratorial coup d’état carried out by a ruthless Bolshevik Party. It was thus not a part of the “ineluctable forces of history” as
claimed by Soviet dogma. It was a murderous one-party dictatorship whose
system of institutionalized terror had introduced the foundations of the modern “totalitarian” state.
Brzezinski argued that Lenin’s original brand of “socialism” had far more
in common with the pathologies of Nazi Germany and fascist Italy. These basic characteristics marked a “straight line” from Lenin’s revolution through the
staid and bureaucratic gerontocracy that had unleashed the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan in December 1979.
Zbigniew Brzezinski was born in Warsaw, Poland, a decade after the
October Revolution. The year was 1928. This was the year Joseph Stalin had
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brutally consolidated his power in Moscow—and a year before the crash of
the U.S. stock market spiraled the West into a decade of economic depression.
Many Western intellectuals were thus optimistic about Stalin’s “experiment.”
They pointed to the full employment, smoke-belching factories, and heroic
state workers—as a sign of the “New Civilization” that would soon level the
vast inequities of modern industrial capitalism.
George Bernard Shaw visited the Soviet Union in the summer of 1931
and returned convinced that Soviet Russia was the wave of the future. “We
had better follow Russia’s example as soon as possible,” Shaw said. “On the
whole, I should advise a young man to go to Russia and settle there.”6 Sidney
and Beatrice Webb, the founders of the London School of Economics, rationalized Stalin’s liquidation of some 1 million kulaks with the aside that “the
Soviet government could hardly have enacted otherwise.”7
Zbigniew Brzezinski received his education from another source. His father, Tadeusz Brzezinski, had fought in the Polish-Soviet War of 1920 when
Polish forces repelled Lenin’s attempt to use Poland as a “red bridge” to export the Bolshevik revolution to the West. Some Poles attributed this “Miracle on the Vistula” to divine intervention. It was the only defeat in the history
of the Red Army. Tadeusz Brzezinski was among many Poles who believed it
had saved not only Poland but also all of “Western civilization.” Poles were
thus often surprised when people in the West had not heard of it.
In 1936, Tadeusz Brzezinski, now a Polish diplomat, was posted to the
Soviet Ukraine. At the time, millions of ordinary peasants and workers were
being summarily executed as “enemies of the people.” The young Zbigniew
Brzezinski believed he had a better understanding of the Soviet Union than
the editorial pages of The Nation or The New Republic. “My father told me
stories,” Brzezinski recalled. “About the mass disappearances, people he
would deal with, about how he would have some elite in the Ukraine to dinner, and he would learn within weeks that they had been arrested and then
shot. There is no doubt that this had an enormous impression on me at a very
young age.”8
In 1938, Tadeusz Brzezinski was assigned to a more tranquil posting in
Montreal. The ten-year-old Zbigniew Brzezinski spent his first year in
Canada bothering his father about when the family might return to Poland
for the holidays. On August 23, 1939, came the stunning announcement that
Hitler and Stalin had agreed to a “nonaggression” pact. In the early morning
of September 1, 1939, sixty German divisions of the blitzkrieg broke through
the Polish borders and raced toward Warsaw. World War II had begun.
At 3:00 A.M., Tadeusz Brzezinski received a phone call at his home from
the Polish consulate general in New York. The young Zbigniew Brzezinski
woke up and pondered what was happening. He felt a curious sense of eu-
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phoria. He had always been impressed watching the Polish army march
through the streets of Warsaw. He also knew the French and the British had
formally guaranteed Poland’s security against Nazi aggression. A week after
the Nazi incursion, he and his siblings were confident the Nazi advance would
be resisted. But it soon became clear that the French and the British were prepared to do little beyond voice their support for the Poles. Poland now faced
the Nazi blitzkrieg on its own.
On September 17, Stalin, completing his secret arrangement with
Hitler, sent six Soviet armies into Poland from the east. An estimated 1.5 million Poles were quickly deported to the Soviet Union. Half that number died
en route—or later from starvation or forced labor in Stalin’s gulags. By late
autumn, cameras caught Soviet and Nazi armies mingling together in the
Polish forests—together with Gestapo and the NKVD officials. “One swift
blow to Poland,” boasted Soviet foreign minister Molotov, “first by the Germans and then by the Red Army, and nothing was left of this ugly bastard of
the Versailles Treaty.”9
Zbigniew Brzezinski followed World War II as a youth growing up in
Canada. He began learning Russian using a copy of Pushkin’s The Captain’s
Daughter. He had been a member of the Polish Boy Scouts and had a vicarious experience when many Polish children went into the Polish underground
guerilla resistance. He also kept a diary composed almost entirely of a
chronology of the war.
The war took a dramatic turn in the summer of 1941—when Hitler betrayed his erstwhile Soviet ally and drove the Nazi blitzkrieg toward Moscow.
In December 1941, Japanese forces bombed Pearl Harbor. The United States
and Great Britain—two Western democracies—were now locked in a curious
alliance with Stalin and the Soviet Union.
In later years, Zbigniew Brzezinski would credit the genius of Franklin
Roosevelt’s New Deal for allowing America to adjust to the industrial age. Yet
the young Brzezinski believed Roosevelt was exceedingly naive in his negotiations with Stalin. The Americans, noted one historian, were ill prepared to respond to Stalin’s ruthless brand of realpolitik. Instead, the Americans displayed
an “infectious, childlike desire to see the Alliance as one great happy family.”
“They wanted a moral crusade, the victory of Good over Evil. It was they
who introduced the dominant mood, in which the Soviet dictator became
‘Uncle Joe,’ in which, in discussing the Soviet Union, one talked only of the
Red Army’s heroism, in which ‘the Russians’ could be seen as ‘freedom-loving democrats,’ and in which events before 1941 were not mentioned. Indeed,
since the Americans had played no part in the first stage of the war, they were
genuinely uninterested in events prior to their involvement. Nothing could
have suited Stalin better.”10
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Perhaps nothing symbolized this more clearly than the discovery of the
mass grave of Polish reserve soldiers in the spring of 1943. On March 5, 1940,
Lavrenti Beria, the head of the NKVD, submitted a memo to Stalin about the
fate of the 20,000 captured Polish officers. Stalin ordered all to be shot as
“committed enemies of the Soviet Union.” NKVD death squads then began
a mass execution of 21,587 Polish army reservists. The details of the operation were revealed only after documents surfaced in the early 1990s.
The Polish officers were forced to their knees near the edge of the mass
graves. They were gagged and bound before being shot in the back of the
head at close range. One journalist, after seeing the documents, described the
details uncovered. “Many younger men resisted and were stabbed with bayonets, often several times. The NKVD reserved a macabre death for those most
difficult to subdue. Their mouths were stuffed with sawdust and gagged; their
overcoats were then yanked above their heads and fastened with choke knots
about the neck. Their hands were lashed tightly behind the back and pulled
sharply toward the shoulder blades. Finally, a cord connected their raised
hands to the choke knot around the neck. If these victims continued to struggle, they strangled themselves to death.”11
The Brzezinski family, like many Poles, had been curious about the
whereabouts of the “missing” Polish officers. On April 13, 1943, Berlin Radio announced the gruesome discovery of some 4,000 Polish corpses in a mass
grave near Smolensk. A young Zbigniew Brzezinski was sitting at home in
Montreal when he first heard the news. “Precisely because I knew of the Soviets from my father,” recalled Brzezinski, “there was not the slightest doubt
in my mind that the Soviets did it, although the Nazis were quite capable of
doing it, and did many things rather similar. But in that particular case, I had
no doubt, whatsoever, that that the Soviets did it.”12
The Polish government in London asked the International Red Cross to
open a formal inquiry into the matter. Stalin, charging that the Poles were
spreading “Nazi propaganda,” severed diplomatic relations with the Polish
government. Roosevelt and Churchill were reluctant to implicate their ally in
such a gruesome crime. Roosevelt seemed not to want to believe it. The
“graves question,” he fumed, “wasn’t worth such a fuss.” “Wow,” Roosevelt was
heard to say, “what fools [the London Poles] are! I’ve no patience with them.”
Roosevelt later cabled Stalin offering that he “fully understood” his problem
with the Poles.13
The Brzezinski family in Montreal was beginning to fear that Poland
was being sacrificed in a spheres of influence deal with Stalin. At Yalta, Roosevelt and Churchill accepted Stalin’s vague promises to hold “free and unfettered” elections in Poland at some point in the future. Zbigniew Brzezinski
believed Yalta was only the most visible incident where the Americans grossly
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misread the Soviet mind-set. Brzezinski later noted that Roosevelt’s attempts
at personal charm with Stalin had not “ingratiated” him to the Soviet leader.
They had, suggested Brzezinski, merely earned Stalin’s “quiet contempt.”
Brzezinski argued it would have been far better for the West to negotiate from a position of strength—which the Soviets tended to display a measure of respect. “We do not know whether the Soviets would have yielded,”
Brzezinski wrote years later. “But we do know that they were not tested. The
West showed neither foresight nor courage, and this is why Yalta is not only
a symbol of subsequent division of Europe but a major historical blot on the
record of Anglo-American leadership.”14
The Brzezinski family was not returning to Poland. In the fall of 1945,
Brzezinski enrolled at Montreal’s McGill University. Now a young man, his
academic views toward the Soviet Union began to take form. In 1950,
Brzezinski submitted an M.A. thesis titled “Russo-Soviet Nationalism.” He
argued that the Soviet Union was not the monolith pink mass displayed on
schoolroom maps after the war. It was better understood as a fragile multinational empire—a vast expanse of conquered nationalities brutally centralized
under a centuries-long process of “Russification.”
In 1950, Zbigniew Brzezinski entered Harvard University, where his academic work continued to challenge the idea of a “monolithic” communist
world. But he also sought to implement his academic work into formal American policy. Brzezinski’s research convinced him that the Soviet Union’s
“Achilles’ heel” was rooted in its multinational character. “Once I grasped that
in my M.A. thesis at McGill,” Brzezinski recalled, “I began to formulate a strategy to expose the weaknesses of the Soviet system. This strategy would move to
detach the countries of the Soviet bloc from the Soviet Union—and after detaching them—accomplish the dismantling of the Soviet Union itself.”15
In the summer of 1953, a twenty-five-year-old Zbigniew Brzezinski
dropped by Radio Free Europe headquarters in Munich. It was there that he
first met Jan Nowak-Jezioranski, the head of the Polish desk of RFE. NowakJezioranski was astonished by Brzezinski’s encyclopedic knowledge of the
Polish wartime underground and his dedication to the radio services. He was
stunned. “For God’s sake, you are so very young!” Nowak-Jezioranski told the
Harvard student. “How can you explain your dedication to this instrument?!”
Nowak-Jezioranski later found his answer. “His father later told me that since
he was a child, his son was determined to play a personal role in liberating
Poland from the Soviet Union.”16
In November 1956, the Soviet Union sent tanks into Budapest to crush
a rebellion in its Soviet satellite. Brzezinski argued that Eisenhower’s silence
had signaled to the Soviet Union that a military response would meet no opposition from the West. Given the overt American passivity and “advance
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declarations of non-interference,” Brzezinski concluded, “The Soviets would
have been foolish not to intervene.”17
In the early 1960s, Brzezinski wrote speeches for the Kennedy administration advocating a strategy of “peaceful engagement” toward Eastern Europe—as a means to gradually wean the region out of the Soviet Empire. In
early 1960, Harvard University Press released Brzezinski’s Soviet Bloc: Unity
and Conflict. Brzezinski noted that Stalin’s monolithic “bloc” had been transformed into a more loosely configured group of states with their own visions
of “national communism.” China’s highly militant challenge to the Soviet
Union, argued Brzezinski, was likely to further the disunity in the communist
world.18
Roman Szporluk, a leading authority on Ukraine, recalled the novelty of
Brzezinski’s ideas at the time. “Brzezinski was one of the only people at that
time,” said Szporluk, “who understood that the existence of nationalism in
Eastern Europe tended to stimulate the nationalist sentiments within the
USSR. He grasped onto the idea very early that national communism in
countries like Romania and Poland—would inevitably spread to stimulate national consciousness in the Ukraine, Latvia and Estonia—and on to the other
Soviet republics.”19
Brzezinski began to articulate his view that the Soviet Union had entered a prolonged era of economic stagnation and was likely to collapse along
nationalist lines. Brzezinski noted that most of the true innovators in the Soviet Union had likely perished in Stalin’s purges. Over time, this had created
a case of “reverse natural selection” whereby only the most colorless apparatchiks were able to rise through the power ranks. The result, Brzezinski
noted, did not bode well for the Soviet future.
By the mid-1960s, Brzezinski’s writing began to emphasize the importance of technology in the postindustrial “technotronic world.” He noted that
the Soviet Union was not keeping up with the dramatic socioeconomic
changes brought about by the age of the computer. This was especially true
after 1964, when Nikita Khrushchev was deposed in an interparty coup d’état. Brzezinski immediately dismissed the incoming Brezhnev leadership as a
“generation of clerks” whose bureaucratic nature might very well expedite the
collapse of the Soviet Union.
At the same time, Brzezinski believed that too many Western scholars
were overlooking the festering nationalities seeking greater independence
from Moscow. “This omission,” wrote Brzezinski in 1968, “is indicative of the
inclination of many Western scholars of Soviet affairs to minimize what I fear
may be potentially a very explosive issue in the Soviet polity. We still live in
an age of nationalism, and my own highly generalized feeling is that it is going to be exceedingly difficult for the Soviet Union to avoid having some of
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its many nationalities go through a phase of assertive nationalism. History
teaches us, be it in Algeria or in Indonesia or in Africa that these demands
grow rather than decline. If they are not met or are suppressed, it is likely that
the demands will become sharper and more self-assertive. If they are satisfied,
they will grow with the eating.”20
On Sunday, August 20, 1968, Brzezinski was working at his home in
New Jersey when he heard on the radio that Soviet tanks had invaded
Czechoslovakia to crush Alexander Dubcek’s attempt to build “socialism with
a human face. “ Brzezinski’s first response was that he had witnessed the
death knell for the Soviet Union. Brzezinski, as he had with the case of Hungary in 1956, also believed Washington’s conspicuous silence before the invasion had given the Soviet Union an implicit signal that “détente” with the
United States could withstand a Soviet military invasion. Brzezinski’s analysis appeared a few days later on the front page of the Washington Post:
The present Soviet leadership is acting more like a fascist than a Communist government. It is to be remembered that fascism was a radical, socialist, nationalist, and imperialistic movement. The invasion of Czechoslovakia will hasten the process not only of disintegration of international
communism but in all probability also of the internal decay of the Soviet
political system. Without a doubt, the more enlightened segments of Soviet society are as outraged and disgusted as the rest of the world. Before
long, the contagion of freedom which is temporarily being snuffed out in
Prague will spread to Kiev and Moscow.21

A few months later, Richard Nixon defeated Hubert Humphrey in one
of the closest presidential elections in American history. Nixon surprised
many by naming Henry Kissinger, Brzezinski’s old Harvard rival, as his national security adviser. Nixon and Kissinger came into office with a dramatic
new approach toward dealing with the Soviet Union. Kissinger was a proponent of “realism.” This historically European worldview favored unsentimental “balance of power” over moral crusades. Under Nixon and Kissinger, the
Soviet Union would no longer be treated as an ideological rival but as a traditional “great power” with its own legitimate interests to protect.
In the ensuing eight years, Kissinger began a new relationship with the
Soviet Union—often orchestrated privately through secret back channels—
with the end goal of capping the rapidly escalating nuclear arms race and
achieving some sort of geopolitical stability.
The era of “détente” was at its zenith in May 1972 when Nixon and
Kissinger arrived in Moscow for a dramatic summit meeting. Nixon and
Leonid Brezhnev engaged amiably over vodka and caviar in the glittering surroundings of St. George’s Hall in the Great Kremlin Palace. The highlight of
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the eight-day summit was the signing of the first Strategic Arms Limitation
Treaty (SALT I). This pledged each superpower to set limits on the arms race.
The new spirit of superpower cordiality seemed to have put an end to the
Cold War. Nixon returned home hailing the summit as a key step toward a
“generation of peace.”
Brzezinski countered that Nixon and Kissinger were dramatically overestimating the virtues of détente—especially the claim that it had introduced
a “generation of peace.” Brzezinski cautioned there was a dangerous new element of self-confidence emanating from Moscow—not unlike the concept of
“manifest destiny” that justified American westward expansion in the nineteenth century. The Soviet Union now saw itself as an ascendant power with
an international mission. The American paralysis over Vietnam would likely
embolden these views. Brzezinski warned that in the ensuing years, Moscow
was quite likely to test America’s global resolve.
Brzezinski’s alternative foreign policy vision took form in 1973. That
year, Brzezinski and David Rockefeller cofounded the Trilateral Commission—a group designed to promote closer “trilateral” ties between North
America, Japan, and Western Europe. Brzezinski believed that America’s future lay not with a condominium arrangement with the “historically irrelevant” regime in Moscow. A better solution would be to strengthen relations
with the world’s industrial democracies that were more capable of cooperating to solve the global problems likely to emerge as America moved toward
the twenty-first century. Brzezinski favored a more “reciprocal” détente where
credits and technology would be linked to Soviet restraint around the world
and its willingness to loosen its grip on Eastern Europe.22
In July 1973, Brzezinski took a leave from his post at Columbia University to oversee the selection of the Trilateral Commission’s first 200 members.
His most significant selection turned out to be a rather obscure one-term governor from Georgia. “We wanted a forward-looking Democratic governor
who would be congenial to the trilateral perspective,” Brzezinski recalled.
One of Brzezinski’s colleagues mentioned that Jimmy Carter, the current governor of Georgia, had been courageous on civil rights and had shown interest
in developing trade relations between Georgia and the Common Market and
Japan. “Well, he’s obviously our man,” replied Brzezinski.23
There were few commentators who took Governor Jimmy Carter seriously when he announced his intention to run for the White House in December 1974. The stories that did cover the event noted that a one-term governor from the South had virtually no chance in winning the nomination.
Newsweek ran a small feature titled “Jimmy Who?”24 Brzezinski was one of
the few in the so-called Washington establishment who did take notice.
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In May 1975, the Trilateral Commission held its annual conference in
Kyoto, Japan. Brzezinski had been dismayed by the dovish turn of the Democratic Party in 1972. He was critical of both parties for refusing to initiate a
comprehensive settlement in the Middle East. After the 1973 Yom Kippur
War, Brzezinski believed there was a very narrow window within which to
reach a settlement before the tensions spun out of control. At Kyoto, Carter’s
speech called for a “comprehensive” Middle East peace plan to settle the tensions between Israel and the Palestinians. “It’s nice,” Brzezinski observed
from the rostrum, “to see a Democratic candidate for President who has
guts.”25
Following the Kyoto conference, Brzezinski sent Carter a $20 check and
began to submit strategic memos on a more formal basis. By late 1975,
Brzezinski emerged as Carter’s primary foreign policy adviser. “Brzezinski
was the first guy in the Community to pay attention to Carter, to take him
seriously,” noted one Washington insider. “He spent time with Carter, talked
to him, sent him books and articles, educated him.”26
About the same time, the détente orchestrated by Nixon and Kissinger
had come under increasing criticism. In November 1975, the Soviet-backed
regime came to power in Angola—supported by Soviet arms and a massive
airlift of some 12,000 Cuban combat troops. The boldness of the Soviet move
seemed to shock the new Ford administration. Ronald Reagan, now actively
challenging Ford for the Republican nomination, was the symbol of the suddenly revived anti-détente wing of the Republican Party. “It’s time to
straighten up and eyeball it with Russia, and the time to start is in Angola.”27
Brzezinski, now advising Carter’s presidential campaign, took a more
cautious tone. Brzezinski believed that the best path toward weakening the
Soviet Union was engagement combined with a firm response to Soviet
moves around the globe. Brzezinski saw the Soviet move into Angola as confirmation that the Soviets were using détente as a cover to expand their interests throughout the globe. “The sweeping generalizations made by the Administration, about a ‘generation of peace’ were wrong and misleading,” noted
Brzezinski. “Détente is going to be a mixed relationship with elements of
both conflict and cooperation.”28
By March 1976, Jimmy Carter had used a string of stunning primary
victories to emerge as the unlikely front-runner for the Democratic nomination. Brzezinski believed that Carter had to diffuse the idea that he was a neophyte in foreign policy. The best way to do that was to attack the Kissinger
“legend” with a frontal attack. Brzezinski penned Carter’s first major foreign
policy speech to be delivered at the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations.
Carter charged that the United States was simply “giving up too much and
asking for too little” in dealing with the Soviet Union. “For too long,” Carter
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noted in a clear jab at Kissinger, “our policy has been maneuver and manipulation, which may have worked in 1815 or even 1945, but has a much less significant role in today’s world, where there are increasing mutual interests of
all nations, such as protecting natural resources and stopping pollution and
international terrorism.”29
Brzezinski also believed that Kissinger’s version of détente had neglected
the increasingly visible dissident movements in the Soviet Union and Eastern
Europe. This was amplified with the signing of the Helsinki Accords in the
summer of 1975. Throughout the previous year, American conservatives had
denounced the Helsinki Final Act as a Yalta-like sellout toward Eastern Europe. Indeed, on August 1, 1976, the Soviet leadership commemorated the
first anniversary of the Helsinki Final Act as a resounding triumph.30
Brzezinski began to advise Carter to change the focus of Helsinki. He
should move away from the view that the Final Act had accepted the postwar
frontiers—and thus Soviet control over Eastern Europe—and begin to emphasize the still little known “Basket Three” aspects of the Helsinki Accords
that committed all signatories to respect “civil, economic, social, cultural, and
other rights and freedoms.”
“This gave us a real opportunity to press them at the point of greater
vulnerability to them,” Brzezinski recalled. “And at the same time to do it in
a manner which at the same time didn’t make us look as if we were just some
sort of crude anti-communists interested in inflaming or re-flaming the Cold
War. Carter seemed to be killing the Soviets with kindness. Because he was
talking about engagement, human rights, disarmament. But the Soviets knew
what he was talking about it. Or at least they knew what I was thinking
about.”31
Carter’s emphasis on the Helsinki Final Act had an additional benefit.
Midway through the second presidential debate, President Ford volunteered
one of the more infamous gaffes in debate history. Ford, in defending his signature on the Helsinki Final Act, offered the stunning claim that there was
“no Soviet domination over Eastern Europe.” Carter, bolstered by Ford’s
blunder, was able to hold on to win one of the closest presidential elections in
history.
In the ensuing weeks, Carter foreshadowed the fissions that would
emerge in his foreign policy team over the next four years. As secretary of
state, Carter selected Cyrus Vance, a highly respected diplomat and lawyer
who had served with distinction in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. A few weeks later, Carter stood in a muddy press field in Plains, Georgia, to introduce Brzezinski as his new national security adviser. Thus were
born the disputes that would divide the Carter foreign policy for the next four
years.
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Vance was a patient and skilled negotiator who made it clear that his
main goal as secretary of state was to reach an agreement on the stalled SALT
II negotiations. Vance ruled out any form of “linkage” that had been invoked
by Nixon and Kissinger. Each subject, said Vance, “should be discussed on its
own footing.” Vance was especially wary of the precedent set by Kissinger,
who used his proximity to Richard Nixon to steamroll the more amiable secretary of state, William Rogers.
Brzezinski, in turn, was determined from the outset to implement a
more “reciprocal” form of détente. Few observers at the time knew what he
had in mind. Brzezinski’s version of “détente,” he would admit in later years,
was designed not only to contain the Soviet Union but also to engineer its demise. This involved an increased effort to promote human rights, support dissidents, and stir up the nationalities—and contest the Soviet Union militarily
around the world. Robert Gates, then working under Brzezinski in the Carter
national security team, noted the dramatic break with the Nixon–Kissinger
approach. “Beginning early in the administration, and going beyond the human rights campaign, Brzezinski initiated, and Carter approved, an unprecedented White House effort to attack the internal legitimacy of the Soviet
government.”32
Adam Michnik, at the time an intellectual force behind Poland’s nascent
opposition movement that would soon grow into the Solidarity movement,
recalled the impact of Carter’s human rights policy. “Kissinger had a vision
like Metternich—‘we divide the world into spheres of influence and we talk
with governments.’ But Brzezinski and Carter came to office and said, ‘There
were not only governments but civil societies, who very often think different
than the government, but they are gagged.’ And Brzezinski understood what
hardly anybody could understand at that time in America—that an ideological confrontation with the Soviet bloc had to be undertaken—and the American slogan in this confrontation should be human rights.”33
Brzezinski was also intensely interested in exploiting the Soviet nationality problem—what he had referred to in his M.A. thesis as the Soviet
Union’s “Achilles’ heel.” The Carter administration unveiled a minorities program aimed at infiltrating written materials into the various Soviet republics,
primarily Ukraine. Brzezinski also initiated a covert program targeting Soviet
Muslims and Ukrainians as well as efforts at supporting human rights activists. Brzezinski placed Paul Henze, a former colleague who worked at Radio Free Europe, in charge of seeking a more engaged policy toward the Soviet nationalities. “Brzezinski took me aside right away,” recalled Henze. “He
simply said ‘I want you to see what you can do to really get some attention to
non-Russian nationalities in the Soviet Union. They’re important, and they’re
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going to be more important, and we need to have ourselves equipped to do
something about them.’” 34,35
Such policies were taking place largely under the radar of the public. In
was not until early 1978 that Brzezinski and Vance emerged in a public debate over how best to engage the Soviet Union. In late 1977, the Soviet Union
began to intervene more assertively in a border dispute between Somalia and
Ethiopia. In November 1977, Soviet military transport flights began to airlift
of Cuban forces into Ethiopia. Brzezinski saw this as far more than supporting one side in an African civil war—he saw it as a continuation of the Soviet
Union’s challenge to America and its strategic partners in the region.
Brzezinski now linked the Horn of Africa to the broader concerns in
what he termed the “arc of crisis” throughout the Middle East. Ethiopia was
located on one of the key choke points of the Middle East, bordering on the
Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden across from Saudi Arabia. Brzezinski argued
that Iran, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Kenya, and North Yemen all felt
threatened by the scale and boldness of the Soviet move. Brzezinski argued
that the United States might deploy an aircraft carrier to the region as a tangible sign of American concern. Vance argued the SALT treaty was of vital
importance and that a “regional” issue could not get in the way of the broader
U.S.–Soviet détente. Andrew Young, U.S. ambassador to the United Nations,
publicly rebuked Brzezinski, noting that “the Ogaden is really nothing more
than a thousand miles of sand.”36 President Carter, taking Vance’s view, rejected Brzezinski’s proposals.
By March 1978, the Soviets had airlifted some 10,000 Cuban troops into
Ethiopia. Brzezinski’s military adviser Colonel William Odom recalls the
tension that had emerged between Vance and Brzezinski at the time.
“Brzezinski was asking some key questions. What is the long-term significance of letting the Soviets get away with moving two Cuban divisions in
there? What is the significance of making no linkage to arms control? Can we
really do this? Do we understand what we’re going to get into if we allow this?
Are we not blessing assertiveness from the Russians in these other areas? But
Vance and his adviser Marshall Shulman were always there to insist that it
was a local issue—and we shouldn’t be alarmed.”37
Brzezinski responded by taking an increasingly visible profile in the administration. In May 1978, Brzezinski embarked on a high-profile trip to the
People’s Republic of China. He had mounted an assiduous campaign with
Carter to make the trip. In the end, Carter acceded but over the vocal objections of Vance, who was attempting to negotiate the SALT treaty at the time.
Vance had traveled to China the previous year and was careful to emphasize
that the United States had no agenda to use one communist power against the
other.
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Brzezinski had a very different view. Brzezinski now saw the development of closer relations with China as a way to challenge the Soviet Union.
His trip had an overt agenda to bring the United States and China in into a
closer relationship to combat “Soviet hegemony.” “Neither of us dispatches
international marauders to advance big-power ambitions in Africa,” Brzezinski told his Chinese hosts. “Neither of us seeks to enforce the political obedience of our neighbors through military force.” At one point, Brzezinski
toured the Great Wall and quipped that the last one to the top had to “fight
the Soviets in Ethiopia.” China’s new leadership appeared to have taken a
pragmatic turn. A group of Chinese sailors asked Brzezinski to stand with
them for a photo. “Do you know you are posing with an imperialist?” asked
Brzezinski. Not so, said the sailors, using a colloquial reference to the Soviet
Union. “We are having a photograph taken with the polar-bear tamer.”38
Vance was said to have visibly grimaced when he heard about Brzezinski’s flippant and overtly anti-Soviet jibes in China. But the policy tilt toward
China had gone Brzezinski’s way. On December 15, 1978, President Carter
issued a dramatic announcement that the United States and China would establish formal diplomatic ties.
Brzezinski’s trip to China overlapped with a burgeoning political crisis
in the Middle East. Iran had been a pillar of American security interests in
the region since a coup backed by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) had
brought Shah Mohammed Riza Pahlevi to power in 1953. This relationship
became even stronger during the Nixon–Kissinger years—and Carter appeared anxious to continue the relationship. Yet by the late 1970s, the shah
was being challenged by a rising tide of Islamic fundamentalism. By 1978,
Ayatollah Rubollah Khomeini—a fiery Islamic spiritual leader who had spent
the previous fourteen years in exile—began to gather popular support within
Iran.
Brzezinski favored a full backing of the shah, even if it entailed an
American-backed military coup. He dismissed the State Department’s more
hopeful conclusions that Khomeini might emerge as a “Ghandi like figure” to
preside over a moderate coalition government. On January 15, 1979, the ailing shah—besieged by street mobs and unsure of the true level of American
backing—fled Iran. Two weeks later, Khomeini returned to Tehran in triumph. On November 4, 1979, Iranian militants loyal to Khomeini stormed
the American embassy in Tehran and took sixty-six Americans hostage. The
nightly displays of the captives on American television had spawned a rash of
critical commentaries postulating that America was no longer respected in the
world. Republican Ronald Reagan announced his candidacy for the White
House days after the hostages had been seized in Tehran.
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Brzezinski was dismayed by the strategic loss of Iran in an increasingly
turbulent region. He nevertheless advised President Carter to refrain from a
blanket confrontation with all of “Islam.” Much of the resentment in the Islamic world, Brzezinski noted, was based on the widespread belief that the
United States was the colonial successor to Britain and France in the Middle
East. To amplify these suspicions with a rhetorical attack on all of “Islam,”
Brzezinski cautioned, was to invite a dangerous self-fulfilling prophecy.
Brzezinski understood that America was not the only superpower troubled by the rise of Islamic fundamentalism. The Muslim territories on the Soviet Union’s southern frontier suffered greatly under Bolshevik rule. Lenin’s
Bolshevik regime had razed mosques, broke up feudal estates, and sought to
crush all resistance among local tribesmen. Soviet forces frequently executed
the mullahs, banned the Holy Koran, and the hajj. This created a sustained
rebellion in the 1920s involving Uzbek, Kazakh, Krygyz, Turkmen, and Tajik
basmachi (bandits). Yet by the late 1970s, Moscow saw this issue being revived
along its southern border with Afghanistan.
In the early years of the Cold War, Afghanistan was generally regarded
as a buffer between the Soviet Union and America’s strategic interests in Iran
and Pakistan. By the late 1960s, the Soviets had taken more active measures—training and equipping its armed forces—in an effort to draw
Afghanistan closer into its own version of a collective security system for
Asia. This relationship took a turn in July 1973 when a group of army officers
staged a coup in Afghanistan. Mohammed Daoud Khan’s new government
banned the Communist Party and soon began to lean toward a more neutral
role for Afghanistan. Daoud’s efforts to steer Afghanistan more toward the
West became a vital concern for the Soviet leadership. By the time Carter
took office in early 1977, Moscow feared that Afghanistan was about to follow the path of Egypt in breaking free of its client status to move closer toward America’s strategic interests in the region.
On April 27, 1978, the Afghan Communist Party launched a bloody
coup d’état that brought the Communist Party to power. The sixty-eightyear-old Daoud, many members of his family, and ranking officials were slain
by the rebels. The new ruling group represented a break from the elite group
of the Mohammadzai clan that had ruled the country since the nineteenth
century. The new government, headed by Nur Mohammed Taraki, was a faction of the Communist Party that had emerged in the 1960s. Some thought
the Soviets had viewed United States as simply too weak to do much about
it. “The simple truth,” quipped one French intelligence officer, “is that the Soviets are able to get away with practically anything these days.”39
The Soviet-backed government attempted to bring secularizing reforms
to Afghanistan. Some of these—like land reform and introducing literacy
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classes for women—were designed to bring Afghanistan into the modern age.
Yet the draconian measures in which they were enforced resulted in fierce resistance from the country’s largely Islamic population. The Soviet-style “cult
of personality” that accompanied Nur Mohammed Taraki’s ascension to
power did not help matters. “Taraki is getting more praise than the Prophet
Mohammed these days,” said one observer. “And that’s very dangerous for a
politician.”40
The Afghan government met the Islamic resistance with brutal countermeasures. Some 27,000 political prisoners were executed at the Pul-I-Charki
prison outside Kabul. The level of brutality alarmed even the Soviet leadership. Taraki told his Soviet sponsors that he was only following the Soviet example. “Lenin taught us to be merciless towards the enemies of the revolution,” Taraki confided to a KGB official, “and millions of people had to be
eliminated in order to secure the victory of the October Revolution.”41
In March 1979, Islamic resistance responded with a grisly attack on
dozens of Soviet advisers as well as their wives and children in the western
city of Herat. The mutilated Russian corpses were impaled on spikes and displayed in the city streets. Soviet-trained Afghan bomber pilots then responded with a relentless wave of revenge attacks that took the lives of some
20,000 Afghan citizens. The events in Herat seemed only to harden the Soviet resolve to establish control over the Afghan countryside. “Under no circumstances can we lose Afghanistan,” KGB chief Yuri Andropov informed
the Soviet Politburo.42
In Washington, Brzezinski began to contemplate taking a greater role in
aiding the Afghan resistance. On March 30, 1979, David Aaron, Brzezinski’s
deputy national security adviser, chaired a meeting to discuss the idea of providing covert assistance to the Afghan resistance. Aaron’s group discussed the
fundamental issue. “Is there interest in maintaining and assisting the insurgency, or is the risk that we will provoke the Soviets too great?”43
On July 3, 1979, President Carter signed a presidential finding authorizing the CIA to funnel “nonlethal” covert support to the Afghan insurgents.
No weapons were to be supplied, but the CIA was authorized to spend some
$500,000 on propaganda and psychological operations, provide medical supplies and radio equipment, and supply funds to the Afghan rebels; CIA officers from the Near East Division soon began to import medical equipment
and radios to the Pakistan intelligence service—where they were distributed
across the border to the Afghan guerillas.
Brzezinski also believed it important to inform the Soviets of American
concern for their creeping intervention. Brzezinski believed that the U.S. silence before the Soviet invasions of Hungary and Czechoslovakia had provided an implied green light to invade. In August 1979, Brzezinski gave a
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speech warning the Soviet Union against deepening its involvement in
Afghanistan. He took note of the “prudent” American restraint during the
crisis in Iran. “We expect others,” Brzezinski noted, “similarly to abstain from
intervention and from efforts to impose alien doctrines on deeply religious
and nationally conscious peoples.” The next day, the speech appeared on the
front page of the New York Times under the headline “U.S. Is Indirectly Pressing Russians to Halt Afghanistan Intervention.”44
In September 1979, Brzezinski sent Carter a personal five-page essay titled “Acquiescence vs. Assertiveness,” noting Moscow had traditionally been
more cautious when confronted with the latter. (Anatoly Dobrynin, the longtime Soviet ambassador in Washington, later conceded that the “relatively
weak Western reaction” to the invasion of Czechoslovakia played a significant
role in Moscow’s later decision to invade Afghanistan.45)
The crisis deepened in September 1979 when Taraki was killed in a
murky power struggle within the Afghan leadership. His successor, Hafizullah Amin, pursued even more aggressive policies against the mujahideen. Yet
the Soviet leadership had come to view Amin with suspicion. At the same
time, the KGB believed that the United States was seeking to replace its loss
in Iran with a new strategic relationship with Afghanistan. There were rumors that Amin was a CIA plant, willing to make a deal with the West or
perhaps follow the Egyptian precedent or even establish an anti-Soviet alliance with Pakistan or China.
In early December 1979, the Soviet Union had made its fateful decision.
The Politburo met on the evening of December 12, 1979—the same day that
NATO had announced it would introduce cruise and Pershing missiles into
Western Europe. Brezhnev was now an aging and ailing leader. He entered
the room drunk and visibly irritated at the events transpiring on the Soviet
southern frontier. After hearing the news from Afghanistan, the Soviet leader
banged his fist on the table and shouted insults at the Afghan leadership before leaving the room. The Politburo had now committed itself to launch a
full-scale invasion.
On December 22, 1979, Brzezinski received a phone call from deputy
CIA director Bobby Inman warning that a Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
was likely within seventy-two hours. On December 25, waves of Soviet transport planes began landing at the Kabul airport discharging some 5,000 combat troops along with their artillery and armored vehicles. On December 27,
KGB paramilitaries, dressed as Afghan soldiers, hunted down and assassinated President Hafizullah Amin. The Afghan government was then handed
to the more reliable Babrak Karmal, who had been held under Soviet protection before the coup.
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The Cold War had taken a dramatic turn. Brzezinski now sought every
opportunity to make the Soviet Union pay a price for the transgression.
Brzezinski knew that Carter was disappointed that his original foreign policy
ideals had not materialized. Yet he also believed that the administration was
partly at fault. Brzezinski told Carter that the men in the Kremlin had come
to view the Carter administration’s version of “détente” as a sign of weakness.
Brzezinski advised Carter that he must take the hard line of Harry Truman
before he could return to the more idealistic visions of Woodrow Wilson.
On December 26, 1979, Brzezinski sent a memo to Carter titled “Reflections on Soviet Intervention in Afghanistan.” “It is essential that
Afghanistan’s resistance continues,” he wrote. “This means more money as
well as arms shipments to the rebels, and some technical advice. . . . We
should concert with Islamic countries both in a propaganda campaign and in
a covert action campaign to help the rebels.” Brzezinski continued. “Our ultimate goal is the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan. . . . Even if
this is not attainable,” Brzezinski noted, “we should make Soviet involvement
as costly as possible.”46
A key question centered on whether the United States—short of nuclear
war—had the military strength to curb further Soviet incursions into the Persian Gulf. Brzezinski had taken the lead in drafting President Carter’s State
of the Union Address. On January 23, 1980, Carter gave a speech deliberately
echoing the tone of substance of Harry Truman’s initial call for containment
of the Soviet Union in Europe. “Any attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region,” Carter announced, “will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States of America and such an assault
will be repelled by any means necessary, including military force.”
But Carter’s problem was indeed more delicate than Truman’s. The
United States was now relying on the good faith of Islamic nations engulfed
in a rising tide of fundamentalism. Brzezinski thought that the risk could be
managed. In January 1980, a summit of thirty-five Islamic countries convened in Islamabad. They released a unanimous condemnation of the Soviet
intervention of Afghanistan and demanded “immediate, unconditional and
total withdrawal of Soviet troops.” But there were also obvious risks for the
United States becoming too involved in what many were now referring to as
an Islamic jihad. One member of the Islamic conference voiced his anger at
the Soviet invasion with an ominous caveat. “The message to the West is
clear,” said one Pakistani academic. “Islamic anti-Sovietism springs from Islamic interests, and not from pro-Westernism.”47
Pakistan was now was the only buffer state between the Soviets and the
Indian subcontinent. Yet some analysts in the region questioned the wisdom
of courting General Zia. He was known in diplomatic circles as being “devi-
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ous.” In November 1979, many in the American diplomatic corps claimed
that he had deliberately failed to halt Islamic militants from burning the U.S.
embassy in Islamabad. Zia was also a problem in the realm of public relations.
Carter received a great deal of publicity by requesting $400 million from
Congress to provide economic and military aid for Pakistan. Zia publicly embarrassed Carter by dismissing the offer as “peanuts.”
Carter sent Brzezinski to Pakistan as a way to assure Zia of the seriousness of the American commitment. On arrival, Brzezinski handed Zia a personal letter from President Carter, pledging firm American support against
further Soviet encroachments. Brzezinski then made headlines in the American newspapers while toting an AK-47 while touring the Afghan border with
Pakistani military advisers. Brzezinski was probing his hosts on the situation.
“Have the Soviets come up to the border?” “No,” his military escort replied. “As
far as we can tell they have come no further than Jalalabad.” “Can you hold
them here?” asked Brzezinski, standing near the border with Afghanistan.
“Not really,” said the general. “We’d try to slow them down, down there,” the
general said while pointing to the terrain below the Khyber Pass.48
Thus began the secret conduit that supplied the Afghan resistance for
the rest of the 1980s. By the spring of 1980, the Afghan mujahideen was
proving surprisingly effective in neutralizing the raw military power of the
Soviet Union. The Afghan army was plagued by mass desertions to the resistance. And, like the failed U.S. military strategy in Vietnam, the Soviet military abandoned any attempt to win “hearts and minds” by unleashing devastating search-and-destroy helicopter missions.
A week before the 1980 election, the Soviet leadership hosted
Afghanistan’s President Barrack Karma. “The revolutionary process in
Afghanistan,” Leonid Brezhnev assured his Afghan client, “was irreversible.”49 That very same week, Brzezinski sent a memo to the CIA urging
a more sustained effort to arm the Afghan insurgents.50
In November 1980, Ronald Reagan defeated Jimmy Carter in an electoral landslide. Reagan’s campaign was based largely on the charge that Carter
had been “soft” on the Soviet Union. Brzezinski, citing the rise of Solidarity
in Poland and the Soviet quagmire in Afghanistan, thought this was grossly
overstated. But perceptions mattered more than the reality.
Brzezinski warned of the dangers as the bitter Afghan war stretched further into the decade. On Brezhnev’s death in 1982, Brzezinski proposed that
a genuinely “neutral” Afghanistan might be ensured by the presence of “Islamic peacekeeping forces” from various countries. Brzezinski elevated these
concerns as Mikhail Gorbachev assumed power in the mid-1980s.
“To achieve the external neutralization of Afghanistan,” Brzezinski
warned in 1985, “the United States must be ready to participate—with the
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Soviet Union, China, Pakistan, Iran and possibly India—in a five- or sixpower guarantee of the genuine neutrality of Afghanistan.” This, Brzezinski
noted, might also assure the Soviet Union that their departure would not
prompt “immediate massacres of the pro-Soviet minority in Afghanistan.”51
By the late 1980s, the war in Afghanistan had taken on a more radical
character. In 1986, the CIA agreed to a long-standing Pakistani request to recruit radical Muslims from around the world to come to Pakistan and fight
alongside the Afghan mujahideen. Saudi Arabia, in particular, saw this as an
opportunity to export its extreme form of Wahhabism and to divert the energies of its more militant domestic critics.
Although the Arabs in Afghanistan were widely viewed as a distraction
by their Afghan military commanders, they could raise vast amounts of cash
to fund the resistance. Among the more prominent of these Arab fund-raisers
was Osama bin Laden, the pious scion of a Saudi construction magnate.
By the time Ronald Reagan left office, Brzezinski’s longtime predictions
about the eventual collapse of the Soviet Union appeared to be coming to
fruition. “It is not an exaggeration,” Brzezinski predicted in early 1988, “to affirm that there are five countries now in Eastern Europe all of which are ripe
for revolutionary explosion. Nor is it an exaggeration to say that this could
happen in more than one simultaneously.”52 He also agreed with those who
saw this revolutionary turmoil in Eastern Europe as an indirect result of the
Soviet defeat in Afghanistan.
On February 15, 1989, the new George H. W. Bush administration
watched triumphantly as the last Soviet soldiers filed across the bridge linking the last Afghan town with the Soviet Union.
“From the overall strategic point of view,” said one U.S. official at the
time, “driving the Soviets out is a tremendous success, and we deserve a lot of
credit for the rebels winning this victory. It’s not the United States’ fault if the
Mujahedeen have some rough periods sorting out their internal affairs. It’s
not necessarily a failure of American foreign policy.”53 Disturbed by the implications of such statements, he noted that Afghanistan had been utterly
devastated by the Soviet invasion. Some 20 percent of the Afghan population
had fled to refugee camps in Pakistan and Iran where many had become politically radicalized.
As the Soviet Empire began to crumble, Strobe Talbott conducted an interview with Brzezinski titled “Vindication of a Hardliner.” Brzezinski may
have indeed felt “vindicated” regarding his long-held views toward the Soviet
Union. But he also stressed the dangers of the increasingly inflamed political
situation in the region he once termed the “arc of crisis.”
“Now is the time to ask ourselves,” he cautioned, “creatively and historically, how do we respond to the apparent collapse of the Soviet Union? We
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can either deliberately shape a new world or simply let the old disintegrate—
with some of the wreckage possibly even endangering us.”54
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The Wave Maker:
Bill Casey in the Reagan Years
John Prados

In an administration dominated by underlings, a series of policy entrepre-

neurs following their own agendas, William J. Casey stood out. Action oriented, a lawyer but willing to skirt rules, a longtime political operative, it
would seem as if Bill Casey had a finger in almost every pie. Of course, Casey
is best known for his role in the affair that reached the edge of a constitutional
crisis, Iran-Contra, but in truth he cut a much deeper and wider swath and
had done so for many years. As far back as the 1960 presidential campaign of
Richard M. Nixon against John F. Kennedy, remembers William Safire, “I
would write some gut-kicking ad and trust to Casey to set up the committee
to sign it.”1 At the time, Casey had merely been law partner to the man who
chaired the Republican National Committee. By the 1980s, the New York
lawyer was doing the gut kicking himself.
Casey stood among that crowd of Americans fiercely determined to rise
above their roots, in his case Elmhurst, Queens, an outer borough of New
York, where his dad worked for the city department responsible for street
cleaning and his mother was a former retail salesgirl. Both the parents were
Democrats, indeed William Joseph Casey Sr. was an activist in the party’s
machinery, which led him to a pension fund management job when Bill Jr.
was still a boy. The young Casey went to Catholic school until the final year
of his secondary education, then studied with the Jesuits at Fordham University and, after a brief attempt at social work, went on to St. John’s Law School.
Notorious for his mumbling at meetings during his government years, this
trait of Casey’s was already evident in secondary school and on the Fordham
debate team. He married his college sweetheart, Sophia Kurz. In a letter to
her, he once wrote that he preferred “unlimited space, unlimited freedom, and
unlimited possibilities, all perfection and no imperfections or obstacles.”2
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Casey would succeed in casting off the limits but never attain the other element of his equation.
Casey made his crucial alliance early, at twenty-seven years old in 1938,
when he met Leo Cherne. The latter had created a business publishing venture with an associate, eventually known as the Research Institute of America (RIA), and hired Casey to write material on law and ethics. Casey also
formed a law partnership on the side and, souring on Franklin Roosevelt’s
New Deal, became involved in Republican politics beginning with the 1940
campaign. Remaining with RIA and as an economic consultant after Pearl
Harbor, at midwar he decided to join the service and was commissioned a
lieutenant (junior grade) in the navy.
One of Casey’s former law partners had gone to work for the Wall Street
firm Donovan, Leisure, Newton, and Lombard, and William J. (“Wild Bill”)
Donovan of that firm now headed the U.S. wartime intelligence unit Office
of Strategic Services (OSS). Lieutenant Casey used that connection to escape
an assignment to naval procurement, joining the OSS in September 1943.
Casey would later tell his biographer that one of Donovan’s sayings had impressed him, “The perfect is the enemy of the good.”3 It would be during his
OSS period that Bill Casey abandoned the desire for perfection he had previously expressed. Donovan took a liking to Casey and soon sent him to London under David K. E. Bruce, where Casey became an important staff aide.
Later Bruce went to the Continent to establish an OSS element in Paris.
Casey moved back and forth from the end of 1944, when Donovan made him
intelligence collection chief for Europe with the mission of penetrating Nazi
Germany. According to OSS official figures, which were, however, based on
Casey’s own report, 60 percent of the 102 missions mounted had been successful. This is difficult to judge since by this point in World War II, Hitler’s
Germany was already collapsing. Bill Casey expected reassignment to Kunming, China, to work on Pacific intelligence, but the war ended several weeks
before his expected departure date.
Casey returned to the Cherne business, RIA, intent on amassing a fortune. In 1948 he enlisted as associate general counsel in the Economic Cooperation Administration, the entity then being established to administer the
Marshall Plan, but he saw little opportunity for advancement and resigned after about six months, returning again to RIA. In the summer of 1950, Casey
left to create a competitor, the Institute for Business Planning (IBP). At IBP,
Casey wrote or packaged a series of books interpreting business law for laymen that made him a millionaire. He made even more from his law practice,
which he re-created, and from assorted venture capital investments.
Leo Cherne is reported to have been stunned at the betrayal, considering Casey “a ruthless and not terribly sensitive former friend,”4 but it would
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not in fact end their relationship. Both were active in the privately funded International Rescue Committee (IRC), an organization that helped refugees.5
The somewhat shadowy IRC was at least a fellow traveler of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)6 and may have had agency connections in the form
of money and help and may have furnished cover for intelligence officers,
though this has not been authoritatively established. Organizations with
which it worked closely, including the National Committee for a Free Europe, were CIA proprietaries, and in the 1950s the IRC sponsored formation
of the German entity Fighting Group Against Inhumanity, which is widely
believed to have been a CIA covert action project.7 In any case, Leo Cherne
would be IRC’s long-service chair, and from 1966 to 1970, Casey was its executive committee chairman as well as president for more than a year afterward. It was in that capacity that he visited Vietnam at the height of the
American war and Czechoslovakia around the time of the Soviet intervention
against the “Prague Spring.” Casey would also become a prime mover in the
formation of conservative pressure groups like the American Friends for Russian Freedom, the Citizens’ Committee for Peace and Security, and the similarly inclined think tank National Strategy and Information Center (NSIC).
Political scientist Frank Barnett, whom Casey had personally recruited for the
Russian freedom group, became one of the chief NSIC analysts. This group
produced a stream of reports extolling the Soviet threat—in the Indian
Ocean, to the Middle East, on nuclear weapons, and so on. Casey was a major contributor to the groups’ funding. He was able to use donations to the advocacy groups to offset taxes on his earnings from his law practice, his major
company, and the Institute of Business Planning; successful stock purchases;
and venture capital endeavors in computers, media, and elsewhere.
As noted, Casey participated in Richard Nixon’s 1960 presidential campaign and supported Nixon again for the nomination in 1964 when Barry
Goldwater became the candidate. He ran for Congress himself in 1966 but
lost. In the Nixon campaign of 1968, Casey was a major campaign contributor and also headed a team that produced an instant book publicizing the candidate’s positions on a variety of issues. Casey had involved himself in OSS
veterans groups but played no identifiable role in the push spearheaded by
General Donovan, Allen Dulles, and others to create a peacetime unit, the
one that became the CIA. In angling for a job appointment from Nixon,
however, Casey suddenly put himself into agency shoes, suggesting that he
could function as an armed service secretary, assistant secretary of state, or as
the CIA director, a position then held by Richard Helms. The Nixon transition group offered Casey a subordinate job at the Internal Revenue Service
that he rejected, then the second top slot at the CIA. The New York potentate had no desire to work for Helms, someone who had been under him in
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the OSS. Casey’s administration position did not materialize until 1971 when
Nixon appointed him chairman of the Securities Exchange Commission
(SEC). The lawyer left the International Rescue Committee for that job.
Appointment to the SEC required U.S. Senate confirmation. In preparing himself for confirmation hearings, Casey found that his work on certain
advertising campaigns for companies he owned posed potential hazards for
his testimony. He contrived to sell the companies off, including one run by his
younger brother, prior to going before the Senate. This action evidences the
wheeler-dealer approach typical of the man. At the hearings, Casey did have
trouble because of some of his companies’ activities that had brushed up
against SEC regulations. In office there would be a controversy over Casey’s
actions in handling the international fraud and embezzlement case against
financier Robert Vesco, who eventually became a fugitive from justice.
Meanwhile, the Nixon administration had faced a tough political battle
very early on when it attempted to secure congressional approval for the Safeguard Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) system, another area where Bill Casey
involved himself. The citizens’ committee that Casey created actually had the
purpose of lobbying for ABM. His reward for that was an appointment to the
General Advisory Committee to the Arms Control and Disarmament
Agency. Needless to say, the new member had little use for arms control, and
his job amounted more to bird-dogging agency negotiators to make sure they
did not give away the store in talks with the Soviets. Casey finally got a
chance to actually work in a national security position in 1973 when he served
for a year as undersecretary of state for economic affairs, but he left to become
president of the Import-Export Bank. He also sat as a member of the Murphy Commission, a presidential commission headed by former Ambassador
Robert D. Murphy that conducted a broad review of U.S. national security
mechanisms and policy for the Ford administration.
Meanwhile, Nixon had selected Leo Cherne as chairman of the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board (PFIAB), the civilian committee
that functioned as the White House’s intelligence oversight mechanism. An
opening on PFIAB materialized after Nixon left office. In early 1976, Cherne
recommended to President Gerald Ford that he bring Bill Casey onto the
board. Ford agreed, and Casey arrived at PFIAB with a special watching brief
on economic intelligence. Casey was among those board members who approved the “experiment” in intelligence analysis called the Team B report,
which amounted to a skewering of the official estimates by a group of handpicked conservative experts.8 Within months of James Earl Carter replacing
Ford as president and largely because of the embarrassment of the Team B experiment, Carter abolished the PFIAB, ejecting Casey from this monitoring
seat over the intelligence world. As a private board, PFIAB had typically met
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for a couple of days at a time every two months. These dozen days over a year
of service were the full extent of William J. Casey’s spy experience between
leaving the OSS in 1945 and coming to the head of the CIA—and the entire
U.S. intelligence community—in 1981.
The essential Bill Casey was smart, perhaps brilliant, opinionated, gruff but
inarticulate, secretive and purposeful, ruthless and willing to skirt the norms,
and an original Cold Warrior. These traits were on display during the Carter
era, from 1977 to 1981, particularly during the last two years, when Casey labored mightily to return a Republican to the White House. First came the sequel to the Team B affair, and then, in the high campaign season, would be
Casey’s full tilt move to back Republican candidate Ronald Reagan.
In the first of these episodes, those former members of Team B who remained outside of government, concerned that their critique was being
buried, contrived to spark a public debate. They placed articles in the media,
did interviews, and, when this did not result in enough traction, recruited a
galaxy of well-known political and business figures to join something they
called the Committee on the Present Danger, a revival of a public interest
group that had formed in the days of NSC-68. Paul Nitze or Richard Pipes
are usually the persons named in discussions of the Committee on the Present Danger, but William J. Casey became a prominent member of its board,
willing to encourage the involvement of Frank Barnett of the National Strategy Information Center, who now became a founding member of the group.9
Many of the criticisms popularized by the Committee on the Present
Danger involved arcana of nuclear weapons and are not necessary to this discussion, but all their points went to one central argument—that the Soviet
Union had sought strategic superiority and was decisively ahead of the United
States on nuclear arms. In particular, Casey’s gladiators thundered, the Russians had deployed so many nuclear-tipped missiles that were so accurate that
U.S. land-based missile forces were vulnerable to a nuclear first strike in consequence of which the Soviets could fight and win a nuclear war.10 Thus, a
“window of vulnerability” existed that critics blamed on the Carter administration; it needed redress—and only a Republican president could adequately
do this in their view. The “window of vulnerability” gained great currency in
the 1980 presidential campaign, and the issue worked very much like the
“missile gap” argument had during the Kennedy–Nixon election in 1960.
For the 1980 campaign, Bill Casey went far beyond his previous efforts
on behalf of Republicans. He supported Ronald Reagan, becoming one of the
candidate’s “kitchen cabinet” of advisers, and performed a review of the Reagan organization. Then he was asked to lead the Reagan campaign staff.
Casey agreed. From early 1980, he worked full time on the election. Casey
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streamlined the operation, cutting away loose people, focusing those who remained, and getting Reagan past the primaries with a commanding lead over
his competitor, George Herbert Walker Bush. In the lead primary, that in
New Hampshire, the state campaign chief especially impressed Casey. That
man was Max Hugel, like Casey himself an entrepreneur and venture capitalist. Casey hired Hugel to replicate on a national level the techniques he had
used in New Hampshire. He and Hugel shared an apartment during their
time at Reagan’s California headquarters. Months before the Republican convention, all Reagan’s opponents had dropped out of the race. His nomination
was assured. Reagan took on George H. W. Bush as vice-presidential candidate on the Republican ticket.
A highlight of the election campaign would be the televised debates between candidates that had become standard fare in American politics. Casey
hired James A. Baker III to supervise the work of preparing Reagan for the
debates. Republican congressman David Stockman played the role of opponent Jimmy Carter in debate rehearsals held by the Reagan camp. Stockman
revealed later that he had had access to Carter’s actual briefing book for the
debate on national security. This story inevitably led to controversy. Once it
came under investigation, Baker recalled receiving the debate materials directly from Bill Casey. Casey denied it. Reagan White House aides—by then
Ronald Reagan had won the presidency—established that there had been not
one but at least five documents purloined from the Carter campaign and that
someone had fed Casey’s campaign organization with inside information on
Carter’s schedule as well. Inquiries by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and
Congress eventually looked into the allegations. They could not determine
the exact truth but did find links between the Casey staff and a political consultant as well as a National Security Council (NSC) official, both of whom
had access to the material.11
Another major campaign scandal from 1980 concerned American
hostages in Iran who had been held captive since Iranian militants took over
the U.S. embassy in Tehran the previous year. The Carter administration had
mounted an abortive rescue mission to free the hostages and was now negotiating to secure their release. The liberation of the hostages prior to the election would have been a key political event favoring Carter. Allegations of an
“October Surprise” effort by Casey and Reagan campaign officials in an effort
to dissuade the Iranians from taking any action before the election were made
and became the subject of several inquiries. Casey is supposed to have traveled to Madrid and Paris to meet Iranians in the course of this activity. Again
the actual truth was never established. At a minimum it is clear that Casey’s
staff did create an extensive political intelligence network to watch for Carter
administration actions in this regard. Gary Sick, the NSC staff director for
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Iranian affairs, looked into these reports and concluded that an “October Surprise” did occur. A congressional report found that “the evidence supports the
conclusion that William Casey, while director of the Reagan campaign, was
intensely involved in the hostage crisis and likely was dealing with [Iranian
intermediary] Cyrus Hashemi, either directly or indirectly.”12
In an odd piece of history, the American hostages were released on the
day Ronald Reagan was inaugurated as president. Whether this event resulted
from the success of Carter administration negotiations or reflected some private deal with the Reagan people remains unknown. In the meantime, the
transition to Reagan’s presidency offered William Casey a new opportunity.
He wanted to be secretary of state. Reagan instead offered him the post of director of central intelligence (DCI), directing both the CIA and the larger
U.S. intelligence community. To ensure his ability to make policy, not merely
provide intelligence, Casey sought and obtained the president’s assurances
that he would have a full voice in administration deliberations, and Casey was
given cabinet rank, an elevation of the status of the DCI. In turn, Casey told
President Reagan that, while he might speak to policy, he would provide the
intelligence straight: “I wouldn’t bend it to fit the policy. But I expect to be
part of the foreign policy team.”13
Two last points are in order before the discussions moves to Casey’s CIA
years. First, the presidential transition teams reflected William J. Casey’s influence even before he secured the DCI job. The leader of the Pentagon team,
William R. Van Cleave, had been a member of Team B and an executive committee member of the Committee on the Present Danger (in fact, thirty-three
of the committee’s members, including Casey himself, would get jobs in the
Reagan administration). The intelligence transition team was under John
Bross, Casey’s direct subordinate at the OSS in 1945, postwar friend, and a
career CIA officer who came back from retirement to serve Casey again. Although other professionals were involved, the exercise was dominated by firebrand conservatives to whom Team B’s views were gospel. The team approached the CIA with an eye to a purge that Bross rejected and was even too
much for Casey, who shelved a great number of its recommendations, which
included firing hundreds of its officers, the entire top echelon, including
everyone involved in the Soviet estimates.
Finally, in securing Senate confirmation for his appointment as DCI,
William J. Casey again encountered trouble on Capitol Hill. He received initial approval, but very soon afterward a New York court ruled that Casey had
engaged in misleading stock offerings in the 1960s. A Senate intelligence
committee inquiry began, then it came out that Casey’s disclosure forms had
been, to put it charitably, incomplete, failing to list more than half his accounts, including the governments of Indonesia and South Korea, the City of
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New York, and many more. He had also failed to list certain assets and liabilities or to register as an agent of a foreign government as required by U.S. law.
The New Yorker intended to continue managing his own stock portfolio,
though Casey owned stock in a number of companies that did business with
the CIA. These irregularities raised eyebrows. The committee initially cleared
Casey, after which more charges arose. Committee chairman (later vice chairman, then again chairman) Senator Barry Goldwater went to bat for Casey,
and toward the end of 1981 he would be found “not unfit” to serve as DCI.14
This early brush with congressional overseers would become characteristic of
Casey’s tenure at the CIA.
William J. Casey came to CIA headquarters at Langley, Virginia, swathed in
the glories of the Good War and the old OSS. Outside the agency this romantic coloration served Casey’s purposes. Inside, CIA officers were discomfited by the excesses of the Reagan transition and feared for their jobs—even
harder-line Kremlin watchers like analyst Robert Gates.15 Director Casey
provided some reassurance, but he also took actions that seemed to confirm
fears. Principal among these was his selection of a complete outsider, the political operative Max Hugel, to head the clandestine service, passing over a
widely experienced professional officer. The Hugel appointment crashed and
burned within months, victim of allegations of insider stock trading, amid the
summertime uproar over Casey’s own business dealings. The director turned
then to the pros, but in some ways the message got across: CIA employees
were on notice both that their boss had been advised to get rid of them and
that Casey was not afraid to hire outsiders in their stead. That sense of vulnerability would have much to do with what happened to the Reagan-era
CIA.
In the first place, unlike previous CIA directors, William J. Casey
worked hard to stake out a policy position, a public one. No DCI had ever
done this before. In dozens of speeches and interviews, Casey commented on
everything from military power to the Middle East to immigration, all from
the perspective that the Soviet Union was on the march and needed to be
countered. In May 1981, just four months after reaching Langley, Casey
spoke to a business group about Soviet tanks and guns, stockpiled around the
Arabian peninsula and “used” (his italics) in Chad, Lebanon, El Salvador, and
Guatemala, while Russian military strength grew and America’s diminished.
Casey made claims about Soviet missile forces, subversion, economic, and industrial espionage; about his favorite theaters for covert operations in
Nicaragua, Afghanistan, and Angola; about Soviet use of chemical weapons
in Laos, Cambodia, and elsewhere; about penetration in the Third World;
and much more. Moscow, in Casey’s view, controlled worldwide terrorism by
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financing, arming, and training the terrorists. Casey approvingly cited a book
by journalist Claire Sterling that made this claim more extravagantly. Even
liberation theology he pictured as an organizing tool for Cuban communism.
He spoke of a plethora of threats and, beyond U.S. intelligence, of his view of
necessary policy action.16
Far from providing President Reagan with objective intelligence reporting, Bill Casey’s CIA furnished intelligence to please. But it would not simply be intelligence to support Reagan’s policy, the CIA’s data would be in support of Bill Casey’s policy preferences. This statement applies to the
community’s flagship products, the National Intelligence Estimates (NIEs),
though Casey lacked the time or energy to interfere with more routine products. With the President’s Daily Brief (PDB), Casey usually did not see the
publication until it had already gone to the White House. Robert M. Gates,
whom Casey made his deputy director for intelligence, informed Casey in advance of items that would run only when he knew they were likely to kick up
dust among one or another senior administration figure. Even here, though,
Casey contrived changes, inducing President Reagan to assent to a wider distribution of the PDBs and to having them presented by CIA briefers rather
than left in the office of the national security adviser. Given President Reagan’s relative ignorance on key issues that arose on Casey’s watch, however,
one has to question either the president’s attentiveness, Casey’s efforts to ensure a pristine PDB flow, or alternatively his purposefulness in advancing certain issues through the PDBs.
Another of Gates’s roles was to chair the National Intelligence Council,
which drafted the NIEs, however, and here “I was much less in control of my
. . . job.” Here Gates writes of Casey, “He rode the process hard, pushed his
own views, and was often very tough for people to deal with or talk to.”17 In
the spring of 1982, the director fired off a note to Gates and his predecessor
as council chair, Henry Rowen, demanding that the NIEs be “more aggressive and more timely.”18 Casey also developed the technique of showing papers he questioned to trusted friends, some of them former CIA people or
outsiders, and getting comments he could throw back at estimators.19 He also
brought in a complete outsider, Herbert E. Meyer, a magazine editor (Fortune), ostensibly for writing style, but in fact the conservative Meyer acted as
another filter vetting the drafts. When Director Casey lacked the time or reason for personal involvement, the process worked much as it had under previous DCIs. But when Casey had an ax to grind, the result could be very different.
The director told his senior analysts in December 1983, “Our estimating
program has become a powerful tool in forcing the pace in the policy area.”20
The evidence suggests that Casey used the PDBs to keep his agency on the
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radar screen and the NIEs to lay a basis for his policy predilections. This is
very different from what Casey told the public in speech after speech, such as
the Commonwealth Club of California, to whom he declared, “We have
taken steps to assure standards of integrity and objectivity, relevance and
timeliness, accuracy and independence to the national estimate process.” Director Casey in fact called that “my highest responsibility.”21 It was. But he did
not do as he said.
The Casey method was apparent from the very first estimate of his period, that being on Soviet sponsorship of terrorism. The draft of the National
Intelligence Council (NIC), though citing Russian help to terrorists and that
of Eastern European satellite countries, fell far short of Claire Sterling’s version of Kremlin central control. In fact, the initial draft said, “The Soviets
have opposed international terrorist activity in public and in private.”22 Casey
rejected the draft, failed to get something more to his liking, then sent it over
to the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) for an edgier version. A fight ensued between the competing views of the DIA and CIA, making it impossible for Casey to sign off on the Pentagon draft. Casey then ordered the scope
of the paper expanded to generic revolutionary violence, where he supposed a
stronger case could be made for Russian meddling, and had Ambassador Lincoln Gordon, a distinguished estimator from the agency’s past, do a fresh version. The revision concluded, “The Soviets are deeply involved in support of
revolutionary violence worldwide.”23
The Casey method did not always work out, especially early on. An example here would be the Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) that
appeared in 1981 on the Soviet project to build a natural gas pipeline to Western Europe. The Reagan people were concerned that the pipeline would
weaken European ties to the United States, and they were looking for a lever
to stop the project. They had also mounted a massive campaign against Russian acquisition of U.S. technology. Casey opposed the pipeline not only for
the European angle but also because with it the Russians would earn cash in
hard currencies. An SNIE judgment that the Soviet pipeline would require
U.S. technology could be used on Capitol Hill to argue for export controls
that might shut down the project. The NIC chairman of the day, Henry
Rowen, personally took on managing the estimate. Rowen went to Europe,
spoke to local officials, and explored the facts. He came back and told Casey
the Russians would build this pipeline no matter what the United States did
about it. Casey took the point, and the SNIE went forward with that conclusion.24
Another issue was “yellow rain,” so called because chemical weapons at
issue in allegations of Soviet use of them were said to appear that way as they
dispersed over the land. Secretary of State Alexander Haig became the trig-
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ger—as he had been in the call for a terrorism NIE—when he claimed that
the United States had physical evidence of their use in Laos, Cambodia, and
Afghanistan. But laboratory results were inconclusive, and scientific experts
who did field studies in Southeast Asia could not confirm the charges. Director Casey ordered up an SNIE that appeared in early 1982 but confined
the paper to Afghanistan, where the outsiders had no access. The SNIE concluded the Russians were indeed using the chemical weapons, a violation of
Geneva protocols.
In 1982, the CIA did an estimate on the situation in Africa. When that
reached him in draft form, it reportedly contained little on the Soviets in
Africa, focusing on nationalist movements instead. Casey replaced the manager on the paper and had it rewritten. The new manager had well-known
views on Soviet subversion in the Third World, and the estimate he produced,
said a source, “reeks of Moscow’s footprints in Africa.”25
Soviet progress on the exotic weaponry for “Star Wars” became a key intelligence question when President Reagan announced his Strategic Defense
Initiative (SDI) in March 1983. Suddenly, the treatment of Soviet SDI and
ABM systems in the national estimates became darker. Technologies previously projected as coming online only by the 1990s or later were portrayed as
possibilities for orbital testing and even deployment within the decade of the
1980s. The NIEs on Soviet strategic forces became gloomier each year of
Casey’s tenure, and a first NIE specifically devoted to Soviet SDI avoiding
making any analysis at all of the huge weight-to-orbit or power generation requirements required for a practical space-based SDI network while repeating
the near-term projections for deployment. In addition, the Soviets were reported to be making all this alleged technical progress on the basis of absurd
expenditure levels, considerably lower than U.S. spending for an SDI program
that yielded no deployable technology.26
There were similar problems with the Casey-era NIE depictions of Soviet strategic nuclear forces. The “window of vulnerability” stayed open
through the early 1980s as NIC analysts built more alarming claims on the
distortions that had been inserted into the estimates in consequence of the
Team B exercise. In particular, analysts repeatedly projected that the Soviets
would build every weapons system they had in development to the full extent
of manufacturing capacity, generating estimates that postulated Soviet strategic nuclear weapons in future years in the tens of thousands, even in the context of arms control negotiations. Douglas MacEachin, who headed the Office of Soviet Analysis through much of this period, concluded that the Soviet
economy was incapable of manufacturing all the weapons projected. He
ended up trying to insert a dissent into the CIA’s own NIEs and felt that Director Casey, whose expertise was of course in economics, sympathized with
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him. But MacEachin ran afoul of a policy that Casey had introduced of not
permitting such dissents, and the DCI refused to make an exception.27
Casey’s politicization had become that ingrained.
On Central America, too, the NIEs followed the director’s proclivities.
A series of briefings to the intelligence oversight committees on Capitol Hill
in late 1982 upset legislators so much that the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence made an inquiry. Its report found not only that the intelligence had been slanted to back the CIA operations in progress there, that
the analytic community was “under pressure to reinforce policy rather than to
inform it,” but also that Casey had further overstated what the papers themselves said.28 Gates records, “By the end of 1982, the most fundamental division over Central America within CIA was between the career professionals
and Casey.”29 A direct charge of exaggeration was leveled against Casey for
testimony he gave the Senate in May 1983. The estimate on the capabilities
of the CIA-backed Contra rebels in Nicaragua then in draft was so much different that a month later Director Casey sent it to President Reagan with a
cover note that read, “We are losing in Central America.”30 Analysts resorted
to laying out the evidence “straight,” then giving Casey what he wanted by
way of conclusions. In 1985, the NIE “Nicaragua: Prospects for Sandinista
Consolidation,” after listing a series of obstacles that would prevent the Sandinistas from attaining a Marxist-Leninist state, judged that nothing would
prevent them reaching a system that “would retain little more than symbolic
remnants of political pluralism.”31
A 1984 NIE on Mexico is a case that became known at the time. The
NIC manager for the estimate, John Horton, a former agency station chief in
Mexico City, assigned a Latin America expert to compile the paper. The expert visited the country, incorporated data from casual sources, and decided
that Mexico stood at the brink of revolution. He showed the draft to Casey
before giving it to Horton, and the DCI liked it. But CIA evidence did not
support a judgment of instability in Mexico, and Horton tried to get the offending material out. Casey insisted the estimate should declare there was a
one-in-five chance of “a political destabilization of Mexico.”32 Horton talked
back. The paper went through nine drafts, one of them by Casey’s “editor”
Herbert Meyer, plus a critique by a policy official, a former Casey associate
who had moved on to the NSC staff. It emerged with the alarming prediction intact. A number of intelligence agencies, including military ones, dissented from the assessment. John Horton resigned from the CIA. Casey had
an NIE that lent weight to his secret war in Central America.33
Finally, it is worth looking at a 1985 SNIE on the Soviets and the entente of Syria, Libya, and Iran. This “entente” was entirely an artifact of the
paper, which was itself the product of an outsider, an Israeli, commissioned by
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the NIC, most likely Vice Chairman Herbert Meyer. By the time CIA professionals had finished with it, the special estimate indicated that while there
were examples of bilateral cooperation among these countries, there was little
evidence of formal joint operations, especially trilateral ones. A week after the
draft arrived in Casey’s office, Meyer forwarded it to the intelligence community board of directors (the National Foreign Intelligence Board) with a
note indicating that Director Casey had had the Key Judgments of the estimate amended to indicate “pervasive” connections among the radical states,
which “shared certain common purposes; . . . were willing to consult regularly
and to pursue numerous goals in tandem.”34 The CIA’s Directorate of Intelligence was prevented from filing any dissent.
In 1981, some thirty-eight NIEs were written. By the mid-1980s, the
U.S. intelligence community was publishing estimates at a rate of fifty or sixty
a year, compared to a dozen during the last year of the Carter administration.
William J. Casey in several interviews drew attention to the number as an illustration of the usefulness of CIA assessments. But however helpful the
NIEs may have been as substantive analyses, they were more important to Bill
Casey in his quest for a role in U.S. foreign policy. The number of these documents should be seen as corresponding to the depth of Casey’s policy involvement.
Bill Casey the policy maker was undoubtedly most comfortable during the
early months of the Reagan administration. Later there would be problems,
increasing inertia, presidential drift, and a dilution of the Reaganaut core, but
at the outset it seemed that the sky was the limit. Reagan had arrived at the
White House with a convincing majority and had carried voters on the basis
of an assertive program of change. In the national security field, this
amounted to challenging the Soviet Union more sharply and building up the
U.S. military. Secretary of State Alexander M. Haig, if not a kindred soul,
held views similar to Casey’s. Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger had
the same goals and a business background like Casey’s. The White House was
populated with persons who had worked alongside Casey in the campaign,
with Richard V. Allen, who had been foreign policy issues director, Reagan’s
first national security adviser.
Casey and Haig cooperated on at least four issues. On repositioning the
Soviet Union in the public mind as a bitter enemy, Haig’s claims on Moscow
and terrorism plus Yellow Rain, backed by Casey’s NIEs, gained a certain
traction. On closing off avenues of technology transfer from the United States
and the West to the Russians, Haig and Casey worked in concert. On Russian expansionism in the Third World, Casey was exuberant, if anything going beyond Haig’s preference for confining the Soviets within existing spheres

144

John Prados

of influence. On Cuba, where Casey and Haig agreed that Fidel Castro must
be painted with a black hat, Casey worked to support Haig, who effectively
scuttled a move toward rapprochement under way in the Carter administration. On technology transfer in particular and on a range of other military issues, Caspar Weinberger’s efforts complemented Casey’s.
When it comes to policy roles, the CIA’s is often seen primarily in terms
of its covert operations. Here Casey effectively went beyond many of his colleagues in attempting to roll back the Soviets. On Nicaragua, Secretary Haig
traced the root problem to Cuba. He was at least somewhat committed to a
diplomatic track with Nicaragua itself when Casey won approval of a covert
paramilitary operation that soon required negotiations to be for propaganda
purposes and feared them as undercutting the CIA project.35 In fact, the real
diplomacy was to recruit allies to the secret war and bases to conduct it, while
Weinberger and the military were recruited to increase coercive pressures on
Managua through overt participation in the CIA strategy, conducting highly
visible military maneuvers near Nicaragua. In Africa, Casey resurrected the
paramilitary project in Angola that had been shut down by Jimmy Carter and
kept it running even after the State Department opened complex negotiations
with Cuba, Angola, and South Africa to end the civil war there. After a certain point, the CIA and State Department were competitors in Angola, with
Casey pandering toward then-racist South Africa.36 In Afghanistan, Casey
continued and escalated the covert operation begun by the Carter administration. Uncertain to a degree about whether the goal ought to be bleeding
the Russians or beating them, the Pentagon and Congress eventually pressured Casey into the latter posture.37 Casey also conducted anti-Soviet covert
operations in Mozambique, Cambodia, and Eastern Europe and Russia,
where he continued political action efforts started under Carter and reportedly tried a sabotage attempt against the Soviet gas pipeline.38 In some of this,
Casey exhibited his penchant for unilateralism, as when he bypassed the CIA
chain of command to directly run an officer assigned to run operations using
corporate and private contacts. In fact, CIA’s Directorate of Operations finally felt obliged to create a new position of associate deputy director specifically in order to impose some control over Casey’s unilateral activities.39 The
array of activities became so broad that some observers were driven to recall
Casey’s time in the OSS and built an image of him as “a cagey old man with
an eye for legal loopholes who is romantically and recklessly bent on reliving
his youth.”40
But Bill Casey’s policy role went far beyond covert operations. He was
and remained a thorny impediment when it came to arms control—and a supporter of new strategic weapons systems. On the Strategic Defense Initiative
(SDI), for instance, Casey threw open his doors to a former Team B and Com-
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mittee on the Present Danger figure, retired General Daniel O. Graham, who
now had a new public advocacy group called Project High Frontier, which
plumped for a space-based ABM system. Graham met with Casey to extol his
weapons system, making claims about Soviet progress on defense systems. Director Casey not only turned to his own experts, using the Graham claims
about the Russians to push their analysis, but also became a voice for ABM research. He encouraged President Reagan on SDI after 1983, and repeatedly
intervened with the president when Moscow’s negotiators sought limits on
SDI. Casey warned Reagan against anything that threatened “his” system.41
Another arms control issue during this period was the question of
whether the Soviets had violated existing agreements, including the ABM
treaty and the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT I and II) agreements.
Casey pressed CIA analysts for determinations that they had and sent them
back their papers when these did not concord with his views. Casey set a
benchmark, staking out his position in public speeches. He encouraged a review of Soviet compliance by the General Advisory Committee to the Arms
Control and Disarmament Agency, of which he had once been a member.
When that review agreed that violations had indeed occurred, Casey supported a Reagan administration decision announcing that it would not feel
bound by the SALT agreements, if not the ABM treaty. Reagan decided
against moves that actually breached the agreements, but he made the point
that the United States could break out of them at any time. This was relevant
to SDI, where U.S. research might have (but did not) resulted in deployable
technology, and to offensive forces, where the United States was then deploying systems on all three legs of the triad (the Peacekeeper ICBM, the Trident submarine-launched missile, and the B-1 bomber).
Casey warned Reagan against dealing with the Soviet leader Mikhail
Gorbachev before the 1985 Geneva Summit, and once it became evident that
Reagan, building confidence in Moscow, was ready to seek some nuclear arms
limits, the CIA director sided with Joint Chiefs of Staff proposals, which were
the most restricted ones. In general Bill Casey’s view of arms control was to
use it as another device to help disarm the Soviet Union. Robert Gates, the
CIA’s intelligence chief and Casey’s eventual successor, recalls the DCI’s approach to arms control matters as “often constructive.”42 This is open to interpretation and may say more about Gates’s views on arms control as it does
about Bill Casey. In fact, Gates writes elsewhere that Casey and the secretary
of state had significant differences on arms control—and it was the State Department that was taking the lead in seeking arms restraints.43
Meanwhile, Al Haig became increasingly isolated in the Reagan administration, ironically, as someone too moderate, and by mid-1982 he had no future
there. Haig resigned, to be replaced by George P. Shultz. Bill Casey initially
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thought he could recruit a new ally and plied the secretary with all manner of
CIA materials. But Shultz soon viewed Casey—correctly—as in league with
Weinberger, who had swiftly become his enemy in the Bush administration. Indeed, at weekly lunches Weinberger and Casey “would grump about Reagan’s
unwillingness to ‘rein in’ Shultz.”44 For his part, Shultz notes he saw Casey with
increasing unease: “He had very strong policy positions, which were reflected in
his intelligence briefings. He claimed he was objective. But his views were so
strong and so ideological that they inevitably colored his selection and assessment of materials.”45
Beginning in 1983, Secretary Shultz fought Casey and Weinberger over
working to secure real agreements with Moscow. Casey worked to preserve
the hard edge of U.S. suspicions of the Soviets. That fall, after Russian interceptor aircraft shot down the Korean airliner KAL 007, the intensity of U.S.
condemnations, combined with certain North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) maneuvers, convinced the Soviets that Washington might actually
be pushing for a nuclear war, resulting in a war scare in Moscow. President
Reagan began to shift into Shultz’s camp a year later, once he realized how
close the United States and Soviet Union had come to nuclear war the previous fall,46 yet there would still be no significant progress for another eighteen
months—until the Geneva Summit—despite Reagan’s replacing many of the
hard-liners in his administration at the start of his second term. This fact suggests the degree of success enjoyed by Casey and his allies until that time.
William J. Casey was himself the author of the policy proposal that led to
the most intense political controversy of the administration, the political emasculation of Ronald Reagan and the president’s near impeachment. This was the
idea of escalating the secret war on Nicaragua by mining that nation’s ports.
This was an act of war, undeclared, and a violation of statutes that established
guidelines for CIA operations in Central America. When the mining was revealed to have been a direct CIA operation in the spring of 1984 and it came
out that the agency had been disingenuous in informing Congress of its operations, Capitol Hill zeroed out the budget for the CIA operation and passed explicit restrictions on agency contact with the formerly CIA-backed Contra
rebels. Only “humanitarian” funds were to be provided to the Contras. Bill
Casey’s efforts to circumvent that restriction led to the uproar.
As policy maker and CIA director, Bill Casey had become adept at fashioning situations where President Reagan was asked to approve general, perhaps
even generic, instructions that the CIA used to sanction wide-ranging projects. That would become the case with Nicaragua after the mining. Casey expected trouble. In March 1984, before Congress took action, the DCI informed National Security Adviser Robert McFarlane that they needed to
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explore Contra funding alternatives other than U.S. budgets. McFarlane solicited some money from the government of Saudi Arabia even before President Reagan held a National Security Planning Group meeting to consider
the issue on June 25. Bill Casey would continue to control the Nicaragua operation, even after the CIA had been forbidden by law from participating in
it. McFarlane assigned one of his staffers, Marine Lieutenant Colonel Oliver
L. North, to help Casey. In effect, Casey functioned as both high authority
and manager for this activity and North as his main operative.
This is not the place for an extended account of what became an increasingly ramified covert operation and then blossomed into the IranContra affair. But its main outlines show William J. Casey directly conducting policy, with consequences that affected American national security,
U.S. foreign policy, and the political viability of the Reagan administration
itself.47 Among the actions that occurred here were that Casey, sometimes
with NSC officials, sometimes directly with North, contrived means to direct other U.S. government employees to act in ways benefiting their operation, including both CIA and State Department officers. They solicited
money both from foreign governments and from private persons. They recruited individuals who were former military and CIA officers and became
known as the “private benefactors” to act in place of CIA personnel in what
effectively became two different covert operations. They conducted negotiations with representatives of foreign governments—and got American
diplomats to negotiate for them in other instances—including those of
Honduras, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Israel, Iran, Portugal, Saudi Arabia,
Brunei, Taiwan, South Korea, South Africa, and others. They turned a general presidential concern over American citizens held hostage in Lebanon
into a covert operation that sold U.S. weapons to Iran without congressional
authorization, using weapons diverted from U.S. and Israeli military stocks.
Some U.S. weapons went to Israel, and indeed the Israelis used the transaction to convert a part of their stockpile of an older U.S. missile to the most
modern version. Proceeds from the Iranian sales were converted to the use
of the Contras and for the profit of the private benefactors, who contracted
CIA proprietary airlines to deliver weapons to Iran and move cargoes to
Central America. The benefactors also built an infrastructure of bases and
aircraft in Central America, the major one at a Salvadoran military facility.
And North both solicited offers for weapons to sell from dealers and had
the private benefactors organize some arms deals on their own while participating in Contra deliberations on what weapons to purchase. In addition, the private benefactors carried CIA intelligence to the Contras, provided CIA tactical advice to Contras in Costa Rica, and piggybacked some
of their military supply activities on humanitarian relief shipments. Between

148

John Prados

June 1984 and November 1986, the operation unfolded. That November,
the shoot-down over Nicaragua of a plane belonging to the “private benefactors” and the revelation in a Beirut newspaper of some details on the McFarlane visit to Iran combined to uncover both sides of the operation. The
unraveling began with congressional hearings on Nicaragua at which CIA
and State Department officials presented false and misleading testimony regarding their knowledge of events and proceeded through the concoction of
a chronology to be given Congress that also contained false information,
separate and joint congressional investigations, inquiry by a presidential
board, an intensive investigation by an independent prosecutor, and a series
of court cases. Some officials and CIA officers were saved from prison or
trial only by a pardon from Ronald Reagan’s successor.
William J. Casey was not around to witness much of the fallout from his
activities. Shortly after presenting testimony at some of the first congressional
committee hearings on what became Iran-Contra, Casey suffered a collapse
and was rushed to the hospital. He was found to have a brain tumor and in
the hospital suffered a further stroke. Casey passed away in May 1987, his
legacy a huge scandal for both the CIA and the American government.
Bill Casey at the CIA had been a swashbuckling activist who went far
beyond the agency’s writ for telling truth to power. His actions were part and
parcel of a pattern of privatization of power during the Reagan era in which
officials with hard-held beliefs and ready programmatic solutions were able to
substitute their agendas for government-wide policy. For Casey, this approach
was a natural outgrowth of his business practices. To work among a constellation of policy entrepreneurs who cooperated or shifted their alliances to
overcome obstacles posed by statutory restrictions, a bureaucracy they viewed
as hidebound, or international commitments they saw as inconvenient or
counterproductive seemed normal to Casey. Iran-Contra was a consequence
of this approach. And Casey supported other Reagan administration policy
entrepreneurs in similar excesses on myriad issues of national importance.
The net result would be United States policies that were “rational” only at the
margins, saved by the unwillingness of allies and adversaries to play along
with Reagan brinkmanship and, in some areas, by the president’s awakening
to the dangers posed by this method. In the 1970s, Americans had worried
that the CIA was a “rogue elephant” out to play its own game, and presidential commissions and congressional investigations had ensued. These established that the agency had in fact operated under tight presidential control,
but Congress attempted to strengthen checks and balances by creating a system of congressional oversight of intelligence. No one had paid much attention to the possibility there might be a rogue CIA director. Bill Casey at the
head of the agency showed how easily a strong-willed individual could cir-

The Wave Maker

149

cumvent the system. His career is testimony to both the continuing centrality of the individual in history and the often-denigrated point that sometimes
bureaucracies are important.
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Colin Powell: The Rise and Fall of the
Powell Doctrine
Walter LaFeber

A

s Texas Governor George W. Bush moved toward the presidency in the
late 1990s, public opinion polls regularly revealed that Colin Powell not only
was better known and liked than Bush but also ranked among the most admired of all Americans. When the United States invaded Iraq in March 2003,
the polls again showed that Americans continued to admire and trust Powell,
now their secretary of state. Twenty months later, the president forced Powell
to resign. By then, November 2004, the secretary of state’s gilded reputation
had been badly tarnished by the terrible course of the bloody conflict in Iraq
and the role he played before the war in justifying the invasion.
It is not one of the happier chapters in American biography but one of
the most instructive. The story began in 1937 when Powell was born in New
York City’s Bronx neighborhood to parents who had left Jamaica to find opportunities in the city’s teeming garment district. Colin had no desire to follow his father into the clothing industry. Resembling many immigrants’ children, he went to the City College of New York (CCNY ), an inexpensive but
a demanding and remarkably successful institution. Powell was little more
than a mediocre student, majoring for vague reasons in geology, until he discovered the Reserve Officers Training Corps (ROTC) program at CCNY.
He quickly took to its order, hierarchy, and physical and mental demands. By
his graduation, the six-foot-one-inch second-generation immigrant, on his
way to an adult weight of 200 pounds, was an outstanding student commander of his 1,000-strong ROTC unit.
ROTC required a further three-year commitment beyond graduation.
When that term was up in 1961, Powell quickly reenlisted. “I was in a profession that would allow me to go as far as my talents would take me,” he recalled, “and for a black, no other avenue in American society offered so much
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opportunity”1 That same year, he met (and in 1962 married) Alma Johnson,
a gifted woman from an upper-class Birmingham, Alabama African American family. Shortly after the wedding, Powell went to South Vietnam. President John F. Kennedy was escalating, as secretly as possible, the U.S. war effort against the North Vietnamese communist government, which was
attempting to unite the country. Powell loved the experience. He believed that
only the best and brightest were being sent at this point to wage a stealth war
against the North and that his assignment signaled that the army saw him, in
his words, as one of the “comers, walk-on water types being groomed for
bright futures.”2 He was wounded but remained through his one-year term.
In 1968, he returned for a second tour. He now was one of the half million
U.S. troops trying to win an unwinable, fourteen-year-long U.S. war. He received a medal for heroism when, despite a broken ankle, he dragged three
soldiers, including a general, from a downed helicopter.
The U.S. retreat from Vietnam between 1973 and the communist victory
in 1975 was the lowest point in modern U.S. military history to that point.
Powell was one of the young officers who determined to learn from the experience. He obtained a master’s degree in business, then became a commander
in one of the most fabled U.S. military units, the 101st Airborne Division. By
the early 1980s, his record had attracted invitations to serve in several important positions in Washington. Powell had established himself as that rare person who somehow understood both the civilian and the military sides of the
Capitol. Even as a low-ranking Pentagon official, he also proved to be a quick
learner when it came to moving the usually slow bureaucracies. In 1984, during the presidency of Ronald Reagan, now Major-General Powell became an
assistant to Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger. The secretary was about
to issue a declaration that proved to be historic and, for Powell, life shaping.
Since the U.S. military had been forced to leave Vietnam in the mid1970s, its officers had conducted quiet, intensive studies to discover what
had gone wrong. Powell played a small role in some of these discussions but
a more important part in shaping Weinberger’s thinking. A Middle East
crisis that destroyed hundreds of American lives led the secretary of defense
to decide it was time to announce the results of the nearly decade-long military studies. The crisis had developed in 1982 when Israel invaded neighboring Lebanon. Syria, the dominant power in Lebanon, and Syria’s allies
kept the war escalating brutally into 1983. Then the Reagan administration,
over the strong dissent of Weinberger and the American military, decided
to send in 1,800 troops to help stabilize the ever more dangerous situation.
In October 1983, a truck bomb exploded in the encampment killing 241
Americans—the worst single-day U.S. military death toll since the last days
of World War II.
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Since those 1945 days, Washington officials had largely fixed their attention on the Cold War against the Soviet Union. But beginning in the late
1970s and early 1980s, the Middle East was moving to the forefront of U.S.
diplomacy. The region had become the center of the world’s oil production.
The area had also been the center of ongoing conflicts between newly founded
(in 1948) Israel and its neighboring Islamic nations. And since the 1950s, it
was a region into which U.S. presidents sent their military forces, perhaps all
too easily, until 241 of them had been slaughtered in a moment of 1983. In
late November 1984, Weinberger responded to this tragedy as well as to the
destructive effects of the Vietnam experience on the U.S. military in a Washington speech.
It became known as the Weinberger Doctrine and, later and more famously, as the Powell Doctrine. The secretary of defense began by declaring
that the military must no longer be placed in killing fields when there seemed
to be no overriding national interest at stake and no intention of fighting to
win a complete victory. Weinberger announced that six major tests should be
applied before civilian officials blithely deployed men and women into battle.
First, the “engagement” must be “deemed vital to our national interest or
that of our allies.” Second, U.S. forces should only be sent “with the clear intention of winning.” Third, in putting American lives at stake, “we should
have clearly defined political and military obligations.” Fourth, the size and
purpose of the force sent out to fight should be “continually reassessed and
adjusted if necessary”—as had clearly not occurred when the situations in
Vietnam and Lebanon rapidly changed. Fifth, troops should be assured, before they go abroad to fight and possibly die, that they have “the support of
the American people and . . . Congress.” Finally, and what would become of
special importance to Powell over the next twenty years, Weinberger declared
that “the commitment of U.S. forces to combat should be a last resort.”3
American military officials quickly put this doctrine to work in the mid1980s to counter civilian demands that troops be sent into the maelstrom of
Central American revolutions. In 1987, Powell became involved in this struggle—and continued successfully to insist that the troops not be sent—when
he became the top deputy in the National Security Council (NSC). Stationed
in the White House, the NSC had been created in 1947 so that the president
could better coordinate and ensure the carrying out of foreign policy decisions. It was a job for which Powell had immense talent, and later in 1987 he
became the first African American to hold the top post, NSC adviser. When
George H. W. Bush became president in 1989 and appointed his own NSC
staff, Powell notably chose to stay in the military rather than possibly make a
small fortune as a civilian. Later that year, the newly promoted four-star general was chosen by Bush over dozens of older generals to the most exalted and
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powerful military position, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He now became the first African American to head the U.S. military.
Powell’s initial major crisis erupted when President Bush moved to overthrow the Panamanian regime of Manuel Noriega. As a result of a 1977
U.S.–Panama treaty, the great U.S.-built canal linking the Atlantic and Pacific
oceans was slowly coming under Panama’s control. Bush, however, increasingly condemned Noriega’s drug running, violent acts against Americans, and
threats against the canal. As the president determined to intervene, it became
a test of the Weinberger Doctrine. Powell insisted that the overthrow of Noriega be a quick, overwhelming strike carried out by a force of 20,000 Americans, accompanied by the U.S. Air Force, against a handful of Panamanians
who had no air force. In December 1989, the American operation quickly
forced Noriega to flee, finally captured him after a series of almost comic failures, and installed a friendlier government. Powell became widely known as
the highly articulate general who often explained on television why the operation was going so well.
Along with this not surprising success of the Weinberger Doctrine, the
months of 1989–1990 marked another milestone of much greater importance: the collapse of the Soviet Union’s East European empire and the rapid
ending of the nearly half-century-long Cold War. The Soviet Union itself was
enduring sometimes bloody internal division as it headed for its death, finally,
on Christmas Day 1991. The United States emerged as the world’s unchallenged, supreme power. Indeed, some overly imaginative American observers
claimed their nation was nothing less than the most powerful force in world
affairs since the Roman Empire of 1900 years before. Despite the ending of
the Cold War, moreover, U.S. military budgets remained around the $300 billion mark, or more than the combined military spending of the next twenty
most powerful nations.
Powell headed this juggernaut. In 1990, he spectacularly put it to work.
The general did so by carefully following the six points of the Weinberger
Doctrine as the United States went to war against a most surprising enemy:
Saddam Hussein, the unquestioned, brutal ruler of Iraq since 1978. Saddam
was a surprising enemy in 1990 because during the previous decade he had
been an ally of President Ronald Reagan. Both men and their people had one
strong tie: they feared and despised the religious rulers of Iran who had overthrown the U.S.-supported government in 1979 and taken more than 50
Americans hostage. Saddam, an ambitious secular Sunni Muslim, had quickly
declared war in 1980 on neighboring Iran, now a fervently religious Shiia
Muslim regime. The bloody eight-year war that followed claimed more than
a million casualties. Despite Reagan’s heavy economic support for Saddam,
however, the long conflict ended in stalemate. Massive U.S. aid to Saddam
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nevertheless continued, even though the Iraqi leader supported the Palestinians who fought Israel, the leading U.S. ally in the Middle East, and even
though he ruthlessly executed and jailed those Iraqis he suspected of opposing him.
All this suddenly changed in July 1990. Frustrated by falling oil prices
and determined to obtain ports giving him greater access to the Persian Gulf,
Saddam struck south and seized oil-rich Kuwait. Fear now arose that he was
in position to attack or at least effectively threaten his eastern neighbor Saudi
Arabia. The Saudis held one-quarter of the globe’s known oil reserves. They
had also been a highly valued U.S. ally since 1945. After some hesitation
(Saddam, after all, had also been a longtime American ally), President Bush
decided the Iraqis had to be driven from Kuwait.
The question was how, and Powell was at the center of the debate in late
1990. Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney and Undersecretary of Defense
Paul Wolfowitz wanted to launch a massive military attack to drive Saddam’s
forces out of Kuwait and, indeed, set in motion Saddam’s overthrow. The
United States had never intervened massively, with hundreds of thousands of
troops, in the Middle East. Unless perfectly conducted, the military feared
that such a campaign could become a Vietnam-like morass. And it was questionable whether Kuwait was worth it: “I think we’d go to war over Saudi Arabia, but I doubt we’d go to war over Kuwait,” Powell said privately.4
In his eyes, Kuwait did not fit the Weinberger Doctrine’s demand that
U.S. forces face death only to defend the most important national interests.
Nor did a Kuwaiti campaign fit the doctrine’s requirement that sending
troops into battle must be the last resort—that is, after political and economic
pressures on Saddam were tried and failed. Neither Cheney nor Wolfowitz
had served in the military. Both had been able to avoid the draft during the
Vietnam War years. They viewed the services not through the prism of Weinberger’s Doctrine but as flexible instruments that should automatically be on
call to carry out the nation’s foreign policy. Cheney and Wolfowitz’s determination to destroy Weinberger’s (and soon Powell’s) principles thus began in
1990, then reappeared with even greater intensity after the September 11,
2001, terrorist strikes on the United States.
Powell lost the first part of the debate in 1990–1991. He could not
convince the president to use economic pressures against Saddam instead of
immediately dispatching military forces. In late 1990, President Bush ordered several hundred thousand troops to the Middle East. He also dramatically built a coalition of major powers that, for the most part, not only
committed their own military forces but also sent so much money for the
effort that in the end the United States had to spend virtually none of its
own dollars.

158

Walter LaFeber

Powell and the Weinberger Doctrine did succeed in shaping the next part
of the debate. Bush slowly built up overwhelming American, especially congressional, support for the operation. The president also decided on a carefully
limited invasion and then—most importantly—closely followed Powell’s advice by committing overwhelming force to achieve the single specific goal: the
liberation of Kuwait. In the 100-hour war of late February 1991, the U.S.-led
forces of 550,000 soldiers destroyed large numbers of badly outgunned Iraqi
troops. The road to Iraq’s capital, Baghdad, lay open. Bush refused to take it.
He and Powell had achieved their primary objectives. Kuwait was liberated,
and Saudi Arabia was no longer in danger. Many of Bush’s allies, moreover,
wanted nothing to do with an attack on Baghdad and the overthrow of Saddam. Led by the Saudis themselves, these allies feared a civil war might erupt
in Iraq and destabilize the entire region. It would be better to let the Iraqis and
Iranians continue to balance each other so neither could again threaten their
neighbors. Perhaps, as Bush and his advisers hoped, the weakened Saddam
might in any case be overthrown by his enemies within Iraq.
The Gulf War of 1991 was, on one level, a breathtaking military triumph
televised around the globe. It dramatically demonstrated that the old Cold War
had been replaced by a “new order,” as President Bush liked to call it—a new
world dominated by U.S. wishes and power. Americans happily accepted Bush’s
rosy analysis as they set out in the 1990s to enjoy the new world they believed
they largely controlled—by the international popularity of their music, CocaCola, McDonald’s, and Nike shoes as well as by their military. In the middle of
the decade, they paid more attention to their president’s private life than to his
foreign policies. Televised newscasts helped Americans escape into an unreal,
parochial world as coverage of overseas affairs was cut by at least one-third during the 1990s. Many Americans became narrow intellectual isolationists, moreover, just as terrorist attacks worldwide multiplied between 1993 and 2001.
The Weinberger/Powell Doctrine inadvertently helped to generate this
intellectual isolationism. The quick, overwhelming military success in the
1991 Gulf War seemed to show conclusively that Americans and their friends
had both the power to maintain world order and the leadership to decide
wisely when that power should be deployed. Powell, their top military leader,
had not wanted to rush into war. He indeed seemed to differ from many other
commanders in history by wanting no war at all, at least not until all six of
Weinberger’s 1984 requirements were met. And in 1990–1991, Powell had
added a seventh point: before troops were committed to battle, U.S. officials
must have worked out an “exit strategy,” in a definite time frame, so the soldiers would not be expected to stay anywhere and fight indefinitely. Again: no
more Vietnams. The 1991 invasion had worked perfectly in this respect. The
doctrine was now wholly associated with Powell.
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If that was one result of the conflict, however, there was another. Cheney
and Wolfowitz led a group that drew quite different lessons from the war than
did Powell. The secretary of defense and his top civilian assistant loyally supported, at the time, Bush’s decisions not to attack Baghdad itself and not to
overthrow Saddam. They, like Bush and Powell, hoped the Iraqis themselves
would destroy Saddam. But that did not occur. Saddam ruthlessly killed those
he suspected of trying to remove him. Reports circulated that the dictator was
reviving his programs to develop nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons—
programs that he had begun in the 1970s but that had been partially destroyed by a precise Israeli air attack in 1981. By 1992, one could wonder who
had won the 1991 war. Saddam was firmly in power, while George Bush lost
the U.S. presidential election to an upstart Arkansas Democratic governor,
William Jefferson Clinton.
In the last months of the Bush presidency, Cheney and Wolfowitz undertook a full analysis of the nation’s future strategy. The result was the Defense Planning Guidance (DPG), a supposedly top-secret document quickly
leaked to the press. The DPG was as far from the Powell Doctrine as Powell’s battlefield experiences in the 1960s had been from Cheney and Wolfowitz’s student days. The leaked DPG draft created a sensation when it
stated that the United States not only intended to dominate the raw material
and oil-producing areas, especially in the Middle East, but also would actively
prevent anyone (and anyone included allies) from even moving toward a position that might threaten U.S. supremacy.
The Cold War with the Soviets was now to be replaced, apparently, by a
Cold War against everyone else. This first draft was rewritten under public
pressure but only slightly. Allies were no longer singled out. The document
nevertheless remained clear that the U.S. military would not wait for a great
power (say, China) to emerge as a threat but would take early steps so that no
such threat could emerge—steps that became known as “preemption” after
2001. Nor would the United States necessarily depend on allies, as it had so
successfully in the 1991 war. The supposedly all-powerful Americans would
be willing to move alone.
This DPG directly challenged the Powell Doctrine. It used vague terms
to describe vague challenges but concluded that the commitment of American men and women to fight emerging threats would be assumed. There
would not be a checklist, as Weinberger had stipulated, to be met before U.S.
troops went into battle. This approach of the DPG eerily anticipated Cheney
and Wolfowitz’s policies a decade later.
In his last months as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs (he retired in September 1993), General Powell repeatedly had to defend his doctrine against
the demands of the new Clinton administration. It was an incredible nine
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months for Clinton, who, like Cheney and Wolfowitz, had received student
deferments, not military training, in the 1960s. The president from Arkansas
deployed U.S. forces to more locations on more occasions during his presidency (1993–2001) than any of his predecessors in the White House had dispatched them during any other eight-year period of the Cold War. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the apparently unquestioned supremacy of U.S.
military power allowed Clinton to use the military extravagantly.
The commitments began in the last days of the Bush presidency when
the outgoing and incoming chief executives agreed that small U.S. forces
should land under UN auspices in Somalia, the East African country where
raging tribal wars were killing many civilians and starving others. In December 1992, the first of some 25,000 U.S. troops landed. They did so as Hollywood Kleig lights set up by American television crews turned night into midday on the landing beaches. Resembling not a life-and-death situation but a
blurry Saturday afternoon movie, the episode made a major splash on U.S. television screens and gave Americans a dangerously misleading view of the civil
bloodshed—and thus further undermined the Powell Doctrine’s emphasis on
the need for great care before putting soldiers’ lives at stake. But then, if Hollywood said so, U.S. forces must be unbeatable.
As Clinton entered the presidency in January 1993, the ethnically and
religiously complex state of Yugoslavia was also coming apart. The dominant
Orthodox Christians were “ethnically cleansing” (i.e., slaughtering or driving
out) Muslims in the area of Bosnia. At a Clinton cabinet meeting, U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations Madeleine Albright urged committing U.S.
forces to stop the “cleansing.” Powell opposed such a sudden move. He demanded that the political preconditions of his doctrine be met—what, for example, would be the specific political objectives of the troops? Albright lashed
back, “What’s the point of having this superb military that you’re [Powell] always talking about if we can’t use it?” As the general later recalled, “I thought
I would have an aneurysm. American GIs were not toy soldiers to be moved
around on some sort of global game board.” He gave Albright a stunning statistic: “our armed forces” had been committed “more than two dozen times in
the preceding three years” for war and humanitarian missions. Powell, however, had first obtained “a clear goal” before they were sent.5 There were to be
no more vague, endless commitments as in Vietnam. No troops went to Yugoslavia in 1993.
Somalia turned out to be quite another story. Powell understood that the
U.S. forces were to help open up food supply routes for the starving. In June
1993, Clinton and the United Nations changed the mission. The president
ordered the troops to track down troublemaking clan chiefs, that is, to become directly involved in the conflict. As Powell recorded in his memoirs, the
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objective was now “‘nation building,’ the phrase I had first heard when we
went into Vietnam. From what I have observed of history, the will to build a
nation originates from within its people, not from the outside.”6
The general wanted little to do with the growing American idea, spread
most notably by Woodrow Wilson and Ronald Reagan, that the United
States had a manifest destiny to spread democracy around the world—with
military force if necessary. Somalia became blood-soaked evidence for his
doubts. In the early autumn of 1993, a Somalia chieftain’s forces shot down a
U.S. helicopter and killed eighteen Americans. Television now showed not a
Disney scene but the mutilated bodies of the U.S. victims being dragged by
gleeful Somalis through dusty streets. Several months later, a beleaguered
Clinton pulled out the remaining U.S. troops even though Somalia was sinking into chaos.
For the U.S. forces, this experience was a stunning case study of what
could happen when the Powell Doctrine was not followed, especially when
the political situation was not understood and the political objectives not
thought through. But the tragedy did little to restrain Americans’ growing belief that they could exercise their unmatched military power anywhere they
saw their interests in danger. American troops went into the fragmenting Yugoslavia between 1995 and 1999 along with UN forces. With Powell retired,
his doctrine was not closely followed. There was not, for example, any understanding about an “exit strategy” for the forces. Consequently, a dozen years
after the commitment, American troops remained in parts of the former Yugoslavia.
Retired, Powell watched all this as a civilian for the first time in thirtyfive years. After living on a government salary, he set out to make money for
his family. He succeeded spectacularly. The retired general received a $6 million advance for his autobiography, then more millions when it became a bestseller in 1995 and helped enable him to charge high five-figure fees for public speeches. The Powells particularly devoted their time and new wealth to
city youth organizations. In 1996, “the most trusted man in America,” according to polls, considered running for president.7 He finally decided not to
after his wife, Alma, threatened, “If you run, I’m gone.”8 Among other reasons, she feared that this first serious African American candidate for the
White House might have attempts made on his life.
He said little publicly about Clinton foreign policies. Those who had opposed him in 1990–1991, especially Wolfowitz and Cheney, were less restrained. Wolfowitz, now a dean at Johns Hopkins University, kept up a
drumbeat of criticism, especially in regard to what he interpreted as the president’s supposed restraint in using force and also in Clinton’s failure to destroy
Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. In the 2000 presidential election campaign,
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Wolfowitz led a so-called neoconservative movement committed to reshaping the foreign policy debate. The neocons’ media outlet was The Weekly Standard, edited by William Kristol.
This movement emphasized the need to freely use U.S. military forces to
ensure that no rivals (China was particularly fingered) could even approach
the point when they could challenge the United States. The neoconservatives
also emphasized that a goal of U.S. policy must be the spreading of democracy. Democracies, the argument went, were more peaceful than other forms
of government, and global stability in the interest of the United States could
best be assured by their expansion. It thus was justifiable, the neocons added,
to use force to extend democracy. As one phrased it, “The best democracy
program ever invented is the U.S. Army.”9 (That statement, among its other
problems, had already been disproved by a full century of the U.S. Army’s
post-1890 interventions in Central American and Caribbean nations.) It followed that the Middle East should become a case study where democracy
could take over not only to topple Saddam but also to protect the more democratic Israel, the major U.S. ally in the region and a special concern of the
neoconservatives. Powell agreed about Israel’s importance, but he wanted
nothing to do with the other two objectives—using military force more freely
and attempting to reform key (and chaotic) parts of the world by somehow
making them more democratic.
By 2000, the Republican presidential nominee, Texas Governor George
W. Bush, had put together a foreign policy advisory panel that included three
groups. The first was the neoconservatives’ leading voice, Wolfowitz. The second was made up of so-called realists who largely agreed on the importance
of Israel and the need to use technology so that the military could move even
more quickly and effectively. In other words, they, like the neocons, wanted to
destroy some of the restraints that the Powell Doctrine had imposed on this
marvelous force. But the realists had little interest in the idea of expanding
democracy. They were, after all, realists and thus were willing to settle for
regimes that were stable and pro-American. Cheney and his close friend, former (and future) Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, as well as Condoleezza Rice, a former Stanford University political scientist who was especially close to the Bush family, belonged in the realist category.
The third group advising Bush was a group of one, Colin Powell. He
wanted little to do with the neocon–realist happy acceptance of using force.
Nor was Powell willing to embrace the highly complex—and often destabilizing—goal of spreading democracy; he especially had no illusions after his
Vietnam experience that the U.S. Army was “the best democracy program
ever invented.” Bush and Powell were congenial in 2000 not because they
shared foreign policy views. The highly parochial Texas governor knew little
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about international affairs. Nor were they especially compatible personally.
Between 2001 and early 2005 when Powell finally resigned, the two men had
remarkably few private conversations.
They joined forces in 2000 because Bush badly needed Powell’s public
support to win the White House. The Democratic Party candidate, Vice
President Al Gore, won more popular votes in the election, but, thanks finally
to a highly controversial Supreme Court decision, Bush won the all-important
Electoral College count.
Not surprisingly, neither the new president nor his chief political adviser,
Karl Rove, was enthusiastic about giving much credit for the victory to Powell. Bush did pay his political debt and made the obvious choice on its merits
by appointing him secretary of state. Powell became the first African American to hold this highest of cabinet ranks. Then trouble began. Cheney, now
the vice president, had helped convince Bush to name Rumsfeld secretary of
defense. Cheney and Rumsfeld’s intimate friendship went back a quarter century when both had served under President Gerald Ford. They now set out to
remake U.S. military forces and policy.
By using new, highly expensive technology, Rumsfeld believed that the
American military could be reduced in size and thus be more nimble and easier to deploy to any trouble spot. Such a belief, of course, ran directly against
the Powell Doctrine’s emphasis on learning from Vietnam (and Somalia) that
the considerable political problems (such as obtaining U.S. support and having a definite date for the American troops to depart from the commitment)
be carefully ironed out before committing men and women to battle—and
then committing them in overwhelming numbers. “Rumsfeld’s Rules,” as they
became known, included the command “Reserve the right to interfere into
anything, and exercise it.”10 Nothing could have been farther from Powell’s
rules.
The new secretary of state had good reason to think the president himself was the true son of his father who a decade earlier had certainly deployed
military power but had done so in the 1991 Iraqi conflict within carefully
marked limits and in alliance with long-term (and wealthy) friends. The senior Bush wanted no part of unilateralism and nation building, nor, the son repeatedly said during the 2000 campaign, did he. In mid-December 2000, the
newly elected president, with Powell at his side, promised to “conduct our foreign policy in the spirit of national unity and friendship.” He emphasized that
the new secretary of state “believes, as I do, that we must work closely with
our allies and friends. . . . He believes, as I do, that our nation is best when we
project strength and our purpose with humility.” Powell then stepped to the
microphone to underline the point: strong cooperation with allies was to be
“the center of our foreign policy activities.”11
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It was not to be. In his first months in office, Bush retracted Clinton’s
pledge and pulled the United States out of the much-lauded Kyoto treaty,
which aimed to improve the environment through international cooperation.
Longtime European allies had shaped the pact, but that made no difference
to Bush, who only wanted to have maximum freedom of action, especially on
economic issues. The president next reversed Clinton’s cooperative policies
toward a key Asian ally, South Korea. The North Korean communist regime’s
ambition to become a nuclear power had supposedly been contained in a 1994
treaty pieced together by the United States, along with considerable support
from South Korea. The agreement had broken down by 2001, and Bush embarrassed the South Korean president, who happened to be standing beside
him, by declaring that there would be no further talks with North Korea. The
next January, the president termed the North Koreans a member of “the axis
of evil.” (North Korea responded with a nuclear test and an experimental missile launching. In 2006, Bush, sinking in a Middle East war and feeling intense pressure from China and South Korea, finally gave in and negotiated
with this “axis of evil” a preliminary pact in which North Korea promised to
stop its growing nuclear program in return for massive U.S. economic aid.)
On both issues, the Kyoto treaty and the North Korean crisis, Bush and
Cheney largely ignored the secretary of state—and of course, all the closest
allies of the United States. Powell’s top aide and close friend, Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage, remarked that Bush had put Powell in the
“refrigerator” and was to be taken out only when Powell served the president’s
purposes, not when he threatened to confuse Bush.12 The secretary of state
complained but not publicly. Cheney was considerably more important in
making foreign policy, although as time passed it became clear he was not
making it very well. The vice president followed a U.S. tradition of wanting
to go it alone, to have obligations to no one, to conduct foreign policy secretly
as if it were no one else’s (as the secretary of state’s) business, to dictate and
not negotiate, to use force easily and with bombastic threats, to ignore (or
simply curse, sometimes profanely) members of Congress and informed critics, and to divide the world too simplistically between the good and the bad.
These characteristics sometimes fit the United States when it fought Indians
and Mexicans in the nineteenth century. They turned out to be tragically out
of place in a complex, atom bomb–laden, twenty-first-century world.
But Powell, the team player with a soldier’s loyalty to the president, did
little as Bush continually bypassed his secretary of state. Powell later said that
Bush had no system or regular procedure for making life-and-death foreign
policy decisions, by which he meant that the president made decisions after
private meetings with Cheney and, increasingly, Rumsfeld but not with him.
The former soldier fervently believed in proper procedure; it was absolutely
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necessary for the adequate examination of all perspectives and possibilities as
well as politically imperative to obtain as many pledges of cooperation from
overseas friends as possible.
Only in one major crisis during the first half of 2001 did Bush push
Powell to the front. In April, a U.S. EP-3 plane was spying on China when a
Chinese fighter plane that was trying to scare it off collided with the EP-3.
The fighter plane crashed in the South China Sea, the pilot never found. The
U.S. aircraft made an emergency landing in China. Its twenty-four-person
crew was captured. Beijing claimed the plane was flying in Chinese airspace.
Washington correctly responded that the aircraft was sixty-two miles from
land, that is, in territory that everyone but China recognized as common international air space. The neoconservatives, led by Wolfowitz and Kristol,
wanted to get tough. They had condemned Clinton’s cooperative attitude toward Beijing and continually warned that China was a dangerous military as
well as economic competitor. Bush, for his part, simply wanted to free the
Americans and get back to normal with 1.5 billion people who were increasingly enrapturing American investors, traders, and manufacturers who hoped
to exploit that vast market. Powell worked out language that diplomatically
expressed an apology to the Chinese and freed the Americans. Led by Kristol’s Weekly Standard, neoconservatives condemned the deal as humiliating. In
reality, the deal was not humiliating, but it was the first and last time that
Bush allowed Powell to define the policy in settling a potentially explosive
problem—and three and a half years remained in the president’s first term.
“I’m not a textbook player, I’m a gut player,” Bush proudly—and most
revealingly—told a reporter.13 Why in a nuclear world the president wanted
to follow an unpredictable “gut” instead of carefully thought-out and more
predictable “textbook” approaches was not clear. After promising in the 2000
campaign that he would be humble and work closely with allies, Bush had
moved rapidly in the opposite direction of unilateralism. Much to Powell’s
displeasure, the president took the same approach to Russia. Determined to
escape from a 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) treaty with the Soviets
(which had sharply limited ABM sites in order to avoid an accelerated nuclear race), Bush announced that he would junk the pact. The United States
would build more ABM systems. The implication was that the systems would
guard against possible Chinese or North Korean nuclear strikes. The Russians
were angry but had no choice but accept the American pullout. On September 11, 2001, Condoleezza Rice, the national security adviser, was to give a
speech attacking the Clinton administration for not properly dealing with the
great threat to the United States: a too-limited antimissile defense.
Instead of giving the speech, however, she spent the day in a bunker underneath the White House. In a series of attacks, Islamic terrorists seized, in
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flight, four U.S. passenger jets on that bright, clear September morning. Two
planes flew into and destroyed New York City’s 110-story World Trade Center buildings. Another was driven at 300 miles per hour into the Pentagon.
The fourth was probably to hit another Washington, D.C., target, but courageous passengers fought for control of the plane until it crashed in Pennsylvania and killed everyone aboard. Nearly 3,000 persons died in the attacks.
Within hours, U.S. officials knew that the terrorists had been trained
and directed by Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda organization. Bin Laden, from
a rich Saudi Arabian family, had once fought with Americans in the 1980s
against the Soviets in Afghanistan. But the U.S. decision in 1991 to keep
troops in Saudi Arabia, site of some of Islam’s holiest shrines, had infuriated
the fanatically religious bin Laden. He had launched a series of attacks between 1993 and 2000 that claimed hundreds of lives, including many Americans. Bush had condemned Clinton for not responding more forcefully, but
despite many warnings from his own intelligence officers during the first
eight months of 2001, the new president did nothing.
The day after the attacks, Americans entered a new era in their history. It
was especially new in the sense that the enemy was not, as had always been the
case in the past, a particular nation. Bin Laden’s al-Qaeda had moved among
a number of countries during the 1990s. No longer did destroying a nation
(such as obliterating Germany or Japan in World War II) mean destroying this
new enemy. The terrorism, moreover, was inspired by a religious fanaticism,
the kind resulting in a willingness to commit suicide—as, indeed, had the September 11 Muslims who drove the planes into buildings at high speeds. Bin
Laden aimed to expel the United States and Israel from the Middle East, then
impose a religious “caliphate” (ruler) over victorious Islam. The overwhelming
number of the world’s 1 billion Muslims, however, wanted no part of bin
Laden’s religious fanaticism, and many had long been pro-American.
In 1996, al-Qaeda established training bases in Afghanistan when that
country came under the control of fellow Sunni Muslims, the Taliban. Immediately after the 9/11 attacks, Bush and his advisers, including Powell, determined to invade Afghanistan, destroy the terrorist bases, replace the Taliban with a democratic regime, and capture bin Laden. Aided by longtime
allies, including especially Europeans, Canadians, and Latin Americans, U.S.led forces moved swiftly into Afghanistan in October 2001, just weeks after
the 9/11 attacks. Powell’s diplomacy played an essential role. Bush needed the
help of Pakistan, Afghanistan’s next-door neighbor. Pakistan, however, had
long worked with the Taliban. Of equal importance, in 1999 a Pakistani military general, Pervez Musharraf, had seized power and replaced an elected
government. Washington had condemned the takeover and attempted to isolate Pakistan.
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Powell now changed the U.S. course. He told Musharraf, a fellow military officer, that Pakistan and the United States needed each other. The Pakistanis had their own terrorists sitting on their border with Afghanistan and
could use U.S. military help. To make his point clear, Powell threatened
Musharraf with more U.S. economic and political sanctions if the Pakistanis
did not cooperate. Musharraf came aboard. He became perhaps the most important (if not always cooperative) of American allies in the wars against terrorism. Bush later admitted that Powell deserved the credit for bringing the
Pakistanis over to the American side.
The invasion of Afghanistan was not conducted according to the Powell
Doctrine. There was no overwhelming force committed, and, as it turned out,
there was little understanding among Washington officials about what they
wanted to achieve other than destroying al-Qaeda’s training bases and removing the Taliban regime. The U.S. military indeed depended on larger
Afghan forces, who had their own separate and often conflicting interests. At
one point in late 2001, it seemed that bin Laden and the top al-Qaeda leadership were surrounded, but—despite Bush’s Texas cowboy boast that he
would get bin Laden dead or alive—the terrorist leader escaped into the
mountains of the Afghan–Pakistani border. Contrary to Bush’s 2000 campaign promises, moreover, the United States was now necessarily committed
to nation building—the building, no less, of one of the most primitive and divided nations on earth. At this point in early 2002, Bush began to pull U.S.
Special Forces and Arabic-speaking experts out of Afghanistan. He had another, much more important target for them.
The target was Iraq. In the first days of the administration, long before the 9/11 attacks, Paul Wolfowitz, now holding the number two position in the Defense Department under Rumsfeld, had pushed his longheld idea that the United States should overthrow Saddam Hussein. By
September 20, nine days after the attacks in New York and Washington,
U.S. officials, led by Wolfowitz, were considering the invasion of Iraq.
Three motives emerged. The first was the belief that Saddam Hussein was
producing or was about to produce nuclear, chemical, and/or biological
weapons of mass destruction (WMD). This became the all-important argument and fear that Bush later used to convince Americans that an invasion was necessary. The second motive was to install in Iraq a democratic
government that would be the necessary first step in overthrowing other
authoritarian regimes in the area and making much of the Middle East politically resemble the region’s only declared democracy, Israel. That possibly replacing authoritarian governments in, say, Egypt and Saudi Arabia
meant replacing two of the most pro-American regimes did not seem to
disturb most U.S. officials. Third, replacing Saddam, who offered $25,000
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to families whose children carried out suicide bombings of Israelis, would
help protect the leading U.S. ally in the region.
Powell understood this third point, but he strongly opposed the first two
motives. The secretary of state doubted that Saddam was making WMD and
believed that if he was, the programs could be controlled and even destroyed
by internationally imposed economic and political sanctions. Indeed, the secretary of state had concluded—correctly as it turned out—that Saddam was
not a military threat. Iraq, Powell declared in early 2001, “is fundamentally a
broken, weak country—[with] one-third the military force it had some 10
years ago. We really did what we said we were going to do [in 1991]—bring
them down to size.”14
As for turning the Middle East into Jeffersonian democracies, Powell
knew too much about the region to try to follow that pipe dream. He admired
flourishing democracies but understood that democracy meant not merely
casting votes. A democracy had to rest at least on a fair, enforceable legal system and a political consensus that agreed on political and economic rules. An
equitable, widely accepted distribution of property also had to exist as a foundation on which political democracy could rest. Little of this existed in the
Middle East outside of Israel.
Powell might have been the most admired of Washington officials, but
he had become the odd man out of the Bush administration. In 2002, Cheney
and Rumsfeld followed Wolfowitz’s lead in claiming that Saddam had to be
removed, especially because of his supposed WMD programs. National Security Council Adviser Condoleezza Rice’s job was to ensure that the president received complete and informed advice from all sides. She was too weak,
however, to confront Cheney and Rumsfeld, who, it was later learned, constantly and secretly met with Bush—quite unlike Powell. The secretary of
state later bitterly complained that there existed no regular, systematic,
agreed-on policy process, as there had been in the 1990–1991 run-up to war
and even later under the supposedly disorganized Clinton. Rice was unable to
create a procedure through which the president could listen to Powell and
Rumsfeld or Cheney systematically argue out matters of life and death. Such
a system did not appear because Bush was uninterested in such fundamental
debates. He and his political advisers were frantic to present a unified government. One method for accomplishing that was to prevent arguments.
And, as noted, the president boasted that he followed his gut instincts, not
textbooks. Powell, the good soldier, went along.
Until August 2002. Earlier that summer, word spread around Washington that the president had decided to invade Iraq. In his January 2002 State
of the Union Address, Bush had caused a sensation by defining Iraq, North
Korea, and Iran as the “axis of evil.” Everyone knew what had happened in
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World War II to the last Axis powers, Germany and Japan. In a June speech
at West Point, the president issued what became known as the Bush Doctrine: the United States need not wait to be attacked (as in 1917 and 1941)
but had the right to launch a preemptive strike on any nation that might be
preparing for war against Americans. (Bush did not note that to make such a
preemptive attack necessary and justifiable, full and sound intelligence information about the grave threat the targeted nation posed was absolutely essential.) In July 2002, top British officials in Washington reported to London
that they had learned Bush had made the decision to strike Iraq.15 The public declarations of Cheney and Rumsfeld grew more warlike. They not only
claimed that Saddam Hussein had WMD but also intimated that he was significantly linked to the 9/11 attacks and al-Qaeda—a claim no one ever
proved and U.S. intelligence flatly denied.
On August 5, 2002, Powell finally obtained help from Rice, who
arranged a long dinner conversation with Bush. An attack on Iraq, the secretary of state warned, could dangerously destabilize the Middle East, including such good allies as Saudi Arabia and Egypt. It would also divert attention
and resources from the real enemy: al-Qaeda terrorists who remained safe and
hidden along the Pakistan–Afghanistan border. You will be responsible for
“25 million people” in Iraq, Powell told the president, “you’ll own it all.” The
invasion will dominate everything else in the Bush presidency. Privately the
secretary of state called this “the Pottery Barn rule: you break it, you own it.”16
He further warned Bush that the United States had to have strong international support, especially the United Nations and a coalition of powerful
friends. Clearly, he saw this warning (i.e., take all this to the United Nations
and our closest European allies of the United States) as a way to avoid, not
make, war and to apply joint pressure on Iraq. Bush apparently saw it quite
differently: an approach to the United Nations would give the organization
and U.S. allies a chance to join an invasion that he seemed to believe was inevitable. He agreed with Powell’s urgent request to go to the United Nations
for support.
The secretary of state thought he had checked the Cheney–Rumsfeld–
Wolfowitz drive toward war. He had not. In late August, the vice president
gave a speech which warned that UN inspections of Iraq would be useless.
Cheney said it flatly: there was “no doubt”—Saddam possessed weapons of
mass destruction (WMD).17 When Powell tried to counter by publicly coming out in favor of UN inspections, at least seven U.S. newspaper editorials
(as he later noted) suggested that he should consider resigning. Leading
American newspapers, columnists, historians, and television commentators
joined an accelerating—and unquestioning—demand for war. They were led
by the Fox News Network and several newspapers that had picked up often
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highly questionable information from Cheney. The vice president would then
neatly quote Fox or the journals as authoritative sources for the information
when he was, in reality, only passing on his own ideas to innocent listeners.
Powell could not keep up with such tactics.
In September 2002, Bush seemed to be following Powell’s advice by going to the United Nations to demand full inspection of Iraq’s possible WMD
sites. Powell worked to follow up the speech with a tough UN resolution. The
November 8 resolution, number 1441, warned that if Saddam continued to
violate his obligations to allow open UN inspection and to destroy his WMD,
“serious consequences” would follow. Powell, moreover, stunned everyone, including Bush, by obtaining unanimous support for this resolution from the
fifteen Security Council members, including Russia, China, Syria, and even
the highly reluctant French. But “serious consequences” did not specify war;
Powell would have to come back to the United Nations to obtain that authority.
Soon after his success at the United Nations in the autumn of 2002, the
secretary of state began losing what little leverage he had over U.S. policy. A
National Intelligence Estimate (NIE), written by some of the government’s
intelligence officers, laid out details of what it termed Iraq’s continuing programs for WMD. The paper had a great effect on public opinion, strengthened prowar voices, and weakened Powell. The NIE drew on suspect Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA) materials. It also used documents from the Defense Department that were highly selective, prowar, and later proven mistaken. Much of the prowar intelligence had suspicious, if not weird, origins.
One such source was “Curveball,” an Iraqi held by the Germans. “Curveball”
had told German intelligence that Saddam had mobile biological weapon laboratories. The Germans, however, would not let a U.S. agent interview
“Curveball” because they considered him unreliable, a drunkard, and even
“crazy.”18 But “Curveball’s” made-up information helped shape the NIE,
Bush’s speeches, and even Powell’s influential February 2003 speech to the
United Nations.
Wolfowitz and Rumsfeld also drew helpful information from Ahmed
Chalabi, leader of the Iraqi National Congress, who had long been exiled
from Iraq. He had also fled Jordan after being convicted of fraud in a banking scandal. As a Shiia Muslim, Chalabi was close to the Shiia government of
Iran, one of the axis of evil. Bush and especially the Defense Department nevertheless passed $350,000 to Chalabi, who constructed stories for the Bush
administration’s use about Saddam’s WMD. Chalabi happily joined the chorus calling for the dictator’s overthrow—a chorus that included Saddam’s old
enemy and Chalabi’s close associate Iran. And over all the NIE intelligence
stood Cheney, who, as several CIA agents bitterly recalled, visited the agency
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a number of times to hint it should find more evidence with which to condemn Saddam. “The administration used intelligence not to inform decisionmaking, but to justify a decision already made” for war, complained a top CIA
official responsible for handling the Middle East.19
The State Department’s intelligence officers were among the few in
Washington who consistently raised questions about the slanted, questionable, prowar information from “Curveball,” Chalabi, and the Defense Department. Nor could the top U.S. Army intelligence officer working with the
forces preparing for the invasion figure out what was happening: of the 946
Iraqi sites that prowar voices claimed had WMD, this officer could not “say
with confidence that there were any weapons of mass destruction or stockpiles
at a single site. Not one.”20 Rumsfeld had claimed to know for certain that
Saddam possessed such weapons, but when UN inspectors failed to find them
and asked the secretary of defense for help in fixing the specific locations,
Rumsfeld responded with generalizations that were of no help. In January
2003, Bush made several claims in his televised State of the Union Address
that Saddam had WMD. The claims were largely based on “Curveball’s”
highly doubtful testimony to the Germans as well as stories about Saddam
obtaining nuclear components from Africa, stories that State Department officials had disproved.
The president never called a cabinet meeting to debate the decision to
go to war. He did personally ask Powell whether he (the secretary of state) was
with him. Ever the loyal soldier, Powell said he was. Powell vividly demonstrated that loyalty on February 5, 2003. Bush had asked him to make a major speech to the United Nations to convince the world that Saddam’s WMD
justified an invasion. Intelligence material for Powell’s speech on February 5
originally came from Cheney’s chief of staff, Lewis “Scooter” Libby. The material was so weak that Powell threw most if it out and started over. He spent
three days and much of the nights at the CIA working with the agency’s director, George Tenet, to put together dependable evidence of Saddam’s
WMD. For some reason, he did not work closely with any of his own State
Department intelligence group, which had severe doubts about the evidence
that Cheney, the CIA, and the Defense Department had compiled. “Powell
wanted to sell a rotten fish,” recalled a top State Department intelligence officer who was outside the process. “He had decided there was no way to avoid
war. His job was to go to war with as much legitimacy as he could scrape
up.”21
Powell began his February 5, 2003, UN speech with the words, “My colleagues, every statement I make today is backed up by sources, solid
sources.”22 As he later admitted, however, a speech that was to provide irrefutable evidence that Saddam’s WMD justified an invasion of Iraq turned
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out to be based on false and misleading information. At the time, Powell
seemed to be convinced that the argument was firm enough to justify war. Because of the person who uttered it, the speech made a tremendously favorable
impression worldwide. Any American reluctance about supporting the invasion now seemed to disappear. When Powell soon after testified before a U.S.
Senate committee, Senator Joseph Biden, a Democrat, only half-jokingly proposed that the secretary of state should be nominated to be president of the
United States. Not known to Biden or the public was that key parts of Powell’s speech relied on “Curveball’s” false testimony and that the day before he
spoke, at least one U.S. intelligence agent tried to warn Powell about “Curveball,” but the warning was blocked by a top CIA official.
The speech did not perform the necessary magic Bush needed to obtain
UN support for an invasion. Following Powell’s remarks, the UN inspectors
who had been to Iraq laid out their own evidence: they had found no WMD,
even though they admitted that many of the governments they represented
believed Saddam had such weapons. There simply was no hard evidence. The
United States nevertheless began to push for a UN war resolution but then
dropped it when Bush realized he did not have the votes in the Security
Council. On March 19, 2003, he launched the invasion without UN support.
Powell had lost the great debate of his life. He had helped stack the deck
against himself by using information that could not be verified by UN members. But he lost even more. In 2002, Bush had taken advice from Cheney and
others to decide that captured terrorist suspects who were not U.S. citizens
would not be protected by international law under the Geneva Conventions,
which the United States had ratified decades earlier and which carefully guaranteed humane treatment for prisoners. Led by Powell, U.S. military commanders bitterly protested Bush’s decision: “You have to remember that as we
treat them, probably so we’re [U.S. soldiers who might be captured] going to
be treated,” a top American general warned.23
Bush was unmoved. Later, terrorist prisoners facing or enduring torture
tried to escape it by making up information and sending Americans down
useless dead ends. Stories emerged of U.S. torture and humiliating acts occurring in Iraqi and other prisons. The stories deeply embarrassed the United
States and infuriated many Muslims who had once been friendly to Americans. The nation paid heavily after Bush overruled Powell’s protests against
ignoring the Geneva Conventions.
It again paid heavily when Rumsfeld and Cheney moved to destroy the
Powell Doctrine once and for all. They wanted no restraints on the U.S. military or, more accurately, on their power to send the military wherever they
wished and under conditions they alone devised. Ten years earlier, Powell had
at times stopped President Clinton from using the army by warning that any
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intervention would require overwhelming force. The political preconditions
of the Powell Doctrine, moreover, had to be met. Rumsfeld now undercut
Powell by demanding that only a small, high-tech, highly mobile force be sent
into Iraq, not an expensive, large force as had been dispatched in 1991. The
defense secretary, in other words, did not want to have to care about the Powell Doctrine’s political preconditions. Meanwhile, the overwhelming prowar
American opinion, led by a Congress and a media that had largely suspended
disbelief, met the doctrine’s provision demanding domestic support for the
troops—or at least this provision was met during the few weeks in 2003 when
the invasion and occupation seemed to go well. Nor did Cheney and Rumsfeld worry about the Powell Doctrine’s demand for an “exit strategy” once
Saddam was toppled. Well-founded newspaper stories reported at the time of
the invasion that the United States did not want to exit from Iraq. Bush
planned to build four or more major U.S. bases that Washington officials
could use to stabilize and democratize the Middle East, protect Israel, and
enjoy access to Iraq’s giant oil reserves.
“My belief is we will, in fact, be greeted as liberators,” Cheney boasted
on television three days before the invasion.24 It was not to be. Saddam Hussein went into hiding until he was caught in late 2003, then hanged in 2006.
Before he lost power, however, Saddam had supplies of arms and ammunition
buried around the country to use in insurgency warfare against the invaders.
On May 1, 2003, Bush, costumed as a fighter pilot, swaggered across an aircraft carrier’s deck and, underneath the sign “Mission Accomplished,” informed the world that the war was over. It actually had only begun. By the
summer of 2003, the anti-U.S. insurgency claimed increasing numbers of
American lives. By late 2006, the number of U.S. dead in action in Iraq exceeded 3,000, or more than the number killed by the 9/11 attacks. Al-Qaeda
members represented only a tiny part of the insurgency, but Iraq was becoming—for the first time—a training base for the terrorist group that had attacked New York City and Washington.
Of paramount importance, the WMD, so trumpeted by Cheney, Bush,
Powell, and others, were never found. The WMD did not exist because Saddam, out of fear of U.S. and UN reaction, had in the 1990s destroyed the few
WMD weapons he possessed. Meanwhile, in Afghanistan, Bush’s decision in
late 2001 to pull out U.S. troops and area experts so that they could concentrate on Iraq turned out to be a disaster. After 2003, the Taliban began returning in force and taking over parts of the country. Some 22,000 U.S.
troops, helped by European and other forces, proved inadequate to handle the
Taliban—or the record crops of poppy flowers that were turned into opium
for American and European drug users whose money then helped support the
Taliban as it killed Americans and their allies. Protected by the Taliban and
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the mountainous terrain, Osama bin Laden continued to direct al-Qaeda
from his Afghanistan–Pakistan border hideout.
Bush and many others urged Powell to obtain help from his friends in
Europe and Asia. Wolfowitz, like a number of other U.S. officials, had been
confident that once Saddam fell, France and others who had opposed the U.S.
invasion would be most pleased to help reconstruct Iraq—in return, of course,
for access to the country’s vast pools of oil. Instead, as the anti-US. insurgency
expanded and suicide bombers exacted heavy tolls of civilian and military
lives, France, Russia, China, and other opponents of the invasion wanted even
less to deal with the bloody, deteriorating results. Days before the invasion,
Powell was said to be “furious . . . at . . . Rumsfeld whom he blames in private
for making diplomacy difficult by hurling insults at France and Germany,
whose good will he [Powell] has been trying to win.” One of Powell’s friends
added, “Diplomacy is slipping away, and Rumsfeld needs some duct tape put
over his mouth.” Bush and Cheney were never interested in applying the duct
tape. The secretary of defense arrogantly dismissed the doubters as “Old Europe.” A UN diplomat commented, “If the United States wants to proceed on
this unilateral military timetable, they should fight this war alone.”25
Rumsfeld and Cheney succeeded in convincing Bush to forget about the
Powell Doctrine in 2003, but as the insurgency dragged on, their success
helped destroy the efficiency of the U.S. military. By 2004–2005, that military
was stretched far beyond its ordinary capabilities. Something had gone wrong
with the neoconservative belief that the great superiority of U.S. military
power could democratize the Middle East. Troops who usually took one tour
of duty had to endure two and three without the usual rest in between. National Guard forces were summoned so rapidly from individual states to assist the overstretched regular military that Guard commanders warned that
their troops were also at the breaking point. Some National Guard soldiers,
unprepared for what they found in Iraq, were implicated in the humiliation
and torturing of Iraqi prisoners. Meanwhile, attacks on Americans and Iraqis,
which had amounted already in June 2003 to some 200 a month, increased
nine times over the next year. As inadequate U.S. forces tried unsuccessfully
to impose some order, civil war was breaking out. When asked about the insurgents in July 2003, Bush foolishly proclaimed, “Bring ’em on.” It was a remark he later regretted.26
Powell continued to be loyal to the president. In a September 2004
speech at George Washington University, he argued that Bush was not guilty
of a unilateralist approach but believed in “a strategy of partnerships”—a
characterization for which he had little concrete evidence.27 Powell notably
lapsed just once. In February 2004, he told the Washington Post that since no
WMD had been found in Iraq, it “changes the political calculus”—a remark
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immediately interpreted as meaning the invasion should have not occurred.
When this was published, Condoleezza Rice quickly ordered the secretary of
state to correct his story. Rice was an extraordinarily weak national security
adviser who bore large responsibility for the breakdown of the policy process
that Powell was justly criticizing, but he obeyed orders. Shortly after Rice’s
phone call, he declared, “The president made the right decision,” and then repeated that belief three more times.28 Several months later, Anne Applebaum,
a Pulitzer Prize–winning Washington Post journalist, wrote that “Powell is trying to have it both ways, and it is not an attractive picture. Surely true loyalty
means not only swallowing your pride when you disagree with your commander in chief, but keeping quiet about it as well, at least while in office. . .
. And if he doesn’t want to be held responsible for a policy he dislikes—then
he should have resigned a long time ago.”29
Still the obedient soldier, Powell stayed through Bush’s first term. He resigned only after the White House chief of staff, Andrew Card, called the
secretary of state several days after Bush was reelected in November 2004 and
said the president wanted to make a change. Bush never contacted Powell.
The retired general, as Card ordered, sent his resignation letter to the White
House. The president then nominated Rice as secretary of state. When Powell went to see Bush for a farewell call, the conversation was either so trivial
or so strained (especially when Powell warned about the worsening of the war
in Iraq) that the outgoing secretary of state was convinced, as he told a friend,
that “the president didn’t know why I was there.”30 In 2000, the Texan, whom
Powell then called “Sonny,” had badly needed the greatly respected retired
general. Less than five years later, the secretary of state was removed with
hardly a political ripple.
Out of office, Powell now admitted that his February 2003 speech to the
United Nations would be a “lasting blot” on his record. The WMD he had told
the world was in the hands of Saddam Hussein had not existed. “It was
painful. It’s painful now.”31 He repeatedly charged that the United States went
into the war with too few troops to pacify and stabilize Iraq. In other words,
he implied that this provision of the Powell Doctrine, not Rumsfeld’s inadequate war and postwar planning, should have shaped the effort. In late 2006
when Iraq was in virtual chaos and civil war waged between Sunni and Shiia
Muslims, Powell criticized Bush’s announcement that he was going to inject
another 21,000 U.S. troops in a “surge” to try to secure Baghdad and train Iraqi
troops. Powell’s criticism mirrored the beliefs of top U.S. military commanders whom the president had overruled so that he could make a final attempt to
save one of the most disastrous foreign policy decisions in American history.
But even as he uttered the criticisms, Powell reiterated that he had supported Bush’s decision to go to war in 2003. And publicly he continued to
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declare that it was the correct decision. After he left office, the old soldier’s
loyalty to the presidency continued to trump his better judgment. In 2005,
his longtime friend and chief of staff at the State Department, Colonel Larry
Wilkerson, condemned Bush, Cheney, Rumsfeld, and Rice, especially for ignoring and isolating the former secretary of state. Wilkerson then explained
Powell’s puzzling decision to stay in the administration and even (as at the
United Nations in 2003) act as its voice by declaring that the retired general
“is the world’s most loyal soldier.”32 This form of the loyalty, in these post9/11 circumstances, not only contradicted Powell’s beliefs of the previous
quarter century but specifically contradicted Powell’s Doctrine, which might
have saved the United States from a catastrophe.
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