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For my precious Jonathan, David, and Benjamin, who understand so much already





INTRODUCTION



None Dare Call It Victory


WHO WON THE COLD WAR? It seems absurd to pose the question, and yet, the past decade has become so clouded by revisionism and retroactive self-justification that a measure of clarity on the matter has been lost.


Some on the Left are now attempting to obscure the history of the period—to say that all of us were united in our opposition to Communism. That is false. It is so obviously false that it seems unbelievable that this theory has slid so smoothly onto the history shelves.


The West won the Cold War. The free nations defeated the totalitarian ones. The capitalists outperformed the statists. The believers outlasted the atheists. The United States of America, flawed and divided as we were, persevered to see the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and nearly all of its satellites implode. For most Americans this was a welcome and even prayed-for conclusion to the Cold War. But for many others, it was neither hoped for nor celebrated.


THE WALL IS TORN DOWN


More than a decade later it all seems a blur of images: joyful Berliners— no longer East and West—hacking away at the hated wall; statues of Lenin enmeshed in ropes toppling and crashing to the ground; Boris Yeltsin leaping onto a tank to the grateful cheers of ordinary Russians; and the hammer and sickle flag being lowered for the last time over the Kremlin. The world stood stunned as the Communist empire ended “not with a bang but a whimper.”1


With dizzying suddenness, the great drama of the second half of the twentieth century, the great cause that cost dearly in life and treasure, and the great divider of American politics was . . . gone. The Cold War, which began in the weary years after the Second World War, when, in the words of Winston Churchill, “the whole world [was] divided intellectually and to a large extent geographically between the creeds of Communist discipline and individual freedom,”2 was over.


The end was so abrupt that it gave rise to a kind of vertigo in the West. Officials in George Herbert Walker Bush’s administration, so conditioned—as everyone was—to a world containing a terrible adversary, squinted like a person who has just emerged from a darkened theater into bright sunshine. Though the most dramatic and worldshaking events unfolded in Europe on his watch, the elder President Bush never offered public words to mark the momentous and longed for demise of the Communist colossus.


Certainly a degree of eye rubbing and incredulity was understandable. Almost no one—neither the most ferocious anticommunist nor the most appeasing fellow traveler—imagined that the Soviet Union and its subalterns would simply fold up their tents and declare bankruptcy. But that is exactly what happened.


The door had been left ajar by Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviet leader whose ascension to power had caused such swoons in the West. It was Gorbachev’s hope to reform Communism and thereby save it, not to slay the monster from within. Still, there is no doubt that the liberalization he permitted gave heart to the oppressed peoples of Eastern Europe and reignited hopes for freedom that had not been tested for two decades. (Gorbachev did not take the same benevolent approach to the Baltic states two years later.)


As they had done in East Berlin in 1953, in Budapest in 1956, and in Prague in 1968, the people of Eastern Europe saw the light glinting through the unlocked door and rushed to pry it open further. They held candlelight vigils in churches and poured into the streets demanding free elections and other liberties. But this time the Soviet tanks did not roll in to crush them. Frantically plugging fingers into a thousand leaks in the dikes of repression that had characterized Communist rule, the puppet governments of Eastern Europe attempted over the course of the last months of 1989 to stanch the flow with concessions. In Poland, the government restored to the Catholic Church property that had been confiscated decades earlier. The Church was permitted to reopen Catholic schools. First Hungary and then Czechoslovakia agreed to multiparty elections (in other words, real elections). Vaclav Havel was released from prison. The regime in Budapest began to dismantle the 218-mile security fence that had kept Hungarians and other Eastern Europeans from escaping to Austria.


But as the Soviets themselves would discover in the following two years, freedom cannot be ladled with a thimble. Sensing that genuine liberty was within reach, the peoples of Eastern Europe, thwarted for forty years, rushed to embrace it—all of it. In three months’ time, 120,000 East Germans had made their way to West Germany through Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and then Austria. As recently as February 5, 1989, East German border guards had shot and killed a man attempting to escape to the West.3 Such barbarities had been common for more than forty years. But in the autumn of 1989, for the first time since the Iron Curtain locked up Eastern Europe tight, the Communist governments in those countries made no effort to prevent people from fleeing to the free nations of Europe. On the anniversary of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, thousands thronged Wenceslas Square. In the East German city of Leipzig, weekly prodemocracy demonstrations were held throughout the autumn.


Within months, the Communist regimes of Poland, East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Yugoslavia, and Rumania dissolved. Bulgaria fell a year later. They fell, ironically, like the dominoes the West had once feared in Southeast Asia.


BEWILDERMENT


The joy in Europe was incalculable. And though Americans too were swept up in the celebratory mood (even the left-leaning Leonard Bernstein traveled to Berlin to conduct a jubilant Beethoven’s Ninth at the Brandenburg Gate), the American reaction was mixed. Though victory in the Cold War represented a triumph over a regime comparable to the Nazis in oppression, death, and destruction, there were no throngs of people in the streets, no ticker tape parades, and no generalized sense of triumph. Most Americans had believed that strife, or at the very least, prolonged tension with the Soviet Union, was an immutable fact of life. Some believed that the Cold War would inevitably lead to nuclear Armageddon. How then to account for the muted response to its peaceful conclusion?


In part, the United States had become preoccupied with other irritants—Panama’s Manuel Noriega and, later, Iraq’s Saddam Hussein attracted some of the finite attention Americans pay to events overseas. But the fall of the Berlin Wall was such an epochal event that the existence of distractions is inadequate to explain the neglect of it.


REWRITING HISTORY


To understand the American response, one must look elsewhere. In the initial months after the Soviet Empire fell away, sheer vertigo gripped the American administration.


So unready were Secretary of State James Baker and President George Bush for a world without the Soviet Union that they responded to the initial liberation of the Soviet satellites as if our world, not theirs, was in danger of dissolution. Having seen the rapid unraveling of the puppet states in Eastern Europe, the Bush administration, and most American observers, nevertheless continued to believe that the Soviet Union would continue. Though anticommunists inside and outside of government energetically urged the administration to support the forces of democracy and reform within the Soviet Union itself, the Bush administration, along with most opinion makers, was stuck on Gorbachev.


There is little question that as between Brezhnev and Gorbachev, or in truth, between any Communist leader in the world and Gorbachev, the latter was a huge improvement. But a starving man will willingly eat tree bark. That doesn’t mean he sticks with that diet when he finds a banquet laid out for him. The Bush administration bolstered Gorbachev long after it became apparent that his reforms, perestroika and glasnost, rather than reforming Communism, were bringing it down altogether. Calling for order and “stability,” the Bush administration actually found itself to the left of reformers within the Soviet Union. On a visit to Kiev, President Bush cautioned the excited Ukrainians, who were on the verge of declaring their independence, against “the hopeless course of isolation.”4 The Ukrainian assembly voted for independence anyway—as did the Baltic states, Belarus, and many more in a recapitulation of the Eastern European experience. Within twenty-four months after the Berlin Wall was hacked to pieces by elated Germans, the Soviet Union itself was no more.


But while the Cold War ended more abruptly than anyone expected, its demise was very like its life in that Americans were, and remain, deeply divided about its meaning. And here perhaps is the answer to the mystery of America’s tepid response to what should have been a triumphant historical moment.


Liberal opinion makers in America were not overjoyed by the Cold War’s close. Those who had never believed in fighting the Cold War at all were quick to deny that anyone had won. The themes they sounded were (not surprisingly) first expressed by Mikhail Gorbachev himself, who traveled, as a newly private citizen, to the site of Winston Churchill’s legendary Iron Curtain speech—Fulton, Missouri. In 1946, Churchill had characteristically captured in a few short words the darkness that was then enveloping Eastern Europe. “A shadow has fallen upon the scenes so lately lighted by the Allied victory,” he told his American audience, “from Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the continent.”5


Hoping to provide a coda, Gorbachev offered a reform Communist’s view of the conflict that had rent the world for nearly half a century. It was a mistake, Gorbachev argued, to speak of “winners and losers” in the Cold War. Instead, there was a “shattering of the vicious circle into which we had driven ourselves.”


This idea—that the conflict was a thing with a life of its own over which no one had true control—was quite familiar and widely accepted in the West. Gorbachev further argued that the cause of the Cold War was to be found in the West’s misinterpretation of Stalin. Stalin, Gorbachev insisted, had neither the intent nor the capacity to expand communist hegemony beyond Eastern Europe.


Gorbachev’s interpretation is tendentious, but understandable. He, after all, presided over the demise of a vast empire and had become a living fossil. It was largely due to him (and for this he deserves a guarded measure of credit) that the Soviet Union expired when it did. But a great many opinion leaders in the West, who had no need to justify the Soviet Union, enthusiastically agreed with Gorbachev’s assessment and approved of President Bush’s reticence to declare victory.


Before analyzing the eagerness of the liberals to agree with Gorbachev that “nobody won” the Cold War, it is necessary first to consider the limp response of the (at least nominally) conservative president. How could he fail to offer fitting rhetoric for that most remarkable moment in human history? It was not the sort of victory perhaps that called for brass bands and confetti; we were not literally at war and the enemy did not literally surrender. But during the course of forty years, Americans had lost more than 100,000 lives fighting two wars against communist adversaries; we had spent billions on the military and had lived with hair-trigger tension and doomsday scenarios. We suffered all of this because we were determined that the second of two grotesque totalitarian systems that stained the twentieth century would not prevail.


President Bush was a great believer in personal relationships among leaders. He had grown somewhat fond of Gorbachev, and felt strongly that it would have been bad form to, in his words, “gloat” that “we had won, and they had lost.”6


Of course, gloating would have been both bad manners and the wrong sentiment at such a moment. The Cold War was not a football match. Its conclusion was not an occasion for sportsmanship—good or bad. Instead, it was a moment that ought to have been marked by prayerful celebration and thanksgiving. For millions of people worldwide (though over a billion in China, North Korea, and Cuba remain unfree), the end of Communism meant the end of profound physical and spiritual suffering. For millions more it meant release from the fear of nuclear war. For the entire world, it meant the possibility of peaceful progress on all fronts. It would have been possible to capture this in words, if Mr. Bush had simply tried.


But if President Bush was inhibited by a misplaced chivalry, American liberals seemed to have had quite other concerns. From their point of view, the Cold War had been at best a foolish confrontation caused by groundless suspicion and paranoia on both sides, and at worst a long running example of American imperialism and reaction. Most American liberals had long since ceased to believe that we were engaged in a “Cold War” over questions of liberty versus tyranny, or good versus evil, and had instead adopted the view that the Cold War was simply a kind of superarmed madness, in which two “scorpions in a bottle”7 threatened to destroy each other (and all of humanity with them) for no discernible reason.


In the case of some opinion leaders in the U.S., it is not too much to say that the outcome of the Cold War proved a disappointment. Robert Heilbroner, a liberal academic whose economics book The Worldly Philosophers was required reading on many college campuses, lamented that “the collapse of the Soviet system, hailed as a victory for human freedom, was also a defeat for human aspirations.”8 E. L. Doctorow, author of Ragtime and other big sellers, described America’s conduct of the Cold War as “an act of national self-mutilation.”9 And New York Times columnist Tom Wicker, observing the celebration of freedom in Czechoslovakia, was quick to caution that the United States was beset by crime, traffic accidents, drug abuse, vandalism, and other troubles. “Freedom,” he wrote, “is . . . not a panacea; and that communism failed does not make the Western alternative perfect, or even satisfying for millions who live under it.”10


Frances Fitzgerald, author of Way Out There in the Blue and Fire in the Lake, expressed the liberal view succinctly when she told an interviewer, “I don’t know any American Soviet scholar who believes that the United States ended the Cold War.”11


Those who spent their adult lifetimes denying that the Cold War was worth fighting, those who could never see the point in defense spending, and those who urged conciliation if not outright appeasement of the Soviet Union in every significant East-West confrontation for forty years—are now attempting to rewrite history. It’s a little reminiscent of the Stalinist style of history, in which inconvenient or liquidated historical figures were simply airbrushed out of history textbooks. (The textbook trade may well have been the only thriving industry in Soviet Russia.)


This rewriting is taking two forms. The first argues that the USSR’s demise proves that the nation Ronald Reagan labeled an “evil empire” was really nothing of the sort, and the Cold War was an unnecessary and potentially catastrophic mistake. As Strobe Talbott, later deputy secretary of state in the Clinton administration, summed up the conventional wisdom in Time magazine, “A new consensus is emerging, that the Soviet threat is not what it used to be. The real point, however, is that it never was. The doves in the Great Debate of the past forty years were right all along.”12


Talbott is exactly wrong. It was the hawks, the Cold Warriors, who were proved by events to have been correct all along. If the Soviet Union was a paper tiger not worth containing, why then are liberals today attempting to wrap themselves in the mantle of “cold warrior”—a term once wielded by them only as an epithet?


A second sort of revisionism concerns the role played by liberals themselves. When the statues of Lenin and Marx came crashing down in Eastern Europe and the Russians and Eastern Europeans were at last permitted to speak freely, the climate of opinion about communism became suddenly and dramatically chillier than it had been for thirty years. Vaclav Havel was as responsible as anyone for the renewed realism about communism. “The communist type of totalitarian system,” he said speaking to the U.S. Congress in 1990, “has left both our nations, Czechs and Slovaks—as it has all the nations of the Soviet Union and the other countries the Soviet Union subjugated in its time—a legacy of countless dead, an infinite spectrum of human suffering, profound economic decline, and above all enormous human humiliation. It has brought us horrors that fortunately you have not known.”13 Before 1989, such rhetoric from the lips of any American risked being labeled “McCarthyite.”


But the fall of the Berlin Wall changed the mood. With survivors of Communism testifying to its miseries, it was suddenly less acceptable to suggest that the two systems had been merely “competitors,” or that the U.S. itself was to blame for Cold War tensions.


Responding to this new infusion of reality into a realm that had been clouded by appeasement and self-delusion for so many years, liberals adjusted their rhetoric. Dropping talk of scorpions and competing empires, liberals suddenly began to assert that foreign policy had been a simple matter during the Cold War.


They were led by President Bill Clinton, an expert at historical revisionism of every variety. In his 1997 State of the Union address, President Clinton said, “One of the greatest sources of our strength throughout the Cold War was a bipartisan foreign policy. Because our future was at stake, politics stopped at the water’s edge.” Similarly, speaking at the Council on Foreign Relations, Clinton’s national security adviser Sandy Berger reminisced about a time when “friends were friends and enemies were enemies.” On the campaign trail in 2000, former senator Bill Bradley said, “Until the fall of the Berlin Wall, we were sure about one thing: We knew where we stood on foreign policy.”14


Statements like these were designed to erase roughly thirty years (in some cases sixty years) of sympathetic treatment of communism on the part of the American Left. But the record of their actual positions on matters from the nature of the Soviet system to the need for defense spending, to aiding anticommunist guerrillas around the globe, is available. It reveals what those who lived through it recall— that the question of how or even whether to challenge the Communists bitterly divided America for at least thirty years. And liberals were, almost without exception, inclined to excuse, justify, or ignore the grave sins of our adversaries while always calling down the harshest possible judgment on America.


Lenin is widely credited with the prediction that liberals and other weak-minded souls in the West could be relied upon to be “useful idiots” as far as the Soviet Union was concerned. Though Lenin may never have actually uttered the phrase, it was consistent with his cynical style. And, as the following chapters demonstrate, liberals managed, time after time during the Cold War, to live down to this sour prediction.





CHAPTER ONE



The Brief Interlude of Unanimity on Communism


It is better to be a live jackal than a dead lion—for jackals, not men. Men who have the moral courage to fight intelligently for freedom have the best prospects of avoiding the fate of both live jackals and dead lions. Survival is not the be-all and end-all of a life worthy of man . . . . Man’s vocation should be the use of the arts of intelligence in behalf of human freedom.


—SIDNEY HOOK


IN MARCH OF 1983, PRESIDENT Ronald Reagan, speaking to the National Association of Evangelicals, used words that would resonate throughout the remainder of his presidency and beyond. Speaking of the “arms race,” he said, “I urge you to beware the temptation of pride—the temptation blithely to declare yourselves above it all and label both sides equally at fault, to ignore the facts of history and the aggressive impulses of an evil empire, to simply call the arms race a giant misunderstanding and thereby remove yourself from the struggle between right and wrong, good and evil.”1


The use of the term “evil empire” provoked a fusillade of contempt from the American liberal Left. Many news reports characterized Reagan’s language as “strident” (or found observers who would). The Associated Press quoted Lord Carrington, former British foreign secretary, as condemning “megaphone diplomacy,” and calling for “dialogue, openness, sanity, and a nonideological approach to the dangerous business of international affairs.”2


Henry Steele Commager, then a professor of history at Amherst, was quoted in the Washington Post a few days later, identified only as a “distinguished historian,” not as what he was: a well-known liberal intellectual. He condemned Reagan’s speech as “the worst presidential speech in American history, and I’ve read them all. No other presidential speech has ever so flagrantly allied the government with religion. It was a gross appeal to religious prejudice.”3


Time magazine’s Strobe Talbott, who would later serve as deputy secretary of state in the Clinton administration, made his disapproval clear. “When a chief of state talks that way, he roils Soviet insecurities.”4


Hendrik Hertzberg, a former speechwriter for President Carter and later the editor of the New Republic magazine, was beside himself. “Reagan’s speeches are much more ideological and attacking than any recent president’s speeches,” he told the Washington Post. “Something like the speech to the evangelicals is not presidential; it’s not something a president should say. If the Russians are infinitely evil and we are infinitely good, then the logical first step is a nuclear first strike. Words like that frighten the American public and antagonize the Soviets. What good is that?”5


The notion that that harsh criticism of the Soviet Union had to be stifled because it would lead to nuclear war was rarely stated as bluntly as Hertzberg did, but it was widely believed on the Left, and resulted in a tendency—evident until the day the Soviet Union closed its doors forever—to excuse, airbrush, and distort the aggressive and despicable acts of that regime.


Mary McGrory, a columnist for the Washington Post, never quite got over her amazement at Reagan’s obtuseness. Months later, writing on a related matter, she noted that “The president . . . embarrasses them [members of Congress] with his talk of the Soviets as the ‘evil empire,’ but they think he has convinced the country that the communists are worse than the weapons.”6


It was obvious to liberals that the exact reverse was the case. It made some observers almost panicky to think that Reagan actually believed what he said. George W. Ball had been undersecretary of state in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. He, too, referred to the “evil empire” speech as proof that Reagan was dangerous and simplistic on foreign policy. Writing of events in the Middle East, he condemned Reagan for “obsessive detestation of what you call the ‘evil empire.’ . . . Mr. President, you have set us on a dark and ominous course. For God’s sake, let us refix our compass before it is too late.”7


“Primitive, that is the only word for it,” fumed Anthony Lewis, of the New York Times. “Believers, Mr. Reagan said, should avoid ‘the temptation of pride’—calling both sides at fault in the arms race instead of putting the blame where it belonged: on the Russians. But there again he applied a black and white standard to something that is much more complex. One may regard the Soviet system as a vicious tyranny and still understand that it has not been solely responsible for the nuclear arms race. The terrible irony of that race is that the United States has led the way on virtually every major new development over the last thirty years, only to find itself met by the Soviet Union.”8


Of course, even if Reagan had said that the Soviet Union was “infinitely evil,” and we, “infinitely good,” as Hertzberg recalled the speech (Reagan had not said that), it hardly follows logically that the “next step” would be a nuclear first strike. Hertzberg is a Harvard educated editor and certainly capable of understanding this, but fear distorted liberal thinking.


Sovietologist Seweryn Bialer of Columbia University disapproved of Reagan’s rhetoric. Yet he provided evidence that it had hit home among the aged bosses of the Kremlin:


President Reagan’s rhetoric has badly shaken the self-esteem and patriotic pride of the Soviet political elites. The administration’s self-righteous moralistic tone, its reduction of Soviet achievements to crimes by international outlaws from an “evil empire”—such language stunned and humiliated the Soviet leaders . . . [who] believe that President Reagan is determined to deny the Soviet Union nothing less than its legitimacy and status as a global power . . . status . . . they thought had been conceded once and for all by Reagan’s predecessors.9


In retrospect, it is clear that denying legitimacy to the Soviet Union was a stroke of brilliance—a moral challenge that resonated from Berlin to Vladivostok. The Soviet Union did not deserve legitimacy. But at the time it was heresy. In 1983, Communism was regarded by everyone to the left of center in American politics as either a fact of life to be accepted or a genuine humanitarian impulse that had, perhaps, gone a little too far. Reagan’s rhetoric profoundly disturbed the status quo because it made the moral case for anticommunism, whereas the conventional wisdom held that the “mature” and “realistic” approach to Communism was accommodation, not confrontation. Liberals thought they had convinced everyone who mattered that anticommunism was the thing to be feared, not Communism itself. And then along came Reagan suggesting that the Cold War was really a matter of good versus evil. Liberals who sought to deny the moral dimension of the conflict were blindsided by Reagan’s assertive anticommunism and responded with calumny and contempt.


By 1983, Communism ranked far below many other evils most liberals could name. Communism was certainly not worse than nuclear war—and this conviction would form the scaffolding of many a liberal position, from opposition to the MX missile to support for the nuclear freeze and unilateral disarmament. Fear of nuclear war would also form the unstated subtext of many liberal responses to Cold War challenges in other realms as well. The desire to soft-pedal criticism of the USSR or China, for example, sprang in part from secret sympathy with the collectivist states, but also from fear of provoking them to anger.


Communism was not nearly as evil, most liberals believed, as the false charge of being a Communist. And, though they would probably never admit this openly, the clear implication of liberal/left-wing solidarity behind Julius and Ethel Rosenberg and Alger Hiss was that it was more distasteful to make a true charge of communism than actually to be a secret Communist. In Anthony Lewis’s fulmination against Reagan’s evil empire speech, he paused over Reagan’s kind words for Whittaker Chambers, noting with incredulity that “he cites Whittaker Chambers as a moral arbiter!”


It was not always this way.


THE ORIGINS OF THE COLD WAR


When the Bolsheviks hijacked the Russian Revolution in 1917, most Americans responded with dismay. It was understood that while the Russian Revolution had been a mass uprising with multifarious leadership, the Bolsheviks were thugs who used force to silence and eliminate the more democratic elements in the coalition of which they were a part.


But by the 1930s, when the U.S. and other industrialized nations were enduring the Great Depression—a crisis that many believed marked the “death throes” of capitalism—sympathy for Communism and Soviet Russia expanded markedly. Leftist writers like Beatrice and Sydney Webb and New York Times reporter Walter Duranty offered rosy assessments of Communism under Lenin and Stalin. (Years later, it was revealed that Duranty was actually being blackmailed by the Soviets throughout his stint in Moscow.) Journalist and Lenin admirer Lincoln Steffens famously pronounced in 1921, “I have seen the future and it works.”10


Membership in the Communist Party USA reached its peak in 1939, at 66,000 registered members.11 William Z. Foster, the Communist candidate for president in 1932 earned 102,785 votes.12 But just when Communism was enjoying its golden age in America, word of Stalin’s purges began to filter out of the Soviet Union. Thousands of loyal Communists, many of whom had performed leading roles in the October Revolution, were paraded before rigged tribunals. The most prominent victims went through the degrading spectacle of “confessing” to a list of errors and crimes against the state. The prisoners were assured that their own lives, or those of their families, would be spared if they confessed to these trumped up charges. Stalin pocketed the confessions—and then had them shot anyway.


Along with the purge trials came word of widespread repression and slaughter dwarfing anything visited upon the Russians by the tsars. Knowledge of the terror-famine, which took the lives of some ten million people, did not become widespread until many years later (in part due to Walter Duranty’s dishonest reporting). In 1939, when Stalin signed a nonaggression pact with Hitler, carving up Poland and giving Hitler a free hand to attack the West, most Americans became firm anticommunists.


By the early years following World War II, a rough consensus had jelled about what was then unselfconsciously labeled the “communist threat.” Republicans and Democrats, liberals and conservatives alike believed that the United States must resist the expansion of Communist tyranny. Though many on the left continued to make excuses for Stalin—notably Lillian Hellman, Owen Lattimore, Corliss Lamont, and I. F. Stone—the lesson of the century, mainstream policymakers agreed, had been Munich. British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s naive 1938 pronouncement after meeting Hitler that he had achieved “peace in our time” was viewed, in light of the terrible war that followed, as the most foolish and indeed cowardly act of diplomacy imaginable. In the postwar period, leading Americans were certain that appeasement of an aggressor was foolish and immoral and they were determined to avoid that mistake with the Communists.


Though the United States and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics had been wartime allies against Hitler, America had not forgotten the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of August 1939, which had made World War II possible. (When Ribbentrop traveled to Moscow to negotiate the deal, he reported feeling as comfortable with the Communists “as among my old Nazi friends.”)13 Nor did the conduct of the Communist Party USA and its fellow travelers evoke sympathy. Fully in lockstep with Kremlin policy, the American Communists had faithfully pushed the antifascist line until the Hitler-Stalin Pact. They then pivoted 180 degrees to denounce Britain’s “imperialist war” only to turn about again after Hitler invaded the USSR in 1941. They were not a true American party, but marionettes, dancing to a tune called in Moscow.


During the Soviet occupation of Poland, 15,000 Polish officers surrendered to the Russians. Their fate was the subject of considerable dispute for forty years. In 1943, 4,400 officers, found with their hands tied with wire behind their backs and bullets in the backs of their heads, were discovered by the Nazis at Katyn Forest. The Soviets denied the massacre and blamed the Nazis (who were certainly capable of the atrocity).


With time, the Soviets’ lie was uncovered. In 1990, just before the fall of the Soviet Union, two more mass graves of Polish officers were found, bringing the death toll to more than 15,000. When the Soviet archives were opened fifty years after the massacre, a document ordering the executions was found. It contained the signatures of every member of the Politburo.14


In 1941, the Nazis surprised the Soviets by turning on them and invading Russia. The peoples of Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, and other Soviet captive nations at first welcomed the Germans as liberators. But the savagery of the Nazis soon persuaded them that it was better to stick with the devil they knew. Later when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor and brought America into the war, the U.S. and the USSR became temporary allies.


While the U.S. under FDR’s leadership took this alliance to heart, warming to “Uncle Joe” Stalin and condemning anticommunist sentiments as unpatriotic, Stalin took a different view. Even before the war’s conclusion, the Soviet Union had activated a huge network of spies among its allies, principally the U.S. and Great Britain, in preparation for the time when they would revert to being enemies.


After the war, Stalin invited the free Polish government in exile, whose members had been patiently awaiting the war’s end in London, to visit Moscow. When they arrived, they were arrested. At Yalta, Stalin had promised Roosevelt and Churchill that Poland would have free elections. But at war’s end, he rigged the election to ensure a Communist victory. Roosevelt went to Warm Springs, where he died in April 1945, surprised that his famous charm had failed to work on Uncle Joe.


Truman entered the presidency naive and somewhat ignorant. He had absorbed the soft Roosevelt administration view of the Soviets. Confiding in a Missouri friend toward the end of the war, Truman said, “You are needlessly worried about Russian communism. I am worried about British imperialism.”15 But he was a quick study and soon took the measure of Stalin, coming to a more realistic view of him than his predecessor had.


Soviet troops were dispersed throughout Eastern Europe. Unlike the Americans, who rapidly demobilized as soon as hostilities ceased, the Soviet troops remained in order to install friendly governments throughout the region. Reports reached the West of mass arrests and liquidations. One such was the Swede Raoul Wallenberg, a saint of the war years. He had left a comfortable life with a banking family in Stockholm to risk everything to save Jews, and succeeded in saving the lives of thousands. (It was he, not Oscar Schindler, who deserved a major movie about his life.) Wallenberg was asked to come to a meeting with the Soviet “liberators” of Hungary at war’s end. He went—and was never seen again. The Soviets arrested him and he lived out the rest of his life, which ought to have been one graced by tributes and prizes, in the misery of the Soviet Gulag. Wallenberg thus became a bitter symbol of resistance to both tyrannies of the twentieth century. Neither Nazis nor Communists could abide him. Both knew he was their enemy.


Though revisionists of the Cold War would later argue that America provoked the conflict, it requires a tendentious reading of history to yield this conclusion. Not only did America rapidly demobilize (except, of course, for troops in Germany in keeping with the Four-Power Agreement), the U.S. also volunteered to submit its arsenal of nuclear weapons to an international body so that nuclear power would be forever dedicated to peaceful purposes only. With the Baruch-Lilienthal plan, the U.S. proposed to turn over its nuclear monopoly to an International Atomic Development Authority “to which should be entrusted all phases of the development and use of atomic energy.”16 Most nations of the world enthusiastically endorsed this idea. But Stalin, who had spies at Los Alamos and elsewhere who were stealing the secrets of the atomic bomb, used his UN veto to kill the idea. It is impossible to imagine a clearer sign of America’s peaceful intentions than the Baruch-Lilienthal plan. Yet it was ignored at the time by those keen to represent the Soviet Union as the victim of Western “encirclement,” and later by historians who preferred to see the two superpowers as equally guilty of fomenting distrust and enmity.


In the next years, the Soviets renounced their nonagression treaty with Turkey and proceeded to make territorial demands on her, instigated a civil war in Greece, ordered the small Czechoslovakian Communist Party to seize power, and attempted to choke off West Berlin. President Truman responded to these provocations with the Anglo-American airlift, the Marshall Plan, and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Under the Democrat Truman, and with the support of Republicans in Congress, the U.S. went to war for South Korea, losing close to fifty thousand men.


Still, the domestic consensus that the U.S. ought to contain the Soviet Union held throughout the decade of the 1950s. It held despite the “excesses” of Joseph McCarthy, the inflammatory senator from Wisconsin who focused on the domestic danger of subversion and spying. The danger was real. As we now know from both Soviet and American sources, there did exist a high-level network of Communist spies in the American government, particularly during the 1930s and 1940s. Among these were Harry Dexter White, assistant secretary of the treasury; Alger Hiss, a high-ranking state department official; Donald Hiss, who held posts in both the treasury and state departments; and possibly Harry Hopkins, who was Franklin Roosevelt’s most trusted advisor.


McCarthy was sometimes crude and ungentlemanly. He could also be sloppy and lazy. Whittaker Chambers, among others, kept his distance for that reason.


Though McCarthy flamed out and was censured by the Senate, liberals and leftists were able to use him for many years thereafter to discredit anticommunism of any stripe. A huge mythology about the “McCarthy era” has been spun suggesting that the senator plunged the nation into a reign of terror. The famous philosopher Bertrand Russell wrote in the Manchester Guardian (he was living in London in 1951) that the United States was a police state comparable to Nazi Germany or Stalin’s Russia. “Nobody ventures to pass a political remark without first looking behind the door to make sure no one [is] listening. If by some misfortune you were to quote with approval some remark by Jefferson you would probably lose your job and perhaps find yourself behind bars . . . .”17


Playwright Arthur Miller wrote The Crucible as an allegory, adopting the witch hunt theme that became the most popular shorthand for McCarthyism. It ran for 197 performances on Broadway. Woody Allen’s movie The Front depicted the “Hollywood Ten” as innocent liberals smeared by hysterical anticommunists. Lillian Hellman, herself a longtime Stalinist who—among many other thoroughly contemptible acts—attacked the Dewey Commission for condemning Stalin’s purges in the 1930s, wrote a widely acclaimed book in the 1970s called Scoundrel Time, which portrayed “McCarthyism” in lurid colors. William Phillips, editor of Partisan Review magazine, responded to Hellman in that magazine:


Lillian Hellman’s questions as to why we did not come to the defense of those who had been attacked by McCarthy is not as simple as it appears. First of all, some were Communists and what one was asked to defend was their right to lie about it . . . . Another consideration was the feeling . . . that Communists did not have a divine right to a job in the government or in Hollywood . . . . Furthermore, it was not just a case of disagreeing with the Communists. They had branded us as the enemy. They were under orders not to speak to us. Their press called us every dirty name in and out of the political lexicon. And, of course, they were apologists for the arrest and torture of countless dissident writers in the Soviet Union and in other Communist countries . . . . How could Lillian Hellman not know these things?18


As Peter Collier and David Horowitz described it in 1989, “Thirty years after Joe McCarthy’s death, ‘McCarthyism’ has become an ominous synonym for sinister authority and political repression . . . . Individuals and parties compete to brand each other with the scarlet M, using the term as the moral trump which automatically terminates arguments.”19


There came a time when liberal publications simply declined to identify anyone as a Communist. When Angela Davis, the vice presidential candidate of the Communist Party USA spoke at Stanford University, the student newspaper identified her only as an “activist.” When asked why they did not identify her with her own chosen party affiliation, the editor explained “That would be McCarthyism.”20 As late as 2001, a National Public Radio report on Arthur Miller would make a passing reference to “McCarthy’s fascism” as casually as one would mention Cupid’s arrow.


But the “McCarthy era” was a fable. Talk of an “era” is distortion, since it was not really an “era” at all. Only three-and-a-half years separated the Wheeling, West Virginia, speech that brought the senator to national prominence and the Army-McCarthy hearings that plunged him into disrepute. Further, the notion that McCarthy simply let fly with a spray of loose accusations was false. What he did was to cite actual government investigations of suspected Communists working in the government, particularly in the State Department, and demand that the administration do something about those who had been identified as possible security risks. There were scores of such people, and in each case, there were solid reasons to question their service in sensitive posts (though not to bandy their names about publicly).21


While McCarthy was certainly a bully, his influence (if not his fame) was limited. The lives of all but a tiny fraction of Americans were completely untouched by McCarthy or the “hysteria” that is said to have prevailed. Most Americans came to agree that McCarthy’s style may have left something to be desired, but that the issue he helped bring to prominence—that of internal security—was real. Writing in 1996, liberal journalist Nicholas von Hoffman remarked: “ . . . point by point Joe McCarthy got it all wrong and yet was still closer to the truth than those who ridiculed him.”22


In his autobiography, philosopher and liberal Sydney Hook contrasted the McCarthy period with the war hysteria he recalled during World War I: “ . . . Mob violence; abolition of due process; raids on private premises by public officials and vigilante groups; and arbitrary arrests . . . . The use of German became taboo, and instruction in it was dropped from the curriculum. Sauerkraut was renamed ‘victory cabbage.’ One became suspect if he had pictures of Bach or Beethoven on the walls, and Kaiser Wilhelm became the devil incarnate.”23


Nothing of that sort shook America during the 1950s. The fact that “McCarthyism” is invoked so authoritatively is testimony only to the mythmaking power of the Left.





CHAPTER TWO



The Consensus Unravels


A great deal of intelligence can be invested in ignorance when the need for illusion is great.


—SAUL BELLOW


THE PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES OF 1960 are remembered now chiefly in aesthetic terms. Did Nixon’s decision to forego TV makeup cost him the election? Did Kennedy’s Addison’s disease give him an unnatural but photogenic tan?


What is striking from a historical perspective is the degree to which the presidential race of 1960 centered on the Cold War. Both Kennedy, the Democrat, and Nixon, the Republican, were vigorous cold warriors, sparring about the islands of Quemoy and Matsu and other hot spots around the world. This was the last presidential race in which the Democrat would attempt to outdo the Republican in anticommunist zeal. By 1972, the Democratic Party would have abandoned the fight against Communism altogether.


In 1960 John F. Kennedy, determined to be just as hardline as Republican vice president Richard Nixon, went so far as to suggest that President Eisenhower had permitted a “missile gap” to grow between the U.S. and the USSR. (It turned out to be illusory.) Both men referred to Communist China as “Red China,” a term that would, in just six or seven years, be considered a faux pas among enlightened people.


Once elected, President Kennedy issued the most comprehensive and bracing call to arms against Communism that had ever been uttered by an American president. In his inaugural address, he famously pledged that the U.S. would “pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to ensure the survival and the success of liberty.” This was the high-water mark of American anti-communism. And at the same time, it was the Kennedy administration that provided its low burlesque with half a dozen failed schemes to assassinate Fidel Castro, including exploding cigars.


Though revisionists from Ted Sorensen to Oliver Stone have attempted to suggest that President Kennedy never intended to get the U.S. involved in Vietnam, it seems clear from the historical record that he did get the U.S. in. (Stone engaged in wild allegations including the suggestion that the entire U.S. government conspired to kill President Kennedy.) Following a summit meeting with Khrushchev in which Kennedy had seemed weak, the president confided in columnist James Reston, “Now we have a problem in trying to make our power credible, and Vietnam looks like the place.”1 There were 16,000 American troops on the ground in South Vietnam when Kennedy was assassinated.2 This is not to say that had he lived, he would have followed the escalation policy pursued by Lyndon Johnson, only that helping South Vietnam was completely consistent with Kennedy’s foreign policy—to say nothing of his stirring inaugural. He took those fateful steps in Vietnam, which included aid, weapons, and training, in addition to personnel, with the full support and approval of the liberal establishment.


That establishment was still very much in Cold War mode. The New York Times, which would later condemn U.S. participation in the war as a crime and a tragedy, did not see it that way in 1961. A firm editorial spoke of “communist aggression” against South Vietnam that had been “launched as a calculated and deliberate operation by the Communist leaders of the North.” The editorial continued: “The outlook in South Vietnam certainly gives no basis for optimism . . . . Free World forces, however, still have a chance in South Vietnam, and every effort should be made to save the situation. President Diem’s call for additional financial help to build up his military forces, which has the support in Montana senator Mike Mansfield, of one of the best informed individuals in Congress on Vietnam affairs, should not go unheeded.”3 The very use of the term “free world forces” would soon be antique in liberal circles. Within a few years, liberals would refer to the “free world” only with irony and distance.


Though recommending financial help does not necessarily imply a willingness to declare war, it is worth noting that the New York Times watched silently as American participation on the ground increased dramatically. The Times did not protest when Attorney General Robert Kennedy, visiting Saigon in 1962, said, “We are going to win in Vietnam, and we will remain here until we do win.”4 The Washington Post warned North Vietnam in 1964 that “persistence in aggression is fruitless and possibly deadly.”5 As late as April 1965, the New York Times editorialized: “No one except a few pacifists here and the North Vietnamese and Chinese Communists are asking for a precipitate withdrawal. Virtually all Americans understand that we must stay in South Vietnam at least for the near future.”6 As Norman Podhoretz recounted in Why We Were in Vietnam, “the literary and intellectual community generally, which were later to become two of the great centers of antiwar sentiment . . . exhibited very little interest in Vietnam one way or the other.”7


But as the war slogged on, this began to change. Under President Johnson, the U.S. pursued a hesitant and timid war policy. The U.S. did not mine the harbor of Haiphong, nor hit key targets in North Vietnam. President Johnson picked the military targets himself—and his targets were chosen for their power to send messages, not for their ability to inhibit the North Vietnamese war machine. He hoped that gradual escalation would make the price of conquest too high for the Communists.8


As Peter Rodman records in More Precious Than Peace, the decision makers around Johnson were influenced by the recent experience of the Cuban Missile Crisis. In their reading, Kennedy’s judicious use of “escalation” had ensured an American victory without firing a shot. Arthur Schlesinger Jr. rhapsodized about it in his book A Thousand Days: A “combination of toughness and restraint . . . so brilliantly controlled, so matchlessly calibrated, that dazzled the world.”


Kennedy’s foreign policy team became Johnson’s foreign policy team, and they believed that in Vietnam, too, the “slow, judicious” use of power, “signaling clearly and cautiously [our] intentions” (the words are Robert McNamara’s) would succeed. Bill Moyers, then a press aide to Lyndon Johnson, recalled:


There was an unspoken assumption in Washington that a major war was something that could be avoided if we injected just a little power at a time. There was an assumption that the people in Hanoi would interpret the beginning of the bombing and the announcement of a major buildup as signals of resolve on our part which implied greater resistance to come if they did not change their plans . . . . There was a confidence—it was never bragged about, it was just there—a residue, perhaps, of the confrontation over the missiles in Cuba—that when the chips were really down, the other people would fold.9


In fact, the slow, judicious use of force, meant to signal our resolve, signaled instead the reverse—our reluctance to use greater force. As Rodman analyzed it, “If the hope was to avoid a major commitment of American troops and American power, as indeed it was, then the North Vietnamese were as capable of discerning this strategy as we were of devising it.”10


The North Vietnamese endured the bombing and persevered, while at home, demoralization set in. It is difficult to recall a time when men have happily marched off to war in the name of achieving a truce. But as Podhoretz argues, Johnson was reluctant to ask Americans for sacrifice in Vietnam because his heart was in the Great Society. It was for his domestic “war” that Johnson used every bit of his persuasive power. He expended almost no effort in building support for the war being fought with bullets. And because Johnson was unwilling to fight to win in Vietnam, the war ground on and on, frustratingly inconclusive—but no less deadly for that. It may well be that sending American troops to Vietnam was a foolish policy—too great a commitment for the stakes involved. But it is certainly the case that Johnson failed to lay out the case for American intervention—and his negligence left the field open for those who had their own, quite unflattering interpretations of America’s policy.


THE ANTIWAR MOVEMENT


From the Left, a curdled view of the U.S. action in Vietnam bubbled up. For them, the war was proof that the United States itself was evil and corrupt. And while many on the left had always felt this way about America, their views found resonance for the first time with a more mainstream audience. From university educated (or partially educated) young people worried about their draft status (campus protests against the war, though supposedly based upon a profound sense of moral outrage, came to an abrupt halt when the draft was ended), to others who had no recent memories of Communist atrocities to gird them against leftist propaganda, many Americans paid heed. When the hippie generation gathered for its legendary rock concert at Woodstock in 1969, one group sang:


For it’s one, two, three, what are we fightin’ for?


Don’t ask me, I don’t give a damn—


The next stop is Vietnam.


The leftist critique of America’s role in Vietnam set the tone for every Cold War debate that would follow for the next thirty-five years. It was during the Vietnam era that the consensus against Communist expansion was permanently shattered. It was during this time that American liberals—as distinguished from the hard Left—became not just neutral about Communist expansion, but contemptuous of cold warriors.


The Left’s explanation of America’s participation in the war was cartoonish and grotesque. It featured the U.S. in the role of international outlaw, interfering in a civil war for the sole purpose of propping up a corrupt dictatorship that would do its bidding. Some radicals went further, arguing that the U.S. had sent troops ten thousand miles across the globe to secure mineral rights in South Vietnam for large American corporations. Stokely Carmichael divined that the true reason for American intervention was “to serve the economic interests of American businessmen who are in Vietnam solely to exploit the tungsten, tin, and oil . . . .”11 They painted the North Vietnamese and Vietcong as our victims, and openly urged that the best possible outcome would be a Vietcong victory and a humiliating American defeat. Antiwar demonstrations did not chant merely “Bring the boys home,” or “Make love, not war,” but “Hey, hey, LBJ, How many kids did you kill today?” and “Ho, Ho, Ho Chi Minh.”


Left out of this caricature, and increasingly left out of television reports from Vietnam, was any sense of the nature of the Communist enemy—an enemy that sometimes won the hearts and minds of the peasantry with stirring nationalist appeals, but also an enemy known to eviscerate those it suspected of betrayal. It was an enemy that used the civilian population for cover—thus purposely endangering the lives of innocent men, women, and children. There was never any acknowledgment among critics of the U.S. role that this tactic violated the Geneva Convention and was a deeply immoral way to wage war.


The profound tremor that went through American society starting in about 1965 was not just about the Vietnam War. Some deep wellsprings of dissatisfaction, petulance, and irritability were tapped by the war. All at once, everything about American society—from its “materialism” to its supposed “militarism”—was decried and despised. While there had always been critics of America, and while the brief popularity of Communism was understandable during the Great Depression, this shudder of revulsion for all aspects of American life came at a time of abundance and domestic progress. While leftist opinion had certainly held the United States in low regard for most of the century, in the mid-1960s, leftist anti-Americanism went mainstream. They condemned America for its poverty and at the same time for its consumerism. They demanded (and got) sexual license and grade inflation. They despised what they perceived as the drudgery of bourgeois life. Hillary Clinton, a Wellesley graduate in 1969, was typical of the young leftists of her day. In her much heralded graduation speech, she announced that the unimaginative, middle-class life her parents’ generation had led was unacceptable. They would seek instead “more ecstatic” ways of experiencing the world.


The flavor of campus “protests” (many were really riots) was captured by Mark Rudd, leader of the “uprising” at Columbia University, in which radical students occupied five campus buildings for a week in 1968. Speaking to the university president, Rudd proclaimed, “You call for order and respect for authority; we call for justice, freedom, and socialism . . . . There is only one thing left to say. It may sound nihilistic to you, since it is the opening shot in a war of liberation. I’ll use the words of [Black Panther] LeRoi Jones, whom I’m sure you don’t like a lot: ‘Up against the wall, m——f——. This is a stick up.’ ”12


Sympathy for Communism in the 1930s had many roots, not all of them disreputable. Some were attracted to Communism because its brutality gave them a thrill. But others joined the Communist Party out of the sincere, if misguided, hope that it would free mankind from age-old curses—poverty, ignorance, and want.


But sympathy for Communism in the 1960s was quite different. The New Left was aware of Communism’s failures, its treachery, its tortures, and its murders. Their sympathy for Communism (they usually substituted the word “socialism”) was an outgrowth of hatred for the United States. For the Left (and this came to encompass a significant part of the Democratic Party), the Vietnam War was immoral— probably the most immoral war in human history—and America as a nation was a depraved predator whose power represented a danger to the rest of the world.


The Vietnam War was actually not very different from the war in Korea that preceded it by a decade. Korea, too, was a civil war halfway around the world in which the United States had no direct interests at stake. Napalm was used. South Korea, like South Vietnam, was far from a model democracy. The Korean War involved severe civilian suffering, as most wars do. And yet there was no antiwar movement in the 1950s, and no doubting of the essential justice of the war effort. Why?


One reason is that President Eisenhower privately threatened the North Koreans with nuclear war when he negotiated an armistice, which meant that the war was over in three years.13
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