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192 Meeting the Communist Threat

Another obstacle stems from the adulatory, best-selling mem-
oirs and biographies penned by Kennedy’s aides. They cover his
blemishes with the cosmetic cream of hero worship, perpetuat-
ing a Kennedy legend. But that legend now wobbles in the face
of a fuller documentary record. The books and fawning mes-
sages of Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., Kenneth O’Donnell, Pierre

) Sa!mgcr, and Theodore Sorensen have been sub]ected to search- .

ing study, and the Kennedy who emerges appears less.and less
to be the cool-headed, far-sighted crisis manager they have
depicted.

We must also grapple with the queshon of rhetoric. JFK said
so many grand things so elegantly. One can easily get caught up
in the eloquent phrasing and noble appeals to human uplift and
overlook contradictions between word and deed or the coercive
components of American foreign policy. Kennedy also said so
many hackneyed things so superficially, both publicly and
privately. He often spoke of the “Communist offensive” or the
“free world” as monoliths, ignoring complexities. Kennedy
defenders like Schlesinger ask us to dismiss such statements as
mere political rhetoric or as State Department “boilerplate.” It
seems more sensible to conclude that Kennedy said what he
meant and mearit what he said. Besides, what he said is what
the Soviets and others heard.

Ambiguity also dogs us. Kennedy's foreign policy was a
mixture of sincere idealism and traditional anti-Communist
fervor. The President sent Peace Corps volunteers into needy
and appreciative villages in Latin America to grow food. But he
also sent the Green Berets into Southeast Asia, where they
helped destroy village life. We are left, then, with part hawk and
part dove — an administration which had serious doubts about
the cliches of the Cold War but never shed them.

The assassination poses another interpretive obstacle. Ken-
nedy admirers have asked us not to judge him by his accom-
plishments but rather by his intentions, for, they have argued,
had he not been removed from his appointed journey so
tragically in 1963, his good intentions. would have reached
fruition. The first 12 to 18 months of any presidency constitute

a learning or trial period; and truly successful Presidents need :

two terms to achieve their goals. Put another way, Kennedy
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would have gained experience, been chastened by crisis, and
become educated to follow a more temperate and less traditional
Cold War diplomacy had he lived and won re-election in 1964.
We cannot be sure, but we do know what he did in the thousand
days of his administration to help stimulate a rash of diplomatic
crises in such a very short time.

Finally, as historians we must contend with the difficulty of
emphasis, of choosing between different roads that lead to an
understanding of the Kennedy years. We can, for example,
emphasize the world the President faced—a bellowing Nikita
Khrushchev, independent-minded leaders like de Gaulle, neu-
tralism, national liberation movements, guerrilla wars, and
many newly freed, internally divided, and unstable states in the
Third World. We can, in other words, stress that the crises of the
early 1960s derived from external forces, perhaps beyond any
man'’s comprehension or mastery. ‘

Or, for a second road, we might highlight, as Schlesinger has
done in his book, Robert Kennedy and His Times, the decision-
making environment in Washington, D.C., that brought trou-
bles to the President’s diplomacy. Schlesinger blames the CIA as
a runaway, out-of-control agency that did not tell the President
what it was doing abroad to undermine and topple govern-
ments. He chides, furthermore, conservative congressmen and
senators who gave Kennedy little room to relax the Cold War,
and State Department bureaucrats who obstructed imaginative
change. And he censures the military—the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
and warriors like Curtis Lemay, Edwin A. Walker, and Maxwell
Taylor—for advocating an aggressive, hawkish foreign policy.
In short, suggests this point of view, Kennedy should be praised
for keeping the adventuresome hawks in check, for curbing
their warmongering appetite for even more crises.

A third route we might take is to look at the man and his
advisers, to delineate their ideas, their styles, their goals, for,
although the world was a menacing one, it had long been so,

- and the noise from Moscow had not really changed in kind, but

in volume. And, although Kennedy probably did restrain some
militarists, there was enough activism, militancy, and zeal for
Cold War victory in Kennedy himself and in his close advisers to
suggest that historians need to fathom them and their reading of
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194 Meeting the Communist Threat

the national interest to render a thorough accounting of 1960s
foreign policy. :

Kennedy once said that one man “can make a difference.””
We may quibble with such an emphasis on individuals in
history. It obscures the basic continuity in American foreign
policy, the traditional expansionism and interventionism
spawned by a liberal ideology and by the real economic and
strategic needs of a large, industrial power with global interests.
Kennedy did not represent a sharp break with the past or a
uniqueness in the fundamental tenents of American foreign
policy. Yet the different methods he chose to meet the Commu-
nist threat, the personal characteristics of his diplomacy, did
matter in heating up the Cold War, threatening nuclear war, and
implanting the United States in the Third World as never before.

What made Kennedy's foreign policy tick? First, the historical
imperatives of experience and ideology which linked Kennedy's
generation to a past of compelling lessons. Second, the conspic-
uous style, personality, and mood of the President and his
advisers, who were determined to win the Cold War by bold
action. And third, counter-revolutionary thought, best summa-
rized by the phrases “nation-building” and “modernization,”
demanding a high degree of activism in the Third World. “The
differenice between the Kennedy and Eisenhower administra-
tions,” Special Assistant Walt W. Rostow has written, “is not
one of 180 degrees. The difference was a shift from defensive
reaction to initiative. . . . 2

The first explanation, the power of historical conditioning,
derives from the truism that we are creatures of our pasts, that
long-held assumptions, traditional behavior, and habits tug at
us in the present. John F. Kennedy and his advisers were
captives of an influential past. They constituted the political
generation of the 1940s, and they often flashed back to that
decade for reference points. Many of them came to political

A

maturity during World War II and the early years of the Cold .3
War. Kennedy himself served during the Second World Waron

PT 109 and was elected to Congress in 1946, just a few months !

before the enunciation of the Truman Doctrine. Kennedy and

his advisers were members of what we might call the “contain-. .3
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’

ment generation,” which enjoyed what they considered the
triumphs of aid to Greece and Turkey, the Marshall Plan, the
Berlin Blockade crisis, NATO, and Point Four. ’
'I:hey also suffered the frustration of Jiang Jieshi's collapse in
China and the stalemate of the Korean War. When asked in 1963
whefher he would reduce aid to South Vietnam, the President
replied that he would not. “Strongly in our mind is what
ha;‘wpened in the case of China at the end of World War II, where
China was lost. . . . We don’t want that.” Indeed, in 1949
Songressman Kennedy had blasted President Truman for the
lo§s" of China and had also criticized Franklin D. Roosevelt for
selling out to the Russians at the Yalta Conference.

- Kennedy's “containment generation” imbibed several lessons
from the postwar years of the Soviet-American confrontation:
toughness against Communism works; a nation must negotiate.
from strength; precautions must be taken to avoid cdmpromises
or se.ll-outs in negotiations; Communism was monolithic; Com-
munism was a cancer feeding on poverty and economic dislo-
cation; Communism had to be contained through counter-force
on a global scale; revolutions and civil wars were usually
Communist-inspired or exploited by Communists; and a pow-
erful United States, almost alone, had the duty to protect a
_threalened world. Some of these lessons were exaggerated
ill-defined, superficial, or downright mistaken, yet a generatior;
of Ame.ricans committed them to memory in the 1940s. That

. generation, once in positions of governmental authority in the
. 1960s, constantly looked back to that earlier decade for inspira-
tion and guidelines.

Kennedy also tapped that generation for his administration’s

v personnel. The carry-over of ideas and public servants from the

. Truman period to the Kennedy era is strikin
g- Secretary of State
Dean Rusk had been an Assistant Secretary of Sla?t'e under

-@o= . Truman. McGeorge Bundy, Kennedy's bright, persuasive Spe-

5 ; cial Assistant for National Security Affairs, like Kennedy a little
; over forty years old, was Captain Bundy during World War 11
fivhad a hand in the Marshall Plan, and had developed closé

relations with Henry L. Stimson and Dean Acheson. Bundy
vealed that “he had come to accept what he had learned from
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208 Meeting the Communist Threat

not pay proper attention to the world’s diversity and complex-
ity, the multitude of indigenous forces, the varied traditions of
other cultures, the entrenched position of native elites, and the
persuasive appeals of insurgent, nationalistic leftists. It is re-
markable how blindly ignorant Rostow and other officials were
of foreign cultures when they chose to project the American
experience onto others. They ultimately found out that eco-
nomic growth-and democracy do not necessarily go hand-in-
hand, that the middle class could be selfish or did not exist at all,
that some nations had no tradition of liberal politics, that not all
insurgencies were Communist, and that rebels, close to their
nation’s pulse, believed deeply in their cause and would suffer
great sacrifices to gain success. In a revealing question, some-
body once asked why “their”. Vietnamese fought better than
“our” Vietnamese? ,

- The nation-building concept also over-estimated the power of
the United States to shape other nations. It assumed that young
men and women from Oregon, lowa, Connecticut, and North
Carolina could manage “natives” abroad, .much as they had
done in the Philippines at the turn of the century or in Latin
America through the early twentieth century. But unable to
force reform on others, they often ended up violating American
principles by supporting the elite or the military or by trying to

-topple regimes, such as that of Ngo Dinh Diem in Vietnam.
Strategic hamlets, part of counterinsurgency in Vietnam, proved
to be disruptive of village life. Villagers bitterly resented reset-
tlement. The Vietcong appeared to be Robin Hoods. The con-

cept assumed further that the United States had an obligation to .
cope with insurgencies everywhere. It made few distinctions
between areas key and peripheral to American national interest.
It did not define the “threat” carefully; it tried to do too much;
it was globalism gone rampant..

The concept also possessed a pro-capitalist, private-enterprise
bias, because it favored “private” development. But in the Third
World that method was traditionally identified with exploita-
tion, and developing nations were bent upon gaining control
over their own natural resources. Finally, nation-building did
not estimate the strain that would be placed .on ‘American
resources and patience in this long-term, global role as’ police-
man, social worker, and teacher. It tended to take for granted
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the American people and the constitutional system, including
congressional prerogatives in policymaking. Overall, then, the
revered, clinical concepts of the Kennedy Administration
bumped up against a host of realities. Arthur M. Schlesinger,
Jr., came to regret the administration’s fascination with counter-
insurgency—"a mode of warfare for which Americans were
ill-adapted, which nourished an American belief in the capacity
and right to intervene in foreign lands, and which was both
corrupting in method and futile in effect.”® :

The Kennedy Administration, propelled by Cold War history,
by its own bumptious “can-do” style, and by its grandiose the-
ories for world revival, bequeathed a dubious legacy in foreign
policy. Would JFK have changed had he lived? It seems unlikely.
He would have had to fire the hard-line advisers who persistently
clung to their theories. The Cold War was too ingrained in Ken-

" nedy’s own experience to permit much adjustment. Itis not likely

that he would have shed his penchant for personalization or
boldness. And, like all people who must make decisions they
need to justify, he would probably have persisted in defending
his mistakes with the distortions necessary.

He temporarily quieted the crisis in Laos and followed a

cautious policy in the Congo, and just before his death Kennedy -

had doubts about Vietnam and about the rigidities of his Cold
War stance. His June 1963 address at American University is
often cited as the example of his change of heart, for therein he
expressed an uneasiness with high weapons expenditures,
called for a re-examination of American Cold War attitudes,

%' suggested that conflict with the Soviet Union was not inevitable,

and appealed for disarmament. It was a high-minded speech
and suggested a willingness to negotiate—one product of which
was the Test Ban Treaty. Still, “one speech is not enough,” as
Kennan has remarked.* This speech was not typical of Ken-
nedy or his advisers, many of whom stayed on to work with

.. President Lyndon B. Johnson.

More typical are other elements of the Kennedy legacy: an

. arms race of massive proportion and fear, reflected in the bomb

shelter craze that Kennedy encouraged; a tremendous enlarge-

; ment of the American nuclear arsenal, even after Kennedy

discovered that there was no “missile gap”; neglect of tradi-

tional diplomacy, as in the Cuban missile crisis; escalation in
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Vietnam; a globalism of overcommitment. Kennedy showed a %% .
distinct impatience with the philosophy of “doing little or  J§ 1 1
nothing.” As Anthony Hartley has concluded: “The style of the
Kennedy diplomacy excluded the attentive watching and pa- 3% )
tient waiting which are the secret of a successful foreign > . -
policy.”®® Kennedy also continued concentration of foreign : QueStloanlg the Vl@tnam War:
Rohcy dgcnsxon-f'nakmg in the White House and fed tl.1e impe- i Isolatlonlsm Revisited

rial presidency.” Congress was not even informally informed, -
for example, that the United States intended to attack a sover-
eign nation at the Bay of Pigs.

The Kennedy team exaggerated the threat posed to the United
States by insurgencies and the Soviet Union, clouded distinc-
tions between Communists and insurgents by espousing the
“domino theory,” and adhered to the simple “zero-sum game”
view of world politics that a victory for Communists anywhere
represented a loss for the United States. An increasingly critical
but still good-humored Galbraith wrote the President in March

_1962: “Incidentally, who is the man in your administration who
decides what countries are strategic? 1 would like to have his
name and address and ask him what is so important about this
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Warrior simply because he was pressured by recalcitrant right-
wingers, a Cold War Congress, or an out-of-control bureaucra-
cy, or because he was bound by inherited—and failed—Eisen-
hower policies. Kennedy believed in Cold War dogmas. himself
and gave them a new vigor. He was thus not only a maker of /{4
history but a victim of it. Arrogance, ignorance, and impatience, ;
combined with the familiar exaggerations of Soviet capabilities
and intentions, helped make the world a more dangerous plac
than when he took office.

reform efforts, including Pres;i

- Society, became crippledg as te}:d

¢+ and attentions. American polit;
Icans became disaffected, dist

lied to them—and would agai

by Vietnam persuaded John

‘ .' no precise begi ;

. real estate in the space age. What strength do we gain from i3 iy Were driven agi-?,;]:;yg;:::id no end until 1975, when Americans
alliance with an incompetent government [in Vietnam] and a -{} { By official count, over 5818n0bly from their embassy in Saigon
people who are so largely indifferent to their own salvation? Lv i Well over a m'll'c'm eop] »000 Americans died in the conflict
Some of his decisions puzzle me.”’%® The Kennedy Administra- ‘243! Laos, and Vietnam I'; :Fl" e in the small countries of Cambodia
tion, as well, continued a tired, antiquated policy of non- “" billion to wage warF:n Sso eti The U'.uted States spent some $200
recognition toward the People’s Republic of China, even as the " ZHa; . that amount in future veltl east Asia, and will pay out close to

. 0 - . . : :.‘ e .
Sino-Soviet split wndened.. .- ‘ol expenditures fueled mﬂahoranshbeneﬁts. The tremendous war
The world was not plastic, the 1960s were not the 1940s, and i 2l And there was what n at home, wrenching the econom
Kennedy's style of toughness was more appropriate to the : potential gains never re:ﬁ:"gmlsts call “opportunity cost”
football field than to diplomacy. Kennedy did not act like a Cold* S&fgt in the war. The civil i het because resources were invested
: 4 * gnts
3

war increasingly absorbed funds-
s became wounded too: Amer-
rustful of leaders who, jt seemed
n. The political storms churned u :
Son to shun running for anotheg
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