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Liberty or Death: The Cold War as 
US Ideology 

Anders Stephanson 

A few weeks after Harry Truman announced his' Doctrine' in March 1947, 
Dean Acheson went to Mississippi to give an address about the need for 
economic assistance to Europe. Joseph M. Jones, who had drafted much 
of the speech on Acheson's instructions, would later call the event 'history
making', a crucial part of that heroic moment in the spring of 1947 when 
US policy changed emphatically for the better and grand deeds were 
accomplished. The point of Acheson's speech was that without restored 
prosperity in important but now devastated economies abroad there would 
be no stability in the world and ultimately no security for the United States. 
It was an argument about political economy combined with a predictable 
exhortation to action. Attached to it was also a set of allusions, already 
obligatory, to the new Cold War frame of the Truman Doctrine. Thus 
Acheson spoke of the imperative to aid 'free peoples' who were struggling 
to maintain their independence, democracy and freedom 'against totalitar
ian pressures'. I 

Acheson was addressing the Delta Council, which is described in Fifteen 
Weeks, Jones's well-known book of the mid-1950s, as 'a remarkable 
organization of farmers and small businessmen'. The Council, in Jones's 
view, had been a driving force behind much of the economic diversification 
that had turned the Delta into 'one of the most progressive and prosperous 
regions in the South'. Acheson himself writes in his memoirs of 'pictures
que but ramshackle shanties giving way to neat, well-fenced farms and 
painted houses' and remembers the occasion as 'an easy-going, good
natured, shirt-sleeved, thoroughly American one'. 2 

An American occasion it may well have been but perhaps not in the sense 
Acheson had in mind. The Delta Council was in fact, as the most recent 
historian of the region puts it, 'an advocacy organization for the large
scale planting and business interests'. One is not surprised to learn that 
it was lily white in composition and segregationist in spirit. A leading 
member typically called it 'a striking example of democracy at work', it 
being open to 'any white person'. In the elections a year later, 95 percent 
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82 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

of this progressive region voted for 'Dixiecrats', extreme white suprema
cists within a US culture mired in white supremacy.} 

Several things interest me about this episode. There is, as already implied, 
the obvious hypocrisy of Acheson's language, the appeal to global prin
ciples of democracy and freedom amidst a Southern regime dedicated to 
apartheid and racial oppression. More intriguing is the question of whether 
he failed to see the contradiction in 1947 or chose to ignore it. When he 
composed his memoirs in the late 1960s, a decade of bitter, sometimes 
lethal struggles over civil rights, he must surely have seen the problem; but 
he may just have found it impolitic to bring it up. For his memoirs were 
meant to counteract the 'mood of depression, disillusion and withdrawal' 
among youth in the 1960s, so Acheson wanted to tell a contrasting 'tale of 
large conceptions, great achievements, and some failures'.4 

Such an intentional silence would have been quite in character, for 
Acheson did not much care about his rhetorical means as long as his 
strategic ends were accomplished. His most immediate object in Missis
sippi was to generate support for what would eventually become the 
Marshall Plan. There was also the long-term aim of putting the United 
States systematically into the world in a properly leading position once and 
for all. Such circumstances demanded hyperbole. One might thus read 
his binary language in an entirely 'tactical' way, as necessary ideological 
ornamentation or the kind of 'complexity reduction' required by any 
new system in need of distinguishing itself. Even the more ardent Harry S. 
Truman, in casting the Cold War as a struggle of freedom against totali
tarianism, had acknowledged in an underhanded way that his grand 
abstraction had asterisks, hinting that the democratic credentials of Greece 
were not perhaps altogether in order and contenting himself with referring 
to Turkey, the other designated target of military aid, merely as an 'inde
pendent and economically sound state' in need of 'modernization'. It did 
not take a cynical observer, moreover, to see that, beyond Truman's 
division of the world into two antagonistic forms of life, what was 'really' 
at stake at that moment was the strategic importance of the Eastern 
Mediterranean: geopolitics in other words.5 

A strategic analysis, however reductionist, seems to have a certain 'local' 
validity here then. The central difficulty, after all, for US policymakers who 
think of themselves as 'internationalist' has always been that the outside 
matters a great deal less to the United States than the other way around. 
Thus the unending quest to justify actions abroad in a way that makes sense 
to the public, or more precisely, to sufficiently large segments of the 
dispersed ruling class as represented in the dispersed political system. It so 
happened here, as Acheson was keenly aware, that the local ruling class of 
the cotton kingdom was atypically connected to the world and hence 
receptive in principle to his economic logic. Yet he felt compelled ultimately 
to put the matter in Truman's dichotomous terms. A purely instrumental 
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view of ideology as rhetorical means to strategic ends misses the question, 
then, of why 'internationalists' deployed the particular political language 
they did and how they came to 'inhabit' it. 

From slavery to totalitarianism 

The historical peculiarities involved were brought home to me forcefully 
when I reread NSC (National Security Council directive) 68 recently. Three 
years after Truman's original binary, 'slavery' had replaced 'totalitarianism', 
a modern neologism, as the central antithesis of 'freedom'. NSC 68, shortly 
to be given foundational status by the Korean War, revolves indeed almost 
obsessively around the epic struggle between 'freedom and slavery' - a 
charged thematic in US history. Would it perhaps have affected Acheson's 
address to the Delta Council? To speak sternly of the need for a universal 
struggle against 'slavery' in Mississippi would (one imagines) have triggered 
mixed feelings among the audience. Yet I was also reminded that numerous 
propagandists of the revolutionary era, in attacking the putatively despotic 
attempts of George III to enslave the colonies, did not stop to consider 
very long, if at all, the central, indeed decisive, role of actually existing 
slavery in colonial economy and society. Not everyone, it turned out, was 
born free in the land of the free or was invested with any inalienable rights; 
but this did not prevent the most uninhibited appeals to such universal 
principles or induce much sense of contradiction, paradox, and irony.6 

These initial observations and questions occasioned second thoughts on 
an earlier attempt that addressed, in part and from another angle, freedom 
and slavery in the context of the Cold War. That analysis had been 
prompted by the odd absence within Cold War historiography of any 
extensive thought on what precisely it was that made the Cold War a Cold 
War. The focus, however, was on the polarity between war and peace: it 
seemed that one might begin to disentangle the concept by asking what 
sort of surrender it presupposed. Following the acute Walter Lippmann, 
who made the term a concept, I took the US refusal after mid-1947 to 
engage in normal diplomacy as the defining element in the Cold War; 
and I saw this in turn as a development of the concept of 'unconditional 
surrender', taken directly from the Civil War, that Franklin D. Roosevelt 
had set forth on the eve of the American entry into World War II. He 
proposed, simply put, that because peace for dictators was really just a 
covert war, one could never achieve peace with them through negotiation, 
only by liquidation. This is the thinking that, when translated to the post-
1947 period, made it possible for the authors of NSC 68 to intimate that 
the Soviet Union had initiated the Cold War just by being the Soviet Union 
and to argue that any negotiations would have to be postponed until the 
moment (endlessly deferred) when the West had achieved such a position 
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of strength that it could dictate terms. I then argued that the Cold War 
ended in 1963, when the Kennedy regime 'recognized' the Soviet Union as 
a legitimate great power and thus laid the foundation for detente (the 
preconditions being the Sino-Soviet split, the apparently final division of 
Germany, and, above all, the experience of the Cuban Missile Crisis).7 

Taking that analysis as a given, then, I want to push the matter further 
by asking not so much what made the Cold War a Cold War but what made 
it into a specifically ~merican' one. My wager is that just as Roosevelt's 
reference to the Civil War was not merely one of his typical whims, the 
related appearance of 'freedom and slavery' in NSC 68 signifies something 
more than empty rhetoric. The latter trope has a long genealogy in the 
United States, going back beyond the Civil War through the Revolution 
into the seventeenth century. It represents, in fact, a deep and extended 
tradition. Far more intricate than any simple Manichaeanism, that tradi
tion fuses (in the main) radical Protestantism with classical republican and 
liberal thought, generating a specifically ~merican' language of politics, 
unthinkable anywhere else. It is a language of evil plots, sins and sinners, 
demons and saviors, corruption and redemption, dramatic choices in the 
name of humanity by anointed leaders on the edge of the abyss. And it is, 
also, a language about freedom and slavery and unconditional surrender. 
Since this peculiar vocabulary is also what, in my view, came to define the 
Cold War, it seems worthwhile to attempt to chart it, as part perhaps of a 
more general quest for the sources of the US conduct. Is there, I ask, more 
than a superficial connection between Patrick Henry's 'Give me liberty or 
give me death' and 'Better dead than red'.8 

My central reference point for this necessarily sketchy essay will remain 
NSC 68, the always useful Kennan intermittently providing auxiliary 
materials for contrast. It should be underlined that I do not intend to give 
a 'full' analysis of NSC 68 and its many tensions and contradictions. 
Rather, I read it exclusively in terms of how its organizing thematic of 
'freedom and slavery' relates to a wider historical tradition that perhaps 
can best be described as 'freedom under siege'. Such an exploration, it 
should be added, goes against the grain of much recent speculation on the 
Cold War which tends to focus on the Eastern side of the equation - as 
though the only controversial aspect regarding the Western side is the 
adequacy of its response. 

Freedom and slavery in the American image 

Freedom and slavery form a conceptual field in which the agents of the 
negative pole take on more than one guise: tyranny, despotism, and totali
tarianism, to name the most prominent that are used interchangeably in 
the 1940s and 1950s. Yet the first principle, the overdetermining a priori so 
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THE COLD WAR AS AMERICAN IDEOLOGY 85 

to speak, is not the negation, or the specific threat emanating from it or 
even 'freedom' as such - a master signifier that has taken on quite different 
concrete meanings and forms in US history. 9 The first principle, rather, is 
the dynamic notion that freedom is always already under threat, internally 
as well as externally, and that it must be defended by those so called upon. 
Freedom (or 'liberty') is understood as independence, as not being depen
dent on the will of any outside power. This state is natural, something 
innately given. Any loss of freedom, any movement in the direction of 
dependence, is defined as 'slavery'. Such dependence/slavery does not have 
to be actual: the very threat of arbitrary imposition on the still independent 
self is a form of slavery because it is a constriction, a diminution, of 
autonomy. 10 The NSC 68 version of this posits that slavery cannot tolerate 
the very existence of freedom as an idea and must systemically attempt 
its liquidation. Freedom and its vanguard defender are thus 'mortally 
challenged by the Soviet system' precisely because diversity and openness 
are inherently unacceptable to that system in turn. II 

There are at least four partly overlapping sources for this notion, in one 
way or another traceable to England in the seventeenth century. First and 
foremost, there is the Judeo-Christian component which takes two forms. 
'Man' is free and has rights to liberty because he is made in the image of 
God, who is the very definition of independence. This is then coupled with 
the powerful narrative, much intensified by the radical Reformation, about 
the persecuted remnant struggling to represent God's righteousness on 
earth until redemption and the final judgment take place. The outside is 
evil and evil is by definition hostile and expansive. To confront and struggle 
against it, however, is not to mix but to suppress and extinguish. As Calvin 
declared: 'It is the godly man's duty to abstain from all familiarity with the 
wicked, and not to enmesh himself with them in any voluntary relation
ship.' Crucially, however, the evil outside is potentially also present on the 
inside, if nothing else because we are sinners. 

The history of the given community can then be written in terms of a 
series of apostasies, regenerations, and subsequent returns to first 
principles. To lead a Christian life, meanwhile, is always to resist the ever
present threat of the Devil or Antichrist. The latter 'impostor' becomes 
an archetype in Protestant thought. The Pope is his first incarnation. For 
the English, more particularly, it is the Pope's successive agents, the great 
powers Spain and France, that come to fill the role. For the wayward 
descendants of this view in New England, however, Antichrist would 
eventually appear in the guise of London itself; but by then 'anti-popery' 
had already blended with the general attack on 'tyranny' and 'superstition'. 
Various anti-Catholic movements, however, will recur in the United States 
until the Cold War finally makes Catholicism truly 'American' (and thus 
makes possible, if only barely, the election of the one and only Catholic 
president). 12 
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The classical republican tradition, a strong and surviving one in the 
political language of the United States, is cyclical and more 'internalist' in 
that freedom, indissolubly linked to community virtue, is always under 
threat from the inherent tendency to corruption and degeneration. It is a 
story about decline and fall, the central analytical reference being the fate 
of Rome. In the best of cases the story continues with regeneration and a 
return to virtue. Americans of the eighteenth and nineteenth century often 
imagined that they had escaped from this infernal historical trap, the 
continental expanse offering the stage for the final victory of liberty: 
instead of being a source of corruption, expansion becomes a safeguard 
against it. 13 

Such self-confident visions became more rare or at least more ambiva
lent in the twentieth century. As NSC 68 laments, a free society is 
vulnerable 

in that it is easy for people to lapse into excesses - the excesses of a 
permanently open mind wishfully waiting for evidence that evil 
design may become noble purpose, the excess of faith becoming 
prejudice, the excess of tolerance degenerating into indulgence of 
conspiracy and the excess of resorting to suppression when more 
moderate measures are not only more appropriate but more effective. 

However, with a huge military buildup in mind, Paul Nitze and his co
authors are in this regard far more optimistic than George Kennan, Nitze's 
predecessor, for whom domestic ignorance, the corruptions of mass con
sumption and evils of laxity offered the materials for a veritable Jeremiad 
on domestic decline, a threat ultimately far more important to him than 
the actual Soviet one. 14 

The 'modern' liberal discourse on individual freedom, emerging in the 
American Revolution and becoming fully articulated in the nineteenth 
century, is significant here chiefly because of its view of government and 
the role this view plays in the proliferating talk about 'freedom' in the 1930s 
and onwards. Liberty is individual liberty unconstrained by government 
except under the rule of (minimal) law. Power is assumed intrinsically to 
expand, encroach, and corrupt, none more so than centralized state power. 
Government as a phenomenon is therefore not only to be rigorously 
restricted in scope, it is by definition always too big, whence it follows that 
it is also always suspect. Interventionist 'liberals' from the Progressive Era 
on contest this view in the name of sound management, republican com
munity, countervailing forces to new and gigantic forms of private power, 
and so forth. 

The massive expansion of state authority in the New Deal then turns 
this conflict into a remarkably polemical one: the 'conservative' or, more 
accurately, classical liberal reaction to Roosevelt centers on endangered 
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THE COLD WAR AS AMERICAN IDEOLOGY 87 

individual and entrepreneurial liberty, after which much of the politics 
of the Depression comes to revolve discursively around that problem. 
Roosevelt appropriates this language with great skill and turns it against 
his accusers, expanding the notion of what it is to be free to include the 
right to minimal social and economic security and, famously, railing 
against the despotism of economic royalists. This conception is then 
readily available to him when he wants to explain to the US public in 
1939--41 what is taking place abroad. By connecting lawless aggression 
with the narrative of the Civil War and the eternal struggle everywhere 
against creeping tyranny, Roosevelt was able to articulate his long-term 
goals in terms of the 'four freedoms'. Not until these had been everywhere 
secured would the struggle end (as would indeed history). 15 

A final aspect of 'freedom under siege' is less pronounced in our context 
but worth mentioning because it lurks somewhere beneath the surface 
throughout. It is the idea of ancient Anglo-Saxon liberties. The eighteenth
century argument (of which Thomas Jefferson was a strong proponent) 
locates the origin of the celebrated ancient English liberties, which the 
American colonists were presumably fatally about to lose, in the tribal 
origins of the Teutons. History since the early Middle Ages can then be 
told as a series of 'usurpations' by alien forces such as the Normans, or, 
alternatively, by domestic, power-hungry tyrants and other corrupting 
interests, ever-present threats against which the defenders of ancient 
freedoms must ceaselessly struggle. In the nineteenth century this narrative 
becomes deeply enmeshed with quasi-scientific racism and eventually it is 
submerged in a more general, sometimes overtly imperialist, discourse on 
'civilization'. 16 

What is common to these four dispositions is the imperative of vigilance 
for the sake of preserving freedom (in every sense), as well as the con
comitant idea that any loss of freedom is slavery. As the United States is 
defined as the repository of freedom, any threat to it is a threat of enslave
ment and is against the basic principles of humankind. Any conflict, 
consequently, tends to become a question of antagonistic 'ways of life' (to 
paraphrase the Truman Doctrine). Hence, too, the otherwise peculiar 
presumption of something called 'the American way' and the auxiliary, 
more sinister, thesis that something or someone can be 'un-American'. 

The negative agent 

I now want to explore the character of the negative agent, which is more 
of a structural position than anything 'real'. Not that it is devoid of reality, 
but its function is largely derived from the assumption that freedom is 
under perpetual threat. While the structural space of enmity remains a 
constant, various concrete targets can fill it. Thus the enslaving tyrant has 
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88 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

shifted from (to name but a few) King George III, whose 'long train of 
abuses and usurpations' aimed to subjugate the colonies 'under absolute 
Despotism', to the scheming slave power in the 1850s, to autocracy in 
general and Germany in particular during World War I, to Kremlin
directed world communism after 1947.17 

As NSC 68 would have it, the enslaving agent is bound by his very nature 
to destroy freedom and to that extent he is defined by the latter rather than 
in his own terms. Freedom is always about independence and what drives 
tyranny to enslave is the functional need to rid the world of any such 
autonomous sources of potential opposition, inside as well as outside. 
Consequently, the system is relentlessly searching to destroy what is not 
identical to itself. Tyranny is, however, also inherently unstable, for it is 
based in the end on the arbitrary will of the one rather than on the 
impersonal, constraining rule of law, the precondition of any free system. 
We recognize much of this analysis from Kennan's early Cold War 
writings; NSC 68 repeats it in cruder form. 

Kennan, incidentally, also articulates an older, Christian theme in this 
context. One ought not to complain too much about the evil deeds of the 
Kremlin, he says at the end of the X Article, but be grateful instead 

to a Providence which, by providing the American people with this 
implacable challenge, has made their entire security as a nation 
dependent on their pulling themselves together and accepting the 
responsibilities of moral and political leadership that history plainly 
intended them to bear. 

Evil is a challenge, in short, sent by God to punish his people for their 
sundry misdeeds and to provide them, ingeniously, with a threat that 
will serve to regenerate them - if they choose to do the right thing. The 
same providentialist argument - a standard Christian explanation (against 
Manichaean heresies) for the existence of evil in a world supposedly 
governed by an omnipotent God - tends to appear throughout colonial 
and US history whenever a threat or crisis of difference occurs. Kennan's 
point, interestingly, follows his critique of the Soviet regime for its structural 
need of enemies and messianic belief in its own special place in history. IR 

The diagnosis of arbitrariness, lawlessness, and usurpation of liberties 
is to no little degree derived from classical antiquity and especially the kind 
of aristocratic critique of individual power-grabbing one finds in Cicero -
though it is mediated through neo-Roman thinkers such as Machiavelli. 
There is, however, a related but more immediate source of particular 
relevance here, namely Montesquieu. In the mid-seventeenth century he 
originated the concept of the 'oriental despot', mostly as a coded warning 
(in the name of moderate aristocracy) that the French monarchy was 
deviating into a form of 'Asiatic despotism' . Voltaire, more favorably dis
posed toward both the East and absolute monarchy, said of Montesquieu's 
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concept that he had 'made for himself a hideous phantom in order to fight 
against it' .19 

This hideous phantom (for it had very little to do with the actually 
existing Ottoman Empire, its chief referent) is sharply divided. On the one 
hand, there is the all-powerful despot, on the other, his totally anonymous 
subjects, counting for nothing. They prostrate themselves before his every 
whim, before a despotic will that is wholly arbitrary, lawless, and unpre
dictable. The result is random executions and torture. The system is devoid 
of legitimacy and works in the exclusive interest of its secretive ruler. 
Montesquieu also claims (following Aristotle) that despotic power is irre
versible: it can be crushed from outside or collapse under its own internal 
contradictions but, crucially, it will not evolve into non-despotism. To this 
image he adds the Oriental lust for goods and sex.20 That last luridness 
aside, however, his account could stand as a fairly accurate summary of 
the US analysis of Stalin's regime. 

Montesquieu's contrast between east and west eventually becomes an 
integral part of the emerging liberal argument about legitimacy, law, and 
contracts. A legitimate as opposed to arbitrary social order is defined by 
the degree to which members of civil society are understood to have had 
a say in its construction, consented to it, and thus sanctioned its laws. Hence 
the colonial idea in the 1770s that George III was really only a representa
tive, the 'Chief Magistrate' of the empire, and that any monarchical 
imposition was therefore despotism, usurpation, and slavery, illegitimate 
acts against which one had the natural right, conceptually speaking, to 
commit regicide. Members of a properly legitimate order, by contrast, are 
obliged by their theoretical participation through representation to follow 
the given rules, which is why, presumably, this is a stable system as opposed 
to the 'artificial' and essentially fragile structure of despotism. To break 
the rules is thus criminal to the point of treason, constituting in principle 
nothing less than an exit from society altogether and the forfeit of all rights 
to equal status. Extra-legal opposition, consequently, can be treated and 
punished harshly as criminality. 'No liberty for the enemies of liberty', as 
the old Jacobin apothegm of Saint-Just would have it. 21 

A similar notion of obligation can then be extended by later liberals to 
something imagined as the 'international community'. The coalition of 
World War II, I think, was grasped in the United States as an embryonic 
form of 'international community' in that contractual sense. When the 
Soviet Union was then seen lawlessly to break the given agreements - 'not 
living up to Yalta' - one could reclassify it as just another treacherous 
gangster regime that had to be liquidated, or, barring that, kept rigidly 
within its bounds, whilst the United States would reorganize and order the 
vast part of the now truncated 'one world' that remained 'free' or at least 
potentially so. The contractual theory of liberal 'society' served in that 
sense to exacerbate the negative view of the Soviet adversary. 
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Kennan, in his more historical moods, possibly under Gibbon's 
influence, sometimes fell into orientalist themes; 22 but the 'despotic' matrix 
otherwise became part and parcel of a more general image of a particular 
form of antithetical, non-Western power. A striking contradictory division 
marks this image, especially in NSC 68. On the one hand, despotism is 
essentially 'brittle' and unstable because (as already conceived of by 
Montesquieu) it lacks the organic ties and moderation of legitimate Western 
society; on the other, unlike the visibly 'regressive' Ottoman Empire, con
temporary Soviet despotism is developmentally dynamic, technologically 
on the advance, and organizationally powerful, capable, in short, of 
mobilizing immense hostile force. This contrast between weakness and 
strength is never resolved (or 'combined') into a single analytical frame. 

In NSC 68 it thus appears as a constant oscillation. Yet the conceptual 
problem need not be resolved because the authors are not really interested 
in analyzing Soviet realities. Their strategic object is the massive mobiliza
tion and assertion of US power, but the point is not to launch any funda
mental offensive against the bastions of Soviet 'despotism' (the militant 
rhetorical gestures along these lines are typically short on substance). The 
aim instead is to create an irrevocable superpower and to order the non
Soviet world, for which purpose it is sometimes useful to posit Soviet 
strength, sometimes Soviet weakness. The theme of 'irreversibility', the 
structural inability of the Soviet system to reform and evolve, is assumed; 
qualitative change, meaning essentially destruction, can only come through 
the confrontation (as opposed to 'cooperation') with outside power dia
lectically combined with inside breakdown. On this basis, and the other 
premise that Soviet despotism is a deadly, expansive threat, one can then 
proceed to more important things. Hence the curiously formulaic nature 
of the many passages about Kremlin evils and the absence of any concrete 
analysis of the Soviet Union. Hence, too, the otherwise astonishing fact that 
no Soviet experts were consulted during the composition of the policy paper.n 

Charles Bohlen, one such expert, was thus to complain to Nitze, quite 
rightly, that there had been no effort to assess 'the great body of Soviet 
thought in regard to war between states or the even more elementary fact 
that any war ... carries with it major risks to the Soviet system in Russia'; 
the apparent aim of NSC 68 being, as he added, 'merely to justify the need 
for military buildup'. 24 

Designs 

Bohlen, sensing the abstract form of argument in NSC 68, also criticized 
its obsession with the 'Kremlin design', the vision, as he put it, of some 
'mechanical chess player' with a fully worked out plan for 'world domi
nation'.25 Here Bohlen had hit upon something with deeper implications 
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than perhaps he realized. The 'Kremlin design' (often referred to as 'funda
mental') is contrasted asymmetrically in NSC 68 with 'the purpose of the 
United States'. The Soviet regime, then, is a clique in the Kremlin and not 
comparable to a properly legitimate 'country' such as the United States. 
That the former has 'designs' while the latter has a 'purpose' is intrinsic to 
the distinction. For 'design', meaning a secret plot, is a word with a long 
lineage in the always abundant language of conspiracy in the United States, 
a language which tends to find such schemes at the center of most alien 
threats. 'Designs' are the very modus operandi of the illicit, enslaving power. 
Thus Jefferson, for example, writes darkly of 'a deliberate, systematical 
plan of reducing us to slavery'; and the subsequent Declaration of 
Independence speaks of the usurping 'design' of the London tyrant. FDR 
refers to 'the Nazi design to abolish the freedom of the seas' and achieve 
a 'new world order'. NSC 68 mentions the term no less than 27 times. 26 

The arch-design here is probably to be found in English fears of the 
Catholic counter-reformation, with its College of Propaganda and sinister, 
secret vanguard of Jesuits; but there are numerous similar plots in its wake, 
all aiming to undermine liberty and righteousness. The devious design is 
typically stealthy in its effectuation, a creeping, slow movement to take 
over, cunningly orchestrated by secret cabals. Curiously, the advent of 
secularized rationalism in the eighteenth century reinforces this way of 
thinking: what appeared on the surface must have some hidden but detect
able cause of an instrumental nature.27 

Catholics became a favored target in the antebellum period, as their 
religion was not only alien but lethally opposed to true America. 'The 
systems', as one fervent critic argued, 'are diametrically opposed: one must 
and will exterminate the other.' Masons and Mormons, on a lesser scale, 
found themselves denounced in similar ways. But it is in the 1850s and 
during the Civil War that these political visions reach a crescendo in the 
attacks on the evil 'Slave Power'.28 

The American way of conflict 

Indeed, abolitionist writings offer a veritable inventory of the kinds of 
arguments one finds a century later in Cold War thinking. Consider, for 
example, the bizarre notion of 'Captive Nations', coupling black slaves in 
the 1850s with Soviet 'satellites' in the 1950s. Thus when William Henry 
Channing refers to southern politicians as 'a disciplined corps, schooled 
in the art of managing a small embodied force, so as to subjugate vast 
multitudes', then one recognizes the formula. Similarly so when Carl 
Schurz holds that 'the slave power' cannot tolerate free labor, that it 'is 
impelled by the irresistible power of necessity' to oppress its opponents 
and that it is systemically forced to seek 'extension by an aggressive foreign 

Reviewing the Cold War : Approaches, Interpretations, Theory, edited by Odd Arne Westad, Routledge, 2000. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1474928.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 05:31:30.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

0.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



92 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

policy'. 'The two principles', maintained the powerful preacher Theodore 
Parker, were 'mutually invasive and destructive' and one must 'overcome 
the other'. The two could not coexist. The conflict, then, in Seward's 
famous word, was truly 'irrepressible'.29 

Against that backdrop, it is intriguing to read Arthur Schlesinger Jr's 
attack in 1949 on the 'revisionist' historians who had criticized abolitionist 
'fanaticism' for its role in bringing about the Civil War. Schlesinger 
connects abolitionism with anti-Nazism in the 1930s and anti-communism 
in his own times. Slavery, being a 'betrayal of the basic values of our 
Christian and democratic tradition', opened up a conflict 'far too pro
found to be solved by compromise'. Just as one must not fall into any 
'sentimental theories about the needlessness of the Civil War', one must 
not now regard 'our own struggles against evil as equally needless'. For, he 
concludes, 'the unhappy fact is that man occasionally works himself into 
a log-jam; and that the log-jam must be burst by violence'.)O 

What manner of suitable 'violence' Schlesinger was prescribing for 
unsentimental anti-communists of the moment is not clear. The model, 
however, is clearly Roosevelt's 'internationalist' turn in 1939-40, seen as 
the reenactment of the activist Civil War period. Roosevelt's own appropri
ation of Civil War tropes occurred, of course, after the fact so to speak. It 
was a conscious play on what is today thought of as 'historical memory'. 
His actions were generated by his immediate experience of the 1930s, which 
persuaded him that the traditional distinction between war and peace had 
been blurred by the escalating aggressions of the dictators, by the 
piecemeal aggression promulgated in the name of 'pacification' as he put 
it. The only real peace possible with these criminals was thus, in his words, 
'the peace that comes from complete surrender'. It was in that context 
that, later, he invoked Unionist memories of the Civil War and referred 
to his policy as 'unconditional surrender' - the policy of crushing the 
Confederacy because it was treason and because it embodied, presumably, 
the deeply un-American principle of slavery. It was a policy conveniently 
represented in the person of U. S. Grant, whose initials combined in a 
single sign the Unionist nation with the total war it implied and required.'! 

In June 1940, along the same lines, Roosevelt's new Secretary of War 
Henry Stimson declared, on the authority of Lincoln, that the world could 
no longer survive 'half slave and half free'. Lincoln had used the formu
lation in his militant 'House-Divided' speech, The Biblical quotation about 
the House/Nation he had borrowed from Theodore Parker. Stimson then 
turned the HouselNation into the whole world, wherein one principle or 
the other would have to emerge victorious. Between two incompatible 
principles, between self-government and despotism, between the ever
lasting principles of right and wrong, there could, again, be no compro
mise. This was very much Roosevelt's stated position as well: there could 
be no adjudication between 'good and evil', as he said, 'only total victory'. 12 
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The no-compromise formula (which Roosevelt had adopted before the 
United States was actually at war) was a logical stance. If one posits an 
absolute conflict between eternal principles of moral right and moral 
wrong, then it makes sense that anything outside the former is by definition 
wholly unacceptable. An effect of this image of absolute antagonism 
was that domestic opponents of mobilization tended to be removed from 
the acceptable political map, classed, as Roosevelt once classed them, as 
'appeaser fifth columnists'. Most opponents were crushed politically any
way by Pearl Harbor. Forthwith, they had to accept strong government, 
though significantly only when the new concept of national security was 
linked to US freedom, and both to tyrannical aggression. Acheson learn 
that lesson well. Eisenhower would of course raise some warning flags 
here; but these were largely gestures. For, as of 1941, it would always be 
possible in principle to argue the case for enormous military spending on 
the grounds that 'security' and 'freedom' were in danger. The meaning of 
'freedom' was also transformed in the early Cold War: Roosevelt's 
'freedom from want' was symbolically replaced by 'free enterprise' and 
given a much more patriotic and nationalist coloration." 

What is established, then, by the manner in which Roosevelt chose to 
situate the anti-fascist struggle in part as a reenactment of the Civil War 
(and by extension the American Revolution) is a certain notion of absolute 
antagonism and enmity.14 'Freedom under siege', accordingly, would act 
to defend itself with all the means at its disposal. The ensuing war did 
indeed become in every sense a 'total' one, reaching its most unflinching 
expression on the Western side in vast fire bombings and atomic blasts 
against civilian popUlations. The only truly peaceful and secure world 
would henceforth be one in which outlaws and dictators were extinct and 
everyone adhered to the fundamental principles of humanity, which, as 
Wilson had already said, were those embodied in the United States. In 
essence, this was to argue that everything that is not a true peace is by 
definition war and that there can be no such peace with certain powers 
because of qualities in their domestic makeup.15 Since it turned out that by 
1947 the Soviet Union was not only failing to agree to these propositions 
but actively counteracting them, it had to be an absolute enemy in the 
manner that Roosevelt had outlined, whether formal conditions of peace 
obtained or not. In short, there could be no fundamental peace with 
Moscow and within the world as a whole until the Soviet Union was no 
longer the Soviet Union. 

This, one should add, was not quite what Roosevelt had had in mind 
when he formulated his position in 1940--41. He was aware, in the end, that 
not all dictators are alike. The Hitler-Stalin Pact and the Winter War 
against the Finns could thus be put aside in 1941 and earlier sentiments of 
geopolitical affinity brought to the fore, narrativized with remarkable 
success as 'United Nations alliance for eternal peace'. When this story 
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turned out to be 'untrue', it was replaced with equal celerity and power by 
the idea that totalitarian dictators are, after all, all alike. 36 This view became 
orthodoxy in the Truman administration. 

Yet if NSC 68 thus chooses to define the Soviet Union as a total war 
against freedom and thinks that only the US counter-threat of 'a global 
war of annihilation' is preventing more actual aggression, the authors 
know too that a full-scale war is not about to happen within the immediate 
future and that it would be a catastrophe. A certain conceptual uncertainty 
thus pervades the document. For having offered the first fully codified 
image of the limitlessly evil empire, NSC 68 finds itself a little short on 
countermoves commensurate with the monstrous nature of the adversary. 
This particular log-jam, alas, is not resolvable by violence, as morality 
would dictate, at least not frontal violence. The end result is something very 
much like the now suspect 'containment' - deemed, symbolically speaking, 
altogether too passive - coupled with a huge military security state of 
global reach. Kennan's original formulation was never subject to such 
conceptual shortcomings, since his 'refusal' of diplomacy was not grounded 
in any moral notion of an evil empire. For him the Soviet Union was always 
a historically distinct creation, to be assessed and dealt with as it was, in 
its particularity. From that angle, Moscow did not constitute a devastating 
threat, provided the West assembled itself in appropriate ways.17 Soon 
indeed, Kennan came to realize that it might be in the Western interest to 
engage Moscow in a diplomatic manner with realistic proposals. A year 
after the X Article he had in effect abandoned containment. But by 1948 
it was already too late. Containment in the name of moral universals, 
containment as Cold War if you will, became the order of the day.3s 

It might now be objected that a good deal of what I have said about the 
United States, historical particularities and religious references aside, 
would pertain to the Soviet Union as well. After all, a certain Enlighten
ment heritage marks both. Representing universal interests, the Soviet 
Union too assumed itself always to be under threat by the (class) enemies 
of humankind. The difference as regards the Cold War and the reason it 
is not even in theory a Soviet project can be found in the diverging con
ception of fascism and alliances. Stalinism came to define the class foun
dation of fascism in a remarkably narrow manner as the most extreme 
parts of monopoly capitalism. A rigid stage theory of history combined 
with the further thesis that capitalism had reached its developmental limits 
thus made it possible for Stalinist strategy to imagine eventual victory as 
the mere prevention of future manifestations of fascism and its likes. 
Consequently, its 'anti-fascist' matrix, unlike that of the United States, was 
based on a negative rather than positive criterion: a political force that is 
not explicitly an enemy is, at least potentially, an ally. Anything outside of 
those 'extremists', even 'good' sections of monopoly capital, could in 
theory be mobilized within the anti-fascist alliance. Hence the otherwise 
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curious fact that the opposition to the Marshall Plan and communist 
politics generally after the break in 1947 were situated in a framework of 
'national independence' and 'peace' rather than socialism and revolution. 

And on that score it is necessary to state the obvious. There was no 
conceivable reason for Moscow, in its own terms, to act in such a way as 
to facilitate the emergence of a massively powerful Western anti-Soviet 
coalition under US leadership. Stalin, contrary to his own interests and 
with a very limited understanding of how the West operated, may have 
acted precisely in this manner and thus 'caused' the Cold War. This is 
certainly arguable. But it remains that the Cold War was not a Soviet 
project. Amidst the present triumphalism/9 one might then ask more 
seriously what it was about the United States and its self-conception that 
made the Cold War a natural way of being toward the world, why indeed 
the Cold War turned out to be 'the American way'. 
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other things, the Declaration of Independence and the Gettysburg Address. The 
proposal to include the Four Freedoms speech was declined. 
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Green, Shaping Political Consciousness, p. 146. 
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36 A similarly startling shift takes place with regard to 'Red China', a hideous 
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37 A major difference, it should be said, between the moment of Kennan's erstwhile 

Reviewing the Cold War : Approaches, Interpretations, Theory, edited by Odd Arne Westad, Routledge, 2000. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1474928.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 05:31:30.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

0.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



100 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

attempt to break the Cold War impasse in 1948 and Nitze's call to arms in the spring 
of 1950 is the alarming advent of Soviet nuclear capability in 1949, the chief reason 
NSC 68 was generated in the first place. 

38 Once the negativity inscribed in the posture (it was never conceived as 'doctrine') 
of containment was abandoned, so was the concept. Or, alternatively, one might 
say that it was reduced to a platitude, strategic considerations aside. 

39 The identification of 'democracy' with 'free enterprise' and 'the market' is perhaps 
the most invidious index of this political atmosphere. The emergent debate about 
'illiberal democracy' initiated by Fareed Zakaria has, if nothing else, the virtue of 
again rendering clear that there is no necessary connection between the one and 
the other. Eventually, perhaps, one will again be able to distinguish 'free enterprise' 
from 'freedom' and 'democracy'. 
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