Looking for Love (or Tragedy) in All the Wrong Places 

John Bledsoe Bonds 

The early Cold War period continues to attract and fascinate us. It is a process that will likely continue until the last folder in the last recalcitrant archive is finally opened and revealed to an anxious scholarly public. Most of the newly available documents suggest that the traditional accounts of the period were remarkably accurate despite the limited data available at the time, and that a good deal of revisionist history amounts to an ideological refraction of reality. Still, confrontations are never completely black and white, nor are their outcomes predetermined. Whether personal or national, these differences develop in a dynamic atmosphere of action and reaction to perceptions, anxieties, confusions, and uncertainties. Conflict at any level is far more a dialectic process than one of pure reason. 

Michael Cox and Caroline Kennedy-Pipe (hereinafter C&KP) go looking again for "tragedy in American diplomacy," incorporating some of the recent scholarship. They target particularly the unfortunate situation of Eastern Europe, which fell under the military control of victorious Soviet armies in 1944-1945. Their argument is centered on the effect that the prospects of significant U.S. economic aid to Europe in general had on the areas occupied by the Soviet Army. Specifically, they contend that the West failed to give sufficient consideration to the security needs of the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe and should have been more vigilant in keeping the door open to cooperation with the Soviet Union in suggesting a program of aid for European recovery. They assume that Stalin might not have exercised such tight control over the East European states had the West been more understanding. If this had been the case, Europe might not have been divided and the Cold War might not have taken place. In short, it was the Marshall Plan that divided Europe and that constituted the real "tragedy of American diplomacy."1 

I agree that the Marshall Plan divided Europe, but the evidence seems patently clear that it was Stalin who did the dividing, with blatant threats to his reluctant "friendly allies." I also agree with Carolyn Eisenberg that the Americans [End Page 152] realized what they were doing—that they had already come to the conclusion by June 1947 that the Soviet Union would not cooperate with the West in the reconstruction of Europe, and that if the Western democracies were to be given a chance to recover economically, socially, and politically, the United States would have to provide that assistance itself. U.S. officials also realized that the result probably would be a Western Europe of mixed capitalist democracies, and an Eastern Europe of socialist republics, dominated by the Soviet Union. Germany would be divided because neither the Soviet Union nor the West could allow that country to be united under the domination of the other side. Because the Soviet Union would not participate in any meaningful discussions of economic unity for Germany, the proposal to combine the Western zones to achieve economic viability became a practical necessity that Secretary of State George Marshall confirmed when he returned from the abortive Council of Foreign Ministers (CFM) meeting in Moscow in April 1947. On the flight back, after an illuminating meeting with Josif Stalin,2 he landed in Berlin and met Lucius Clay on the hardstand at Tempelhof, telling him to proceed with his proposal to unify the American and British zones to rationalize their economic prospects. Division was not a desired outcome for anyone in the West; it was merely a recognition of the reality of the situation.3 

So far, so good. But C&KP go further in their quest for tragedy, seeking a motive for this outcome. Having done a good deal of work on the origins and development of the European Recovery Program (ERP), I am surprised that they believe the Marshall Plan, from its inception, was really part of "Operation Rollback." This is a term usually associated with the right wing of the Republican Party in the early years of Dwight Eisenhower's administration, when that group avowed a determination to push the Soviet Union out of Eastern Europe. The idea never went far, even in the 1950s, because Eisenhower was too much of a realist to waste valuable time or effort on such programs. C&KP cite three recent monographs on the subject—without page numbers, by the way—but seem to have misread or misinterpreted them.4 [End Page 153] The political warfare initiatives from this era were designed specifically to counter extant Soviet-bloc activities in Europe and were not initiated until the summer of 1948, well after the Marshall Plan was approved. For most citizens of Western Europe and the United States, a paradigm change had taken place in the tumultuous year after Marshall's speech, a shift caused mostly by the virulent Soviet reaction to the prospects of European recovery. In June 1947, the majority of Europeans still thought of Germany as the most likely threat to future peace. A year later, the Soviet Union had earned that place in their hearts, thanks to a remarkable series of missteps by the Soviet leader, Josif Stalin. The Communist Information Bureau (Cominform) was created, a body that seemed to be a re-creation of the infamous Communist International (Comintern) of the interwar period. The propaganda was escalated dramatically, with exaggeration so extreme it became almost humorous. Marshall was described as a Shylock, Harry Truman as "the provincial Ku-Kluxer and late haberdasher of Jackson, Missouri," who "vied for laurels with the little corporal from Munich." Soviet delegates were abusive and uncooperative in every venue, including the final meeting of the CFM in London in December 1947. After the critical vote on Interim Aid was achieved in Washington, a frustrated Marshall adjourned the CFM conference sine die. There was no point in continuing when it was obvious that Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov was stalling on every subject proposed.5 France and Italy were torn by political riots inspired and orchestrated by Moscow, according to intelligence reports. Next came the Communist takeover in Czechoslovakia, the threat to Finland, the pact with Romania, and the war crisis precipitated by the Clay telegram (which was really intended to help get an Army appropriation but was hijacked by James Forrestal to help the administration's position with Congress). By July 1948, the Berlin blockade was under way. It was a different world, and the mindset was clearly that of Cold War. But it had not been that way when the Marshall Plan was proposed in June 1947. 

According to C&KP, George Kennan believed that the Marshall plan had a "deeply subversive purpose." This is misleading insofar as "subversion" slides [End Page 154] into C&KP's fixation with rollback, connoting a displacement of the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe. But their citation does not support this attribution. They refer to Walter Hixson's George Kennan: Cold War Iconoclast, again without page numbers. I could find nothing in that book to justify the attribution. The statement most likely reflects a conclusion of Gregory Mitrovich in Undermining the Kremlin, which cites Hixson as the source: "American strategists believed 1948 to be the turning point of the early Cold War as the United States could finally switch from a reactive, defensive policy to an aggressive dynamic effort to subvert the Soviet empire."6 Mitrovich argues that Kennan expected that the Soviet Union might collapse within ten years. What Kennan (and Hixson) actually said is that the Soviet Union was attempting to subvert European civilization by delaying any general settlement of the European situation and thereby allowing time for their allies to seize power. Later, in August 1948, Kennan's staff paper, "U.S. Objectives Towards Russia"—PPS38—"refocused American strategy from solely a policy of containment into a policy of coercion ... [to induce the Soviet Union] to abandon its expansionist aims and end its domination of Eastern Europe."7 All of this activity took place after the Marshall Plan was approved and in a definite Cold War mentality dominated by the Berlin blockade. 

In all the documents I have read relating to the derivation and development of the ERP, there is not the slightest suggestion about an aggressive role for the program. It is clear from the contemporary documents that the Marshall Plan was a reaction to a specific and urgent problem. It was an assertive reaction to be sure, and it was to be expressed in a new currency of power—that of economics rather than military force. It was really the only effective power the United States possessed at the time.8 But the economic dimension was the sticking point as far as the Soviet Union was concerned. Economics was a currency of power in which the USSR was lacking and unable to play the role of a superpower. In response, Soviet officials blustered and emphasized their military power, which worried the West a good deal. That, in turn, drove the West Europeans toward the Atlantic partnership, which they sought to create. Almost immediately after the December 1947 CFM meeting in London, the Europeans began a series of defense meetings—suggested by the Belgians, of all people—that led to the formation of the North Atlantic Treaty [End Page 155] Organization in 1949, with Germany on track to become an ally rather than an enemy. 

The process of developing the ERP is a good story in itself because it is a marvelous case study of how policy can be altered by the democratic process. Such a dramatic change of course in American foreign policy would be feasible only if it offered something for everyone. It had to be humanitarian, business-like, idealistic, realistic, strategic, economic, cultural, and good politics all at the same time. The majorities Truman required in the Republican- controlled Congress had to be won singly and in small groups. More than half the Congress was transported to Europe to see the situation firsthand. Volumes of backup data were created by armies of staff people requisitioned by the State Department from every executive department.9 U.S. business was a particularly hard sell for the administration, despite what William Appleman Williams may have thought. Marshall leaned hard on the leaders of American industry, even hosting them at a closed intelligence briefing at the White House in October 1947. Every lever of public opinion-making was used: newspapers, slide shows, pamphlets, radio, magazines, and special briefings for editors, civic and business leaders, and farmers groups. A formidable citizens' group was formed (and coordinated by Dean Acheson) to spread the gospel across the countryside. But in all of this activity, the administration studiously avoided any public reference to ideology or the threat of Communism, which had been cited to obtain approval of funding for Greece and Turkey. There was a studied effort to avoid antagonizing the Soviet Union in the program. Even in the final legislation, Senator Arthur Vandenberg made sure that participation by Czechoslovakia and what he called the other "fringe countries" was still possible.10 No public reference to the opposition of the Soviet Union and Communism was expressed until Truman's final speech to the Congress on the subject, on 15 March, in the midst of the war crisis. Even then, the language was quite mild by any modern standard. 

My conclusion is that the Marshall Plan was a remarkable response to a very real and palpable threat to the survival of Western Europe's cultural heritage. The program was conceived and implemented by an unusual group of people, who of course had the interests of the United States in mind all the [End Page 156] time—that was their job.11 The scope of the program was unprecedented. The funds proposed were some 61 percent of the entire federal budget for fiscal year 1948. Seventeen billion dollars does not impress us much today, after so many years of inflation and greatly expanded government, but, for comparison's sake, consider the difficulty President George W. Bush had in getting an $87 billion supplemental for the Iraq war approved by a friendly Congress in 2004, even though the funding had already been considered in the budget. Truman, by contrast, faced a hostile Congress and was asking for an amount that, in today's terms, was the equivalent of $800 billion. The scope of the task given to the State Department was simply staggering. 

As a result of the Marshall Plan, Europe was divided along the lines of where ERP money went. On the one side, economics began to improve almost immediately. Michael J. Hogan has thoroughly documented these results. But it was still a long pull to even 1937 standards of living. Britain remained on tight rationing until well into the 1950s,12 and British industries were ordered to produce exports to pay for foodstuffs rather than turn out consumer goods. The division into East and West was an unfortunate side effect of the recovery of Europe, but I do not see how it could have been avoided. Giving aid to the Soviet Union under the conditions Stalin demanded was not possible in the American system. The Americans might have been persuaded to give aid to the East European countries, but Stalin would not allow it, and the Americans had no intention or capability of going to war. Participation in the ERP was voluntary; so was the division. 

But is this the "new tragedy of American diplomacy," as Cox and Kennedy-Pipe would have us believe? What were the actual choices available? Rather than consider the fate of Eastern Europe in isolation, it seems more fruitful to ask other questions: What would have happened if the Truman administration had not been able to convince Congress and the American public to authorize the ERP? Europeans of the current generation sometimes seem to believe that this remarkable change in America's approach to Europe was automatic and that it was effected simply to ensure full employment and prevent a depression. They are wrong. The problem in the United States was not unemployment or overproduction, but excessive demand for everything—unrationed food, new appliances, new automobiles, new houses, new [End Page 157] clothes, all the consumer goods that had been denied for four years. This soaring demand produced serious inflation in those postwar years, and the aid programs increased the economic demand side by some $6 billion a year. Americans were ready to go back to their lives unbothered by Europe and its troubles. Isolationism was not yet dead, and the resurgent Republican Party had a good deal of isolationist sentiment in its ranks. What if Truman had not been receptive to the idea of aid to Europe? What if some party hack, rather than the non-partisan George Marshall, had been designated as the point man with Congress? What if Senator Vandenberg had not given up his political ambitions in order to push the Democratic program through the Republican Congress? If there had been no ERP, what would have happened to Europe in those postwar years? Would democracy have survived the twentieth century? Without an unparalleled program of public education and persuasion on the part of the Truman administration, the recovery of Europe probably would have remained stagnant for years or even decades. 

We now know how the Marshall Plan was conceived, developed, and shaped for political acceptance, how it was implemented and institutionalized, and what effect it had. We know that Europe rose almost miraculously from the ruins of the war to challenge the United States for world economic—and more recently, political—leadership. Interestingly, the outcome of equality was postulated as a goal by the Marshall Planners because they hoped to show Europe how to live and compete together in peace and growing prosperity. A strong European Union was the ultimate objective of the most idealistic of the Marshall Planners, who wanted a strong cultural ally on the other side of the Atlantic. The whole idea was to restore Europe, not to manage a permanent ward. This hardly seems a tragic outcome, particularly because Kennan's basic concept of containment appears to have been largely accurate. We are seeing at last the voluntary reintegration of those "lost" eastern states into European civilization. 

I suggest that C&KP are looking for tragedy in the wrong place. Rather than focus on the unfortunate but unavoidable side effects of the ERP, wescholars need to look deeper. The ultimate tragedy would have been the absence of the Marshall Plan, and it was a very near thing. 

John Bledsoe Bonds is a professor of history at The Citadel. 

Footnotes 

1. Michael Cox and Caroline Kennedy-Pipe, "The Tragedy of American Diplomacy? Rethinking the Marshall Plan," Journal of Cold War Studies, Vol. 7, No. 1 (Winter 2005), pp. 97-134. 

2. This was the interview, after six weeks of abortive meetings, in which Marshall realized that Stalin was quite willing for the European system to collapse economically, politically, and socially, so that the "inevitable" Communist revolutions could replace them with "friendly socialist governments." See Forrest C. Pogue, George C. Marshall: Statesman (New York: Viking, 1987), p.194. 

3. For an interesting game theory analysis of the alternatives available to the occupying forces with regard to Germany, see R. Harrison Wagner, "The Decision to Divide Germany and the Origins of the Cold War," in International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 24, No. 2 (June 1980), pp.155-190. Wagner concluded that no other option was ever very likely. 

4. These sources are Peter Grose, Operation Rollback; America's Secret War behind the Iron Curtain (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2000); Gregory Mitrovich, Undermining the Kremlin: American Strategy to Subvert the Soviet Bloc, 1947-1956 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000); and Sallie Posani, The CIA and the Marshall Plan (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1991). These works are centered on CIA activities, which did not exist until the National Security Act of 1947, and the organization itself was not functional until early 1948. Grose states specifically that the Psychological Warfare group shifted into "rollback" mode in the early 1950s, after the Korean War. Grose, Operation Rollback, p.134. Mitrovich notes that NSC 10/2, issued in June 1948, was the basis of U.S. covert policy. Citing Walter Hixson's Cold War biography of George Kennan, he also notes that "American strategists believed 1948 to be the turning point of the early Cold War as the United States would finally switch from a reactive, defense policy to an aggressive, dynamic effort to subvert the Soviet empire." See Mitrovich, Undermining the Kremlin, pp.10, 14. 

5. When Marshall made his closing announcement, Molotov objected: "Well, look; we've been talking about Austria. I can give a marked illustration of the fact that it is too soon to adjourn. I have authority to say that we will reduce our demand for reparations from Austria by ten percent." Bevin responded: "Ten percent? That's fine, but ten percent of what?" Molotov answered: "I am not in a position to tell you." The other participants "roared with laughter," and the vote was taken to adjourn. Not with a bang, but a chuckle ... 

6. Mitrovich, Undermining the Kremlin, p.16. 

7. Ibid., p.29. 

8. It was this extraordinary weakness that prompted Marshall's and Truman's strong advocacy of Universal Military Training, a largely symbolic program for a national militia that could be mobilized in six months or so and was intended primarily as a deterrence to aggression. Neither man thought the United States could or should support a large standing army. Nuclear weapons were not tactically available in this period. See John Bledsoe Bonds, Bipartisan Strategy: Selling the Marshall Plan (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2002), p.5, n. 5. 

9. Paul Nitze, who later succeeded Kennan as head of the State Department's Policy Planning Staff, was charged with assembling much of the data. To handle the calculations in this pre-computer age, he borrowed all the calculating machines of the Prudential Insurance Company of Newark to produce the multi-volume "Brown Books" that documented the balance-of-payments deficit of all sixteen nations and gave a precise statement of the assistance needed by each country. David Callahan, Dangerous Capabilities (New York: Harper Collins, 1990), pp.59-60. 

10. All this material is in Bonds, Bipartisan Strategy, ch. 13. 

11. I was amused to read Arnold Offner's characterization of Truman's outlook in this period as "nationalist parochialism." See Arnold A. Offner, Another Such Victory: President Truman and the Cold War, 1945-1953 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002). I have to think that Truman and Marshall would have regarded that as a compliment. 

12. For a perspective on British life during that period, see Nevil Shute's novel, The Legacy: A Novel (New York: Morrow, 1950). 

