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chapter 1

The False Promise of Covert 
Regime Change

Many more princes have lost their lives and their states through 
conspiracies than through open warfare.

—Niccolò Machiavelli, Discourses on Livy

Although the policy of regime change is often associated with the US-led 
invasions of Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003), the practice has a long his-
torical precedent. Foreign-imposed regime changes created the modern 
world. John Owen, for instance, identified 209 cases of interstate regime 
change between 1510 and 2010, and Alexander Downes and Jonathan 
Monten found one hundred cases since 1815 alone.1 Yet, these works, like 
most academic studies, focus on overt cases—that is, operations involving 
the direct and publicly acknowledged use of military power to overthrow 
another state. States, however, seldom resort to outright war to topple an-
other country’s government. Instead, when a state wants to overthrow an 
adversary, it often attempts a covert regime change—by assassinating a for-
eign leader, staging a coup d’état, manipulating foreign elections, or secretly 
aiding dissident groups in their bids to oust a foreign government. 

History suggests that covert regime change is a common instrument of 
statecraft for great powers. One early example, for instance, occurred in 227 
b.c.e., when the Crown Prince of the Chinese state of Dan tried to assassi-
nate Qin Shi Huang to prevent the much stronger Qin dynasty from con-
quering his territory.2 The Republic of Venice planned or attempted approx-
imately two hundred foreign political assassinations between 1415 and 
1525.3 During the Reformation, both Catholic and Protestant leaders sought 
to assassinate their foreign rivals, most notably Philip II of Spain’s attack on 
William of Orange, the leader of Holland.4 During the 1570s and 1580s, for-
eign leaders tried to assassinate Queen Elizabeth I of England at least twenty 
times. She employed assassins herself in Ireland.5 More recently, Woodrow 
Wilson covertly supported anti-Bolshevik forces during the Russian Civil 
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War.6 Indeed, history is so rife with cases of covert regime change that it is 
difficult to imagine the modern world without it.

Despite the fact that covert regime changes have long played a central 
role in international politics, comprehensive theories to explain how, when, 
and why states launch these operations are lacking, possibly because of 
the special challenges involved in studying covert actions. Nonetheless, 
American actions during the Cold War offer a unique opportunity to study 
the covert actions of a great power. The combination of the US government’s 
declassification rules, congressional inquiries, and journalistic coverage has 
revealed much of what American officials have sought to conceal. Building 
on archival research of declassified US government documents, this book 
introduces an original dataset of all US-backed regime changes during the 
Cold War, containing forty-five more covert regime change attempts than 
the most expansive existing academic study.7

The dataset reveals that the United States pursued a remarkable number 
of regime changes during the Cold War (1947–89) and that the vast majority 
of these interventions were conducted covertly—sixty-four covert interven-
tions compared to six overt ones. Twenty-five of America’s covert opera-
tions saw a US-backed government assume power, whereas the remain-
ing thirty-nine failed to achieve that goal. As table  1.1 indicates, these 
missions targeted all types of states: adversaries and allies, powerful and 
weak, democratic and authoritarian, communist and capitalist alike. In 
many cases, US-backed forces squared off against Soviet-backed adversar-
ies. Sometimes Washington conspired with other countries to topple a for-
eign government; at other times, the US government intervened alone. 
Some missions would not have occurred if not for America’s covert inter-
ference; in other cases, Washington played a secondary role in covert plots 
hatched by actors abroad. Some of these operations are just now coming to 
light; others have long been a source of international controversy—such as 
Washington’s efforts to overthrow Iranian prime minister Mohammad 
Mossadegh (1953), Guatemalan president Jacobo Arbenz (1954), and Cuban 
leader Fidel Castro (1960–68).

Perhaps given the notoriety of these cases, covert regime changes are some-
times viewed as an artifact of the Cold War. Regime change is not, however, 
just a Cold War phenomenon. On the contrary, each American administration 
in the post–Cold War era has embraced regime change, intervening overtly 
and covertly in places such as Haiti (1994), Afghanistan (2001), Iraq (2003), 
Libya (2011), and Syria (2012). This preference for regime change seems un-
likely to change anytime soon. The United States and other great powers 
will likely continue to undertake both covert and overt missions regularly. 
To understand modern world affairs, it is therefore necessary to determine 
how and why states launch these operations. Toward that end, this project 
analyzes the causes, conduct, and consequences of foreign-imposed covert 
regime change.
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Causes: Why Do States Launch Regime Changes?

What logic drives policymakers to launch regime change operations? Stated 
differently, why would political leaders decide that pursuing a regime 
change—as opposed to another foreign policy tool—was the best way to 
secure their interests?

In simplest terms, states launch both covert and overt regime changes to 
increase their security and the security of their allies. Sometimes this means 
overthrowing a foreign government that poses a specific military threat; at 
other times, states pursue regime change to increase their relative military 
power vis-à-vis rivals. To better understand this behavior, I introduce the 
following typology to categorize the three main types of security interests 
that drove the United States to intervene:

Offensive operations aim to overthrow a military rival or break up a rival 
alliance. During the Cold War, these missions pursued the foreign policy 
strategy of “rollback,” and the United States attempted twenty-three covert 
and two overt missions of this nature against the Soviet Union and its allies. 
These missions came in two waves. First was a major effort beginning in the 
late 1940s to weaken the Soviet Union by supporting numerous secessionist 
movements within its borders as well as dissident groups in the Eastern 
European countries that it had come to dominate as a result of World War II. 
After these interventions failed entirely and Washington recognized the dif-
ficulties associated with overthrowing a consolidated Soviet ally, American 
leaders largely avoided offensive operations until the last decade of the 
Cold War, when fissures in the Soviet system once again provided an open-
ing for the United States to support anti-Soviet groups, thus enabling covert 
interventions in Afghanistan, Nicaragua, Poland, and Cambodia.

Preventive operations attempt to maintain the status quo by stopping a state 
from taking certain actions—like joining a rival alliance or building nuclear 
weapons—that may pose a larger threat in the future. In Cold War terms, 
these correspond to Washington’s twenty-five covert and one overt “con-
tainment” operations targeting states believed to be in danger of joining the 
Soviet alliance system. Over the course of the Cold War, the United States 
pursued a variety of covert missions toward this end: Washington first 
worked to ensure that it would have great power allies in its looming con-
frontation with the Soviet Union by backing moderate and rightwing pro-
American political parties during democratic elections in France, Italy, and 
Japan. Later, as the superpower conflict expanded to include the Middle 
East, Southeast Asia, and Africa, US covert interventions followed suit, in-
cluding notable cases such as the 1953 coup that ousted Iranian prime min-
ister Mohammad Mossadegh, the failed attempt to oust Indonesian leader 
Sukarno in 1958, the inadvertent assassination of South Vietnamese presi-
dent Ngo Dinh Diem during a 1963 coup, and covert support for Angolan 
rebels during the 1970s and 1980s.
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Lastly, hegemonic operations seek to keep target states politically subordi-
nate. In these cases, the intervener is trying to acquire or maintain hegemony 
over a certain geographic region to obtain the military, political, and eco-
nomic benefits associated with being a regional hegemon. Although the 
United States attempted eighteen covert and three overt operations of this 
type during the Cold War period, they do not reflect a specific Cold War 
strategy per se, but rather a strategy of regional hegemony that was first 
articulated in the Monroe Doctrine of 1823 and has driven US policy in the 
hemisphere ever since. In these cases, Washington foresaw the rise of a po-
tentially hostile government that would challenge the US-led regional order 
and potentially encourage other states to defect from it as well. To head off 
this possibility, the United States sought to install a friendly and reliable pro-
American regime in its place. Given the context of the Cold War, some tar-
get regimes were viewed as sympathetic to communism, although US offi-
cials debated the extent of their direct ties to the Soviet Union, such as 
Jacobo Arbenz’s Guatemala or Salvador Allende’s Chile. Still others, how-
ever, entered America’s crosshairs not because the target government was 
considered too leftist, but rather because they were governed by unpopu
lar repressive dictators whose continued rule, Washington feared, could 
lead to instability and popular revolutions, such as Rafael Trujillo’s Domin-
ican Republic or Francois “Papa Doc” Duvalier’s Haiti.

Why do policymakers try to change who holds the reins of power in a for-
eign government? The idea that leaders launch regime changes to increase 
their state’s security provides only half an answer. When a country finds 
itself embroiled in an interstate dispute, it may respond in a number of 
ways—for example, through negotiation, coercion, sanctions, limited mili-
tary action, or outright war. Why choose regime change rather than one of 
these other foreign policy initiatives? The answer is that regime change holds 
a unique appeal for policymakers. Unlike most foreign policy strategies, re-
gime change offers the possibility of altering the underlying preferences of 
a foreign government. That is, most efforts to alter another state’s behavior 
rely on negotiation, brute force, or coercion. Although these tactics may 
persuade a state to change its behavior temporarily, none of these efforts 
will change that state’s underlying interests if its leadership remains un-
changed. If one state hopes to maintain ongoing influence in another’s af-
fairs, it will therefore require repeated attempts at coercion or subjugation 
to persuade the foreign government to act against its interests. By its nature, 
however, regime change promises a deeper solution to intractable conflicts 
like these. Regime change allows a state to install a foreign government that 
shares the intervening state’s preferences and interests. In theory, such a 
move is mutually beneficial to both parties and has the potential to funda-
mentally transform the relationship between the two states. If the operation 
is successful, the new government will share mutual interests with the 
intervener, meaning that it will then act in the intervening state’s interests 
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without having to be bribed or coerced into doing so.8 This, in turn, should 
reduce tensions between the two states. The stage is set for future coopera-
tion as a foe becomes a friend. In the best-case scenario, the new regime will 
become a reliable client state and pursue the intervener’s interests at home 
and abroad.

Given this remarkable potential to transform adversaries into allies, we 
might reasonably expect states to pursue regime change more often than 
they do. Indeed, why would a powerful state choose to live in a world 
of sovereign rivals when it could potentially live in a world filled with 
compliant puppet regimes? Most interstate disputes, however, do not lead 
to a regime change because of two necessary—but not sufficient—preconditions 
for intervention. These two preconditions reduce the potential pool of cases 
where a state may theoretically pursue regime change to a smaller subset of 
disputes in which states are actually likely to intervene.

The first precondition is that the dispute must be based on the perception 
of a chronic, irreconcilable divergence of national security interests. The hard-
est disputes to reconcile occur when the target government fears that they 
will lose power if they comply with the intervening state’s demands.9 The 
most common catalysts for regime change, therefore, involve disputes 
where the intervener demands that the target government take an action 
that could jeopardize its future ability to rule, such as relinquishing its mili-
tary capabilities, forgoing an alliance with a great power protector, or aban-
doning a fundamental political position without which it would struggle to 
maintain power.10 Disputes of this nature are particularly difficult to resolve 
via other foreign policy tools, such as negotiation or coercion, because the 
intervening state’s demands place the target government in a catch-22: 
Acquiescing to the intervener’s demands will weaken the target govern-
ment’s grip on power and thus increase the odds that it will be overthrown 
by domestic or foreign opponents. Failing to comply with the intervener’s 
demands, however, means the intervening state may overthrow it directly. 
Faced with these unpleasant alternatives, some governments targeted for 
regime change decide to reject the intervener’s demands, leading policy-
makers in the intervening state to believe that regime change is their only 
way for the two states to break their political gridlock.11

A second precondition is that the intervener must be able to identify a 
plausible political alternative to the government it is trying to overthrow. The 
best alternatives have both the capacity to administer the target state and 
preexisting support from the state’s population.12 Most importantly, from the 
perspective of the intervening state, the alternative regime must also share 
similar policy preferences. That is, its members must want to rule their 
country in a manner consistent with the intervener’s interests. If all plau-
sible replacements for the current leadership are likely to behave in the same 
manner as their predecessors, then there is no benefit to regime change. 
Although it may seem that finding a foreign leader willing to play ball 
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would be a relatively easy task, US officials often struggled to identify 
foreign political actors with similar interests and enough political power 
to be considered viable, and variation in the availability of these leaders 
over time was one of the key factors determining when Washington 
intervened.

Interestingly, US policymakers did not seem to believe that any one type 
of foreign government would be more likely to pursue their interests. Some 
ideological theories of regime change predict that states will be more likely 
to install foreign governments with the same type of regime as their own 
because they believe that similar regimes share similar interests. US inter-
ventions during the Cold War, however, confound the expectations of these 
theories. The United States supported authoritarian forces in forty-four out 
of sixty-four covert regime changes, including at least six operations that 
sought to replace liberal democratic governments with illiberal authoritar-
ian regimes. Yet, Washington’s proclivity for installing authoritarian re-
gimes was also not absolute. In one-eighth of its covert missions and one-half 
of its overt interventions, Washington encouraged a democratic transforma-
tion in an authoritarian state. This suggests that US leaders were pragmatic 
in their choice of whom to support. When US policymakers believed that 
the majority of the target state’s population shared their interests, they 
promoted democratization. When they believed that only a smaller subset 
of the population shared their preferences, they supported whatever type 
of government would bring that subset to power—be it a military junta, a 
single-party authoritarian regime, or a personalist dictator. In most Cold 
War interventions, US leaders believed that an authoritarian regime would 
be most likely to pursue their interests. However, that may not always be 
the case. After communism’s popular appeal declined alongside the Soviet 
Union, democratization has taken on a larger role in US foreign policy in 
the post–Cold War world. The most famous example is Iraq (2003), when 
President George W. Bush maintained that given the opportunity to freely 
select their own government, the Iraqi people would select leaders who 
shared American values and held a similar vision for the future of their 
country.13 Taken together, this suggests that US leaders are open to promot-
ing different types of regimes, and history suggests that when promoting 
democracy serves US interests, Washington will do so.

Conduct: Why Do States Intervene Covertly versus Overtly?

Leaders decide how to intervene in the same way that they decide most for-
eign policy decisions: by debating the risks and rewards of the options 
available to them. In broad terms, these include two kinds of consider-
ations: (1)  tactical factors, including the likelihood that an operation will 
succeed and its potential costs, and (2) strategic factors, reflecting the intrinsic 
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strategic value that the intervener attaches to replacing the target govern-
ment as well as the intervener’s desire to demonstrate either restraint or 
resolve on the international stage. In most cases, both tactical and strategic 
considerations favor covert conduct, which explains why Washington chose 
covert rather than overt action by a ratio of 10 to 1 during the Cold War.

Tactical considerations include the two major operational concerns that 
policymakers evaluate when deciding how to intervene: the mission’s esti-
mated costs and its likelihood of success. Covert action has a significant 
bearing on both concerns. On the one hand, covert conduct lowers a mis-
sion’s potential military, economic, and reputational costs because the heart 
of covert action is “plausible deniability,” or the belief that the intervening 
state can hide its role in the operation by deflecting blame onto others. Co-
vert regime changes are designed so that domestic opposition forces in the 
target state take on the heavy lifting of toppling the foreign regime, as well 
as the blame if the operation fails. This allows the intervener to disavow 
involvement in the plot, which in turn lowers the likelihood that the inter-
vener will experience military retaliation from the target state. It also low-
ers the potential reputational costs of intervention because covert action en-
ables the intervener to behave hypocritically by secretly acting in ways that 
contradict its purported values or public positions.

At the same time, however, covert operations fail to replace the govern-
ment of the target state more often than their overt counterparts. One rea-
son why is that many covert regime changes face a fundamental trade-off 
between size and secrecy. The type of large operation required to overthrow 
a powerful state is extremely difficult to organize covertly and carry out 
while maintaining plausible deniability. Overt missions, by contrast, face 
no such restrictions. In comparison to their covert counterparts, overt regime 
changes can typically employ more resources, and are generally better super-
vised and more thorough in their contingency planning.

Policymakers thus face a tactical dilemma in many cases. If they attempt 
a covert regime change, its potential costs may be lower, but it is also more 
likely to fail. If they intervene overtly, the mission’s likely costs are higher, 
but they stand a better chance of success. Faced with these two possibilities, 
US leaders have overwhelmingly chosen the covert option, recognizing that 
this increased the odds of mission failure. In most cases, policymakers be-
lieve that the low potential costs of covert conduct make this option worth 
the higher chance of failure—particularly because they expect covert fail-
ures to remain hidden. In fact, covert conduct may lower an operation’s 
anticipated costs to such a degree that it shifts the cost-benefit calculation 
from the point where intervention would not seem desirable to the point 
where it becomes worthwhile.

These tactical considerations are only half of the equation. Policymakers 
must also assess the overall strategic value of replacing the target govern-
ment and whether they want to signal restraint or resolve on the interna-
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tional stage. The greater a state’s strategic value, the greater the costs lead-
ers are willing to incur to replace that state’s regime. Even in such cases where 
policymakers are willing to intervene overtly, however, I find that they still 
generally prefer to intervene covertly to minimize the operation’s costs. 
Nevertheless, covert regime change might not always be an option. Success-
ful covert missions require time. The intervening state needs preexisting in-
telligence on the target regime and a connection to a feasible domestic 
opposition group in the target state. Thus, when a government must act 
quickly in response to developing situations in strategically important states, 
covert action may not be a practical option, and policymakers may prefer 
overt intervention. Such a course of action, however, carries its own set of 
risks. Governments targeted for regime change seldom back down without a 
fight. With its very survival in the balance, the target regime may want to use 
all the military resources at its disposal to maintain its hold on power. Know-
ing this, policymakers intervene overtly only when they believe they can se-
cure a quick and decisive military victory without risking protracted war.

The case studies and chapter 5, which provides an overview of all US Cold 
War cases, confirm my theoretical predictions. Of the six overt regime changes 
conducted by the United States during this time, Washington escalated to 
overt conduct only after first trying and failing to overthrow the target state 
covertly in four cases (Lebanon, Dominican Republic, Libya, and Panama)—
leaving one case where the United States intervened overtly from the begin-
ning (Grenada) and one case where the United States launched concurrent 
covert and overt efforts to replace the regime (North Korea). In each of these 
cases, I argue that the United States was willing to overtly intervene because 
policymakers believed that rapidly developing events on the ground neces-
sitated a quick response and that Washington would achieve a quick and 
decisive victory, thus sending a strong signal of American resolve.

Consequences: How Effective Are Covert Regime Changes?

Policymakers may have compelling tactical and strategic reasons to prefer 
covert rather than overt conduct, but the question remains whether covert 
regime change is a wise choice. That is, do covert regime changes generally 
secure their desired foreign policy objectives? Chapter 4 analyzes both the 
short- and long-term consequences of these operations. In both regards, I 
find that states tend to overestimate their value as a policy tool. Attempted 
covert regime changes failed to overthrow their target more than 60 percent 
of the time, and even when they did, most operations failed to remain covert, 
and many sparked blowback in unanticipated ways.

Chapter 4 first analyzes short-term effectiveness by asking, “Did the co-
vert regime change successfully replace the foreign government?” During 
the Cold War, US-backed covert regime changes succeeded in replacing their 
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targets 39 percent of the time, compared to a 66 percent success rate for their 
overt counterparts. However, the covert operations that easily toppled their 
targets also tended to be the ones that were least needed from a geostrategic 
perspective in that they involved overthrowing weak states with limited 
international political or economic influence, such as Guatemala or the Do-
minican Republic. Washington was far less successful when it targeted power
ful military adversaries, such as during its many efforts to install pro-American 
leaders in Soviet satellite states. To understand why, I ask whether certain 
characteristics of the target state—such as military capabilities, regime type, 
alliance membership, or level of domestic political stability—made it a better 
or worse target for regime change. My statistical analysis then shows that the 
best candidates for covert regime change are weak states, democracies, and 
American allies.

Another key factor influencing the success rates of covert missions was 
the relative domestic power of the groups backed by the United States. When 
the US-backed forces had already amassed sufficient resources to their side 
and enjoyed widespread domestic support, Washington had to do compar-
atively little to tip the scales in their favor—indeed, some likely would have 
come to power even without US covert support. When the opposition forces 
were weak relative to the regime, however, Washington struggled to provide 
enough aid to have a decisive impact without blowing its cover or becom-
ing overtly entangled in the conflict. This dynamic is reflected in the low suc-
cess rate of covert interventions to support armed dissident groups in their 
bids to topple a foreign government: because the dissidents backed by the 
United States were generally quite weak relative to their central govern-
ments, only four of thirty-five attempts overthrew their targets. Other co-
vert tactics that typically backed stronger opposition forces had higher rates 
of success. For instance, nine out of thirteen US-backed military coup at-
tempts successfully ousted their targets. Likewise, I identified sixteen cases 
where Washington sought to influence the result of a foreign election by co-
vertly funding and spreading propaganda on behalf of its preferred candi-
dates, often doing so beyond a single election cycle. Of these, the US-backed 
parties won their elections three-quarters of the time. Yet, it is reasonable 
to assume that many of these parties would have won their elections any-
way, given that they were leading in the polls before the US intervention. 
Taken together, I conclude that America’s Cold War covert regime change 
attempts were most likely to succeed when the domestic conditions fa-
vored intervention and Washington’s contribution to the effort could be 
relatively limited.

Successfully changing a regime, however, does not necessarily make a mis-
sion a long-term success. In this regard, very few covert regime changes 
worked out as US planners intended. Policymakers launch regime 
changes to install foreign leaders with similar policy preferences, with the 
expectation that when the newly installed leaders then pursue their own 
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interests, their actions will benefit the intervening state as well. Despite the 
simplicity of this plan, it often proves much more difficult in practice than 
interveners anticipate.

Operations that succeed in toppling a foreign regime are still besieged by 
a “principal-agent” problem. The reason why is that for an interstate dispute 
to have escalated to the point of regime change in the first place, the target 
government must have had a compelling reason not to acquiesce to the in-
tervener’s demands when the dispute first arose. For instance, the inter-
vener’s demands may have clashed with the target government’s enduring 
geostrategic interests or brought them into conflict with powerful domestic 
opposition forces. Unfortunately for the intervener, this means that even if 
it succeeds in replacing the foreign government, the same political pres-
sures that compelled the first government to act against their interests often 
continue to hold true for its successor as well. Consequently, I find that the 
only installed leaders who were willing to act as long-term agents for the 
United States were those who remained highly dependent on US aid. Such 
leaders, however, usually faced great difficulties maintaining power do-
mestically. The new leader’s opponents often accused the government of 
being a US puppet and, in some cases, even took up arms against the re-
gime. In fact, approximately half of the governments that came to power 
via a US-backed covert regime change during the Cold War were later vio-
lently removed from power through assassination, war, revolution, or coup. 
So great was the domestic opposition against them that many leaders in-
stalled by the United States acted on behalf of American interests for only a 
short time, or the United States had to commit an inordinate amount of re-
sources to keep them in power.

Covert operations that fail to replace their targets can also spell trouble 
for the intervener. Although policymakers launch covert operations with the 
expectation that the mission’s plausible deniability will shield them from the 
negative repercussions of trying to topple a foreign government, in practice, 
this often proves more difficult than planners anticipate. In more than 
70 percent of America’s Cold War interventions, Washington was publicly 
accused of meddling in the domestic affairs of the target state at the time of 
the regime change attempt. As a result, when these missions failed to oust 
their target, US policymakers found themselves in the awkward position of 
having to do business with foreign leaders who knew that Washington was 
actively trying to remove them from office. Unsurprisingly, this often had 
the effect of further souring their country’s already negative relationship 
with the United States. This, in turn, increased the likelihood that the two 
states would come to blows in the future.

To test these theoretical predictions, chapter 4 asks how America’s covert 
interventions influenced the quality of relations between Washington and 
the target states. Contrary to the expectations of policymakers, I show that 
the United States was more likely to experience militarized interstate disputes 
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with the states that they targeted for covert regime change compared to 
similar countries where they never intervened. Covert interventions also 
appeared to harm Washington’s relationship with the target state at lower 
levels of cooperation, such as United Nations voting behavior and foreign 
policy portfolio similarity. Given that Washington already had hostile rela-
tionships with these states, however, one potential criticism is that these post-
regime change conflicts were the result of a selection effect: namely, that the 
United States was more likely to target states for covert regime change where 
the possibility of conflict was already present. To guard against that possi-
bility, chapter 4 introduces several models that use the statistical data prepro
cessing method of matching to compare the cases where the United States 
intervened to a set of similar cases where it did not intervene, but which 
showed a similar propensity for conflict, to confirm that the breakdown in 
relations was a result of the intervention. The chapter then explores the im-
pact of covert interventions on the targeted states by analyzing the target 
state’s subsequent levels of democratization, civil war, adverse regime 
changes, and episodes of mass killing compared to similarly matched sam-
ples of cases. Here too, the results paint a grim picture: states targeted in a 
covert regime change operation appear less likely to be democratic after-
ward and more likely to experience civil war, adverse regime changes, or 
human rights abuses.

I conclude that states underestimate the negative consequences of co-
vert regime change. The costs in American dollars and lives lost during the 
Cold War tell only part of the story. Many operations also incurred consid-
erable indirect costs, such as a rise in anti-American sentiment and a loss of 
international trust. The case studies develop this theme further and illus-
trate how covert interventions often backfire in unanticipated ways. For in-
stance, chapter  6 shows how early US-backed missions to topple Soviet-
backed regimes in Eastern Europe helped to convince Stalin that postwar 
cooperation with Washington was no longer feasible. Likewise, chapter 7 
illustrates how the 1963 plot to oust South Vietnamese premier Ngo Dinh 
Diem had precisely the opposite effect of its intention; rather than stabiliz-
ing the country in order to facilitate an American withdrawal from Viet-
nam, it upended the South Vietnamese political order and drew the United 
States deeper into the conflict.

Why Regime Change Matters

Regime changes have broad and long-lasting effects for all states involved. 
For target states, the consequences are often catastrophic. Covert and overt 
regime changes have fueled bloody civil wars, brought brutal dictators to 
power, and increased the odds of government-led episodes of mass killing. 
For intervening states, the consequences can also be dire. Poorly conceived 
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operations have helped bring about long, costly wars, such as following the 
1963 US-backed coup d’état that ousted South Vietnamese president Ngo 
Dinh Diem or the 2003 overt intervention to remove Saddam Hussein in Iraq. 
Overt interventions and exposed covert operations can provoke an interna-
tional backlash, which in turn can weaken a state’s diplomatic and political 
authority. Domestically, covert missions can undermine a state’s democratic 
ideals by creating situations in which political leaders are unaccountable to 
their citizens. On the other hand, scholars have also identified ways that 
foreign-imposed regime change operations may have positive effects. For in-
tervening states, successful missions can bolster their security by replacing 
hostile regimes with friendly ones, by creating buffer zones, or by neutral-
izing threats abroad before they can spark unrest at home. Successful mis-
sions may also provide material benefits for the intervening state by pro-
tecting its economic interests or by ensuring access to the target state’s 
markets. In certain situations, these actions may even foster interstate sta-
bility and peace. Finally, regime changes appear to have played a key role 
in stopping several humanitarian disasters: for instance, Vietnam’s 1979 
invasion of Cambodia overthrew the brutal Khmer Rouge regime and 
ended a genocide believed to have claimed roughly 2 million lives.14

Regime changes occupy a unique position relative to the major interna-
tional relations theories. On the one hand, the motives cited earlier—
overthrowing a military rival, increasing one’s relative military power, pre-
venting a new military threat, and establishing regional hegemony—are the 
same ones that Realist scholars have long provided to explain war.15 On the 
other hand, however, the strategy of regime change—replacing the political 
leadership of another state in order to change that state’s behavior—has re-
ceived surprisingly little attention from Realist scholars. Perhaps the reason 
for this omission is that some prominent Realist theories view all states as 
unitary, self-interested actors. Neorealists, in particular, famously “black-
box” the state—meaning that they do not look to a state’s domestic politics 
to explain its international behavior. Instead, they believe that all states, re-
gardless of who is in charge, will behave in predictable patterns based on 
their geostrategic position and available resources.16 If states really viewed 
one another as “black boxes,” however, regime change is an odd goal.17 Why 
would a state care who is in charge of a foreign government if domestic poli-
tics are irrelevant for explaining international relations? Nevertheless, the 
frequency with which states launch regime changes suggests that leaders do 
care a great deal about the political leadership of foreign powers and fre-
quently intervene—covertly and overtly—to influence the makeup of that 
leadership.

To fill that void, this book aims to provide a Realist explanation for 
covert regime change. I argue that states pursue covert regime change to 
increase their relative power within the international system—by over-
throwing current military adversaries, dividing enemy alliances, and ensuring 
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that their existing allies and states within their sphere of influence are gov-
erned by leaders who will remain committed to that alliance. In my telling, 
systemic factors—such as the distribution of the balance of power—create 
the broad incentives for states to pursue regime change, while factors 
internal to the intervening and target states—such as policymakers’ per-
ceptions regarding the efficacy of different military strategies and the 
availability of foreign opposition groups to support—affect the specific 
foreign policy decisions regarding the timing and conduct of regime 
changes.18

This study also has important implications for the existing literature spe-
cifically on regime change. Despite the frequency that states launch covert 
regime changes, most studies on the causes of regime change have focused 
only on overt operations, causing scholars to misinterpret the basic causes 
of covert regime change. Ideological accounts focusing on the regime type 
of the intervening and target states often break down once covert opera-
tions are considered. Contrary to what many of these accounts predict, 
states are not restrained from covertly overthrowing their ideological 
equivalents or secretly cooperating with their supposed ideological foes. 
Alternative explanations focusing on norms are similarly misspecified. 
Norms do matter, but not as much as some authors believe, nor in the way 
that they imagine. Contrary to the claims of some existing studies, interna-
tional norms do not restrain states from attempting regime change. Norms 
only constrain states from conducting overt operations. When policymakers 
want to conduct an operation that they know violates international norms, 
they simply conduct it covertly to hide their involvement. Finally, studies 
arguing that military or economic interests motivate regime change fare 
better, but they are applicable only to a narrow subset of cases as currently 
formulated, and each fails independently to account for most cases.

Definitions and Data

To ensure that readers understand the specific vocabulary used in this study, 
it will be helpful to define certain terms. Regime is used to mean either a 
state’s leadership or its political processes and institutional arrangements.19 
Regime change thus refers to an operation to replace another state’s effective 
political leadership by significantly altering the composition of that state’s 
ruling elite, its administrative apparatus, or its institutional structure. This 
study focuses only on cases in which an intervening state intends for the 
target state to retain its juridical sovereignty or, in the case of secessionist 
movements, to obtain its juridical sovereignty. Consequently, cases of terri-
torial conquest, colonization, or annexation are not included.20

Covert regime change denotes an operation to replace the political leader-
ship of another state where the intervening state does not acknowledge its 
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role publicly.21 These actions include successful and failed attempts to co-
vertly assassinate foreign leaders, sponsor coups d’état, influence foreign 
democratic elections, incite popular revolutions, and support armed dissi-
dent groups in their bids to topple a foreign government. Although many 
different types of foreign actions can be conducted covertly, the study avoids 
other secretive actions not designed to replace a foreign state’s leadership—
espionage, counterintelligence, diplomacy, operational security, and pro-
paganda.22 This definition aligns with the US government’s classification 
of covert regime change, laid out in National Security Council Directive 
10/2 in 1948:

The National Security Council . . . ​has determined that, in the interests of 
world peace and U.S. national security, the overt foreign activities of the U.S. 
Government must be supplemented by covert operations . . . ​so planned and 
executed that any U.S. government responsibility for them is not evident to 
unauthorized persons and if uncovered the U.S. Government can plausibly 
disclaim any responsibility for them. Specifically, such actions shall include 
covert activities related to propaganda; economic warfare; preventative di-
rect actions, including sabotage, anti-sabotage, demolition, and evacuation 
measures; subversion against hostile states, including assistance to under-
ground resistance movements, guerrillas, and refugee liberation groups, 
and support of indigenous anti-communist elements in threatened countries 
of the free world.23

Overt regime change includes operations involving the direct and publicly ac-
knowledged use of military force to replace the political leadership of an-
other state. States can go to war for regime change, but the definition also 
includes smaller military actions designed to replace foreign political lead-
ers, such as air strikes or limited invasions.

A few definitional caveats before I proceed. First, my data exclude efforts 
to covertly prop up a state’s allies through publicly unacknowledged finan-
cial or military aid.24 For instance, the United States reportedly provided co-
vert support to the Saudi royal family during the Cold War to help them 
maintain their position of power and stability in the region.25 Although, 
actions of this nature are similar to covert regime change in that they strive 
to influence the domestic political system of a foreign power, they differ 
from regime change in that they seek to maintain the status quo rather than 
revising it. Consequently, I believe covert actions of this nature are better 
classified as regime maintenance. There is also the question of how to dif-
ferentiate covert operations to influence the result of a foreign election from 
regime maintenance efforts. During the Cold War, for instance, the United 
States sought to covertly guarantee that their preferred candidate would 
win a democratic election in over a dozen countries. Many of these cases 
do not pose a definitional challenge for this project because Washington’s 
covert efforts were designed to upend the status quo: either the United 
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States was trying to bring a new leader to power via the election, or they 
were trying to influence the first democratic election in a country after it 
underwent a power transition from another system of government. How-
ever, in five cases—Italy (twice), France, Japan, and Chile—the United 
States conducted operations to ensure that the ruling party would continue 
to win elections and thus remain in power. One potential objection is that 
these cases are better considered examples of regime maintenance and 
therefore should be excluded from my sample. Nevertheless, I decided to 
include these cases because I believe it is reasonable to view free and fair 
competitive democratic elections as, by their nature, prescheduled opportu-
nities for regime change. Furthermore, omitting these cases would paint 
an inaccurate picture of America’s covert behavior during the Cold War 
because the interventions played a major role in US Cold War strategy. Fi
nally, these cases provide a noteworthy exception to one of the main claims 
of this study—that covert regime changes are most likely to succeed against 
weak, geostrategically unimportant states and that many operations spark 
anti-American blowback and resentment. In four of these five cases—US 
operations in Italy, France, and Japan—the actions succeeded against 
powerful, important states with few negative repercussions for Washington. 
In the spirit of transparency, it is therefore important that I include these 
cases because failing to do so would bias the data in my favor.

In contrast to some studies, my dataset focuses on target countries rather 
than individual operations. For example, the United States encouraged three 
separate coups in short succession during its efforts to overthrow Guatemala 
in 1954. Although some studies treat these coups as separate events, this 
study treats them as a single covert campaign. Similar to this is the fact that 
the United States often pursued more than one covert tactic simultaneously 
against the same state. For instance, during eight years of covert operations 
against Cuba in the 1960s, US officials backed multiple assassination 
plots against Fidel Castro as part of a plan known as Operation Mongoose, 
as well as the Bay of Pigs paramilitary invasion by Cuban exiles. This study 
groups them together as one eight-year case rather than multiple indepen
dent operations. Similarly, when the United States covertly sought to in-
fluence democratic elections across multiple election cycles within the same 
country, I grouped them together as one campaign. Analyzing covert cam-
paigns rather than independent missions is preferable because states fre-
quently launch more than one operation simultaneously, and treating these 
actions as independent overlooks the fact that they often have mutually re-
inforcing effects on one another.

Despite the frequency of covert regime changes, international relations (IR) 
analysts are often ambiguous in their treatment of them. On the one hand, 
many critics of US foreign policy frequently allege covert American involve-
ment in controversial political events throughout the world. On the other 
hand, covert regime change generally does not play a major role in Ameri
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ca’s foreign policy debates, and IR textbooks seldom address it in depth. This 
ambiguity about the importance of covert attempts at regime change stems 
from the fact that America’s covert activities are more often treated as the 
subject of speculation than of systematic analysis. The following anecdote 
from a conversation between Henry Kissinger and Chinese prime minister 
Zhou Enlai in 1971 reflects this contradictory treatment. When Zhou ques-
tioned Kissinger about the Central Intelligence Agency’s (CIA) covert actions, 
Kissinger replied that Zhou “vastly overestimates the competence of the 
CIA.” Yet Zhou pressed on: “Whenever something happens in the world 
they are always thought of.” Yes, Kissinger retorted, “That is true, and it flat-
ters them, but they don’t deserve it.”26

To help resolve this speculation, this study aims to systematically analyze 
all US-backed regime changes during the Cold War (1947–89). I have cho-
sen to use this sample for both theoretical and practical reasons. Theoreti-
cally, I can hold several important features of the international state system 
constant by focusing on the Cold War. For one, the modern notion of 
“regime change” is premised on the idea of Westphalian state sovereignty, 
or that “states exist in specific territories, within which domestic political 
authorities are the sole arbiters of legitimate behavior.”27 However, this 
understanding of sovereignty has not always been the norm. Before the 
age of decolonization, the international system was based on a much more 
fluid idea of sovereignty. Although Western powers interacted with each 
other as sovereign equals, they did not treat their colonies, protectorates, or 
imperial domains in a similar manner. They considered it their legitimate 
right to replace the domestic leadership of these territories. Thus, the colo-
nial era concept of “regime change” had neither the same connotations nor 
the same consequences it does today. Likewise, since 1945, only states have 
launched regime change missions. This too has not always been the case. 
For instance, in 1855, an individual—Tennessean William Walker—overthrew 
the Nicaraguan government and ruled as president for several years with 
only a small, privately funded army. Similarly, in 1910, a corporation—
Cuyamel Fruit Company—hired mercenaries to overthrow the government 
of Honduras to protect its banana plantations.28 The motives driving these 
non-state actors likely differ from those of states, and excluding these cases 
simplifies the study.

There are also several practical reasons to limit this study to US operations 
during the Cold War. For one thing, the combination of US government 
declassification regulations, influential Congressional investigations, and 
journalistic coverage of these missions have severely undermined Washing-
ton’s ability to keep its covert actions secret. However, the same cannot be 
said of operations launched by other states or by the United States during 
different eras. The primary sources used in this study were obtained 
through archival research at the National Archives and Records Adminis-
tration, the National Security Archive, and several presidential libraries. 
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From this effort, I have obtained thousands of declassified documents—
mostly from the CIA and the executive branch—outlining the planning, 
implementation, and effectiveness of these missions. Because the amount 
of data available per mission ranges from a few reports to thousands of 
documents, I have imposed a minimum requirement of three primary 
source documents to verify each case. These primary sources are listed in 
several online appendixes: Appendix I lists three primary source docu-
ments for each of the sixty-four covert cases indicating that the United States 
attempted to covertly overthrow the target country. Appendix II does the 
same for each of America’s six overt operations. Appendix III covers cases 
where the United States has been publicly accused of instigating a covert 
regime change, but where the existing evidence indicates that Washington 
was not actively involved in the plot, as well as three primary source docu-
ments to support why I made that determination. In several cases that are 
commonly considered the work of the CIA, such as the 1967 Greek coup or 
the 1976 Argentine coup, I argue that Washington did not take an active role 
in planning or implementing the operation, although US officials may have 
had preexisting ties to the coup plotters or foreknowledge that a coup could 
occur. The coup plotters may also have been emboldened by the knowledge 
that Washington would likely back them if they succeeded.

Two potential data concerns are worth addressing in detail. One objection 
is that my dataset may be skewed toward identifying failed operations while 
overlooking successful covert cases precisely because they have succeeded 
in remaining secret. I believe this concern is valid, but likely overstated. For 
one, at several points in its history, US government agencies have compiled 
internal histories of the nation’s covert operations. If unknown successful 
cases existed, they most likely would have been included in these reports. 
For instance, during the Watergate hearings, CIA director James Schlesinger 
ordered agency officials to collect all potentially incriminating actions for re-
view. The resulting report—declassified in 2007 and commonly referred to 
as the “Family Jewels”—covers the period from the 1950s through 1970s and 
does not include any cases that this current study has failed to identify.29 In 
addition, several individuals interviewed for this project who were involved 
in the planning of these missions have indicated that the list is comprehen-
sive. Finally, as with any potential data bias, the question arises of whether 
the bias supports or opposes the argument. There are a few cases where the 
secondary literature provides compelling reason to suspect that the United 
States may have pursued a covert intervention, but for which I have been 
unable to locate primary source verification one way or the other, such as 
the allegations that the United States sought to covertly influence elections 
in the Philippines and Greece during the 1950s or sought to organize a coup 
in Iraq in the early 1960s. However, these cases are entirely consistent with 
my argument. To the extent that any covert US regime changes could have 
completely escaped my attention, I believe they are most likely to be small 
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unsuccessful operations. Because I argue that covert regime changes are 
largely ineffective, however, failing to identify these cases weakens my 
argument. Selection bias therefore poses fewer problems for this project 
than one might originally suspect.

A second potential methodological objection is that I have “selected on the 
dependent variable.” This criticism relates to the research practice of ana-
lyzing only those cases where the phenomenon of interest was observed (e.g., 
US-backed regime change attempts) and not analyzing cases where the phe-
nomenon was not observed (e.g., cases where the United States could have 
attempted a regime change but did not). According to this line of reasoning, 
if a scholar samples on the dependent variable, any inferences that they make 
about the causes of their research subject will be invalid because they may 
have inadvertently overlooked cases where the causal factors that they con-
sider important were present but did not result in the phenomenon. Apply-
ing this criticism to this project, I argue that states launch regime change op-
erations in response to chronic, security-based interstate disputes. One 
could argue that because I selected on the dependent variable by creating a 
dataset of regime change attempts, I cannot make any causal inferences about 
the motives for these interventions.30 Despite the importance of this concern, 
I believe that it does not pose an insurmountable problem for four reasons. 
First, and most importantly, a correlation between security-based disputes 
and regime changes is not the only piece of evidence that I use to argue that 
the United States launched regime change operations to pursue security in-
terests. My assertion is also based on extensive qualitative analysis of a 
plethora of different data sources, such as declassified government docu-
ments, meeting transcripts, and recordings. Second, my case studies were 
selected to show variation in policymakers’ willingness to launch regime 
change operations within and across cases. Third, the two prerequisites for 
intervention are necessary, but not sufficient, conditions. This means that I 
readily acknowledge that there may be cases where these two factors are 
present but do not lead to regime change. Fourth, to avoid sampling on the 
dependent variable while constructing my dataset, I would have had to iden-
tify a corresponding control group of situations where the United States 
could have launched a regime change but did not. However, from a purely 
practical perspective, it is difficult to imagine what this control group would 
look like in a large-N study because the proximate catalysts for US interven-
tion varied widely across cases. The potential control group would there-
fore have to encompass a huge number of public and private interactions 
that Washington had with foreign governments, for which it would be 
virtually impossible to gather data.

Chapters 6–8 include three comparative historical analyses of US-backed 
covert and overt operations in separate geographic regions. Chapter 6 looks 
at Albania, the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, and the negative case of 
Yugoslavia during the early Cold War. The rollback missions in this chapter 
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were covert efforts to overthrow pro-Soviet regimes in states where the So-
viets had a military presence but still faced domestic opposition to their 
rule. Chapter 7 analyzes the US experience with covert regime change in 
North and South Vietnam in the run-up to the Vietnam War. I show how 
American officials sought to contain the spread of communism in Viet-
nam by launching one series of preventive covert operations to strengthen 
the leadership of South Vietnam and another set of offensive missions to 
weaken the leadership of North Vietnam. Finally, chapter 8 investigates a 
series of Hegemonic operations against the Dominican Republic during 
the late 1950s and early 1960s. Eisenhower initiated a coup d’état plot 
against America’s one-time ally General Rafael Trujillo that came to frui-
tion under Kennedy and resulted in Trujillo’s 1961 assassination. In 1962, 
Kennedy launched a second covert operation to manipulate the country’s 
upcoming presidential elections. After these covert efforts failed to pro-
duce a stable government, Johnson overtly intervened during a 1965 crisis 
to prevent leftist forces from assuming power. Afterward, he reverted to 
covert conduct to manipulate Dominican elections in 1966 and 1968.

Each case study creates a strategic narrative regarding the structural 
forces and strategic decisions that influenced the origins, design, and ef-
fectiveness of these operations. Within each case study, I employ process 
tracing to test whether the perceptions of US policymakers match my the-
ory’s predictions, to verify that the sequencing of historical events matches 
my causal argument, and to compare my causal logic to the alternative 
explanations. I also use congruence testing to confirm the internal validity 
of my theory across different environments and to generate external va-
lidity for my theory by comparing it to the alternative explanations across 
cases.31

Four criteria were used for selecting cases. First, the cases that I have se-
lected allow me to best test my arguments compared to rival hypotheses. 
My theory and the alternative explanations each make specific predictions 
with observable implications for each case, thereby allowing me to weigh 
the relative merits of each. I have also attempted to select “hard cases” for 
my theory—where alternative explanations are at their strongest—so that I 
may evaluate them on their best merits.32 Second, these cases are represen-
tative of the missions conducted in their type (e.g., offensive, preventive, or 
hegemonic), time, and geographic region, which helps maximize the exter-
nal validity of my findings. This means that I have selected cases for what 
Dan Slater and Daniel Ziblatt term “typological representativeness.” The ad-
vantage of this technique, they argue, is that “strategically choosing cases 
in search of representative variation can be one effective way to avoid the 
trap of selection bias. . . . ​Based on deep knowledge of cases and the catego-
ries scholars have used to array them, one can identify the relevant range of 
outcomes ex ante using well-accepted typologies that by definition specify 
mutually exclusive outcomes that also are exhaustive of all empirical varia-

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



The False Promise of Covert Regime Change

21

tions.”33 Third, I have selected cases that show variation at each step in my 
causal logic, thus allowing me to test and verify the logic of my entire argu-
ment. Finally, given the controversial nature of my research subject, I must 
substantiate both US decision-making processes and the details of the co-
vert actions. As such, I selected cases with a wide range of available primary 
sources.34
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chapter 2

Causes

Why Do States Launch Regime Changes?

We should cease talk about vague . . . ​unreal objectives such as human 
rights, the raising of the living standards, and democratization. The 
day is not far off when we are going to have to deal in straight power 
concepts. The less we are then hampered by idealistic slogans, the 
better.

—George F. Kennan, Memorandum to Secretary  
of State Marshall, 1948

In the wake of the Iraq War, regime change has become a hot topic among 
scholars and the public alike. At the forefront of this debate is the question 
of what motivates states to launch regime changes. In the case of Iraq, de-
bate continues over the relative influence of numerous different justifications 
for war: Was it for access to Iraqi oil? To spread democracy abroad? To liber-
ate the Iraqi people from a brutal dictator? To eliminate Iraq’s stockpiles of 
chemical and biological weapons? To force Iraq to comply with UN resolu-
tions? One key question raised in this debate was whether the Iraq War was 
launched for reasons—as many IR scholars claimed—that radically departed 
from the normal principles guiding US foreign policy.1 To answer that ques-
tion, numerous academic studies have emerged, analyzing the historical 
influence of norms, ideas, and economic interests in motivating states to 
launch foreign regime changes. 

In contrast to those accounts, this chapter presents a security-based the-
ory of regime change. This enterprise involves four tasks. First, I introduce 
the existing literature on the causes of regime change and test hypotheses 
generated from those works. In the next section, I present a new theory re-
garding the security motives driving America’s Cold War interventions. In 
the third section, I discuss how policymakers expect regime change to work. 
Finally, I identify two prerequisites for intervention.
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What Do We Know about the Causes of Regime Change?

America’s Cold War covert interventions pose a challenge to the four reign-
ing explanations regarding the causes of regime change. Many existing stud-
ies of the causes of regime change focus on overt interventions. The appeal of 
the covert approach, however, lies in its secrecy, suggesting that the mission’s 
political objectives may influence policymakers’ preferred conduct. Thus, 
some theories that offer credible explanations for overt cases alone are less 
compelling when compared to a sample of covert and overt regime changes. 
This section reviews four competing explanations to determine whether 
hypotheses generated from those works can accurately explain America’s Cold 
War regime changes. Table 2.1 summarizes how these alternative hypothe-
ses will be tested in the case studies contained in chapters 6 through 8.

Table 2.1  Case selection and alternative hypotheses on the causes of regime change

Alternative Hypotheses
Eastern 
Europe Vietnam

Dominican 
Republic

Normative
Hypothesis 1: US-backed regime changes 
should not violate norms of justified inter-
vention.

✕ ✕ ✕

Regime Type:
Hypothesis 2a: US-backed regime changes 
should disproportionately target 
non-democracies.

✓ ✓ ✓ (1959–62)
✕ (1962–68)

Hypothesis 2b: US-backed regime 
changes should promote liberalism and 
democracy.

✕ ✕ ✕ (1959–62 
 ✓ (1962–68)

Hypothesis 2c: US-backed regime changes 
should install authoritarian governments.

✓ ✓ ✓ (1959–62)
✕ (1962–68)

Economic:
Hypothesis 3a: US-backed regime change 
should promote the private economic 
interests of American multinational 
corporations.

✕ ✕ ✕

Hypothesis 3b: US-backed regime 
changes should promote America’s 
position as head of a global capitalist 
order.

✕ ✕ ✕

Rogue CIA:
Hypothesis 4: The CIA launches covert 
regime changes without executive branch 
approval.

✕ ✕ ✕

✕: signifies that the alternative hypothesis makes competing predictions for this case.
✓: signifies that the alternative hypothesis makes similar predictions for this case.
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normative explanations

The first set of existing explanations asks how norms legitimatize different 
forms of regime change by influencing what types of actions political lead-
ers consider appropriate for them to undertake. The effect of norms, accord-
ing to Nina Tannenwald, is to “shape realms of possibility. They influence 
(increase or decrease) the probability of occurrence of certain courses of ac-
tion.”2 One of the most salient norms in the international system is Westpha-
lian sovereignty: the belief that “states exist in specific territories, within 
which domestic political authorities are the sole arbiters of legitimate 
behavior.”3 Westphalian sovereignty undergirds the modern state system, 
modern international law, and many international organizations.4 In that 
sense, it is a very powerful norm. At the same time, however, states fre-
quently violate one another’s sovereignty. In fact, violations are a routine—
and often uncontroversial—facet of interstate relations. To figure out why, 
many scholars have asked how norms influence what types of foreign inter-
ventions policymakers will consider legitimate. Two of these accounts—
those focusing on the role of norms of justified intervention and democratic 
peace theory (DPT)—make predictions about when states will launch re-
gime change operations.

One line of this literature investigates how different norms emerge over 
time that constrain the types of military interventions that states will con-
sider legitimate. From these works, we can derive several predictions for how 
the United States and other great powers should have behaved during the 
Cold War.5 First, according to these theorists, states should not intervene to 
prop up leaders who infringe on minority rights or perpetrate crimes against 
humanity.6 Likewise, in the post-colonial era, states should not launch 
regime change to enforce the contractual obligations of private parties or 
to collect public debts.7 Scholars have also elaborated on how internation-
ally held norms may constrain the ways that states can use their military, 
for instance, by prohibiting foreign annexations and conquests, interstate 
political assassinations, and preventive wars.8

Democratic Peace Theory (DPT) suggests another way that norms could 
regulate state behavior. According to normative variants of DPT, democra-
cies do not go to war with other democracies, because liberal norms shape 
how democratic policymakers view one another and choose to resolve con-
flict. In his groundbreaking piece on the topic, Michael Doyle argues that 
liberalism’s respect for individual rights manifests itself internationally as a 
deep respect for the sovereignty of fellow democracies. As a result, he main-
tains, “Even though liberal states have become involved in numerous wars 
with illiberal states, constitutionally secure liberal states have yet to engage 
in war with one another.”9 A large body of IR literature has subsequently 
expanded on the various normative reasons why democracies “perceive each 
other as peaceful because of the democratic norms governing their domes-
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tic decision-making processes.”10 These reasons include internalized norms 
of nonviolent conflict resolution, respect for the rule of law, norms of indi-
vidual freedom, and shared identities among democracies.11 Combining 
these arguments about how norms constrain state behavior, we arrive at 
hypothesis 1:

Hypothesis 1 Operations That Violate Norms of Justified Intervention: The United 
States should not attempt regime changes that violate norms of justified in-
tervention.

If hypothesis 1 is correct, then Washington’s Cold War behavior should re-
flect the constraining effect of these norms. Looking at overt interventions 
alone, although far from perfect, the United States has a relatively strong rec
ord: the United States has never gone to war against another democracy. It 
has not gone to war for the primary purpose of securing private economic 
interests or public debts in the twentieth century. Its last territorial annexa-
tion was the 1917 purchase of the Virgin Islands from Denmark. And as chap-
ter  5 shows, Washington went to great lengths to publicly justify its six 
overt regime changes during the Cold War as being consistent with these 
norms.

Once covert operations are also included, however, hypothesis 1 breaks 
down. America’s covert operations habitually violated norms of justified 
intervention: Washington installed brutal dictators. It broke international 
law. It collaborated with many unsavory organizations, including violent 
secessionist movements, authoritarian death squads, religious extremists, 
Mafioso, drug traffickers, and numerous groups known to have committed 
mass killings. The United States also pursued numerous regime changes 
for objectives akin to preventive war and was embroiled in several plots 
involving the assassination of foreign leaders.12 Time and again, American 
leaders had no compunction violating these norms as long as their role 
could be kept secret. The 1954 Doolittle Report reflects this dynamic: “It is 
now clear that we are facing an implacable enemy whose avowed objective 
is world domination by whatever means and at whatever costs. There are 
no rules in such a game. Hitherto acceptable norms of human conduct do 
not apply.”13

America’s record of covert regime change also poses a strong challenge 
to DPT.14 During the Cold War alone, the United States covertly supported 
regime change efforts that directly or indirectly replaced democratically 
elected leaders with authoritarian regimes in six cases and covertly tried to 
influence the outcome of democratic elections in a dozen additional cases.15 
Contrary to the predictions of normative variants of DPT, US policymakers 
simply ignored norms of respect for fellow democracies when they believed 
that it served US national interests.16 A lack of respect for democratic norms 
is evident in the way US officials spoke about foreign democracies when they 
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objected to the decisions made by their voters. For instance, fearing that the 
Indonesian Communist Party might win Indonesia’s next election, John Fos-
ter Dulles remarked in 1958, “They [the Indonesians] cannot turn over their 
country to communism without something being done about it by the free 
world.”17 Likewise, remarking on the chance that Salvador Allende’s social-
ist party might win Chile’s 1970 elections, Henry Kissinger declared, “I don’t 
see why we need to stand by and watch a country go communist due to the 
irresponsibility of its own people. The issues are much too important for the 
Chilean voters to be left to decide for themselves.”18

DPT proponents have responded to the challenge posed by covert opera-
tions in multiple ways. One argument is that the “political regimes targeted 
by U.S. covert action, especially forcible action, did not meet the threshold 
conditions for complete liberalism.”19 In other words, the target states were 
not fully established liberal democracies, so the United States did not treat 
them as such. Nevertheless, this argument ignores the fact that though some 
of the target states had short histories with democracy, others—like France, 
Guatemala, or Chile—were well-established democracies.20 A second 
counterargument put forth by DPT proponents is that some CIA interven-
tions were attempted “on behalf of democratic governments on occasion, 
particularly in the early days of the Cold War, as in Italy and France” by 
supporting anti-communist political parties in foreign elections.21 In a re-
lated vein, Michael Poznansky argues that US policymakers were not con-
strained by democratic norms of nonintervention when they believed that 
their inaction could enable a communist victory in a democratic election.22

These arguments are also unsatisfying. There were two types of covert 
operations targeting democracies during the Cold War: one type tried to 
covertly influence foreign elections so that America’s preferred leader 
would come to power, and the other aimed to topple democratic govern-
ments in favor of pro-American authoritarian regimes. Regardless of how 
DPT proponents may try to spin it, however, both types of intervention 
reflect a fundamental disrespect for the core liberal values that they claim 
undergird the democratic peace—such as the right of self-determination, 
democratic participation, and respect for international law.23 The authors 
are probably correct that some US leaders were able to persuade them-
selves that they were justified overthrowing or subverting leftist foreign 
democracies for the sake of democracy. Yet, all this may illustrate is the 
subjective nature of the democratic peace. Many of the leftist parties had 
repeatedly committed themselves to working within a democratic frame-
work, and in some cases, US policymakers even acknowledged this fact.24 
Instead, it is possible that US leaders redefined what they considered a 
democracy based not on the actual political situations within the target 
states, but rather on their strategic interest in fighting communism.25 As 
Tarak Barkawi explains, “U.S. Cold War officials and the democratic-peace 
research program simply equates ‘democracy’ with ‘liberal capitalist de-

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Cause

27

mocracy’ without acknowledgment of the essentially contested nature of 
this concept.”26 Sebastian Rosato writes: “Scholars will therefore always be 
able to find ‘evidence’ that the other state was not perceived to be suffi-
ciently ‘democratic’ as leaders go about demonizing the enemy. . . . ​These 
perceptions may change independently of the objective nature of the other 
regime, suggesting that it is entirely possible for liberal states to fight one 
another.”27

All of this is not to say that norms are irrelevant for explaining American 
Cold War behavior. Norms are influential, but not in the way that scholars 
typically talk about them as motivating or precluding certain interven-
tions. A third possibility also exists: nonnormative concerns may motivate 
a regime change, but norms of justified intervention could influence how 
policymakers intervene. When leaders believe that international observers 
will consider a mission legitimate, they can conduct it overtly. When policy-
makers believe the mission violates norms of justified intervention, how-
ever, they are more likely to conduct it covertly. Covert action thus allows 
states to behave hypocritically. It enables leaders to conform publicly to 
collective expectations for appropriate behavior while secretly violating 
those norms.

regime-type arguments

A second set of arguments analyzes how ideology and regime type influ-
ence states’ decisions to pursue regime change. Here I have grouped three 
variants that make predictions regarding which types of states the United 
States should target for regime change and what form of government Wash-
ington should install during these operations.

Targeting Non-Democracies.  One set of arguments maintains that the 
greater the difference in two states’ political systems, the more likely they 
will fear one another and attempt regime change as a result. For instance, 
Suzanne Werner classified all war belligerents between 1816 and 1980 
according to the level of regulation, competitiveness, and openness of ex-
ecutive recruitment of their political system. Werner found that “the cumu-
lative effect of changing the value of the variable measuring the differences 
between the war participant’s and opponent’s authority structure from the 
lowest to highest observed value increases the probability of a foreign im-
posed regime change by 44 percent.”28 This suggests that the United States 
should disproportionately target non-democracies for regime change. Along 
this line of thinking, several authors argue that personalist authoritarian 
regimes—sometimes called rogue states—are the most likely targets of re-
gime change because their leaders have little credibility when it comes to 
their likelihood of adhering to interstate agreements, particularly postwar 
treaties. To test this hypothesis, Alexander Downes looked at 134 wars 
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between 1816 and 2003 and found that states headed by personalist leaders 
experienced regime change more than chance would dictate.29 Combining 
these arguments leads to hypothesis 2a:

Hypothesis 2a Skeptical Democracy: The United States should disproportion-
ately target non-democracies for regime change, particularly personalist re-
gimes.

To test this argument, table 2.2 codes the regime type of every state targeted 
during US-backed covert regime changes during the Cold War, in accordance 
with Barbara Geddes, Joseph Wright, and Erica Frantz’s (2014) dataset. It 
shows that Washington targeted a variety of states during these missions: 
28 percent of covert operations targeted democracies—eighteen in all; and 
the remaining 72 percent were aimed at authoritarian states—eleven per-
sonal, twenty-seven single-party, and eight military.30 To see whether Wash-
ington disproportionately targeted any particular type of state for covert re-
gime change, a difference of proportions test was then used to compare the 
regime types of target states against the proportion of states in the interna-
tional system by each regime type during the Cold War (measured in 
country-years). The test reveals that although the United States targeted de-
mocracies less often than what random chance would dictate, this differ-
ence was not statistically significant. To the contrary, the only statistically 
significant finding was that Washington disproportionately under-targeted 
monarchies. In fact, the United States did not target a single monarchy 
throughout the Cold War, even though they made up 9  percent of the 
country-years in the sample. If anything, this observation directly contra-
dicts hypothesis 2a. Monarchies have highly dissimilar political systems and 
low audience costs, which, according to these theorists, should increase—
rather than decrease—the likelihood of regime change. Altogether, this sug-
gests that factors other than regime type need to be considered to explain 
Washington’s regime change decisions.

Promoting Democracy.  A second related argument holds that states con-
duct regime change to spread their preferred system of government 
throughout the international system. Thus, liberal democratic states like 
the United States use regime change to promote the spread of liberal val-
ues. One reason, according to some proponents of DPT, is that liberal states 
often turn conflicts with nonliberal states into crusades.31 Doyle explains, 
“The very constitutional restraint, shared commercial interests, and inter-
national respect for individual rights that promote peace among liberal 
societies can exacerbate conflicts in relations between liberal and non-
liberal societies.”32

In a comprehensive study covering the period 1510–2010, John Owen ar-
gues that states conduct regime change operations in historical waves dur-
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ing periods when transnational elites are highly polarized between two or 
more competing ideologies, in an attempt to combat both internal and ex-
ternal security threats from their ideological opponents.33 During the Cold 
War, he writes, “Neither the Soviet nor the U.S. government seriously feared 
a domestic overthrow by the other’s ideological movement.” Instead, “Pro-
motion was a tool to extend or preserve one’s sphere of influence and to ar-
rest the spread of the other’s sphere.”34 Other scholars also highlight Amer
ica’s record of promoting liberalism abroad.35 Susan Epstein, Nina Serafino, 
and Francis Miko declare, “Democracy promotion has been a long-standing 
element of U.S. foreign policy.”36 Citing examples such as Italy, France, and 
Portugal, Joshua Muravchik extends this argument to include America’s 
Cold War covert interventions. He writes, “Covert action has probably more 
often served to advance democracy than retard it. This judgment cannot be 
made with great confidence because the bulk of covert actions remain se-
cret. We can judge only from that small fraction about which some informa-
tion has seeped into the public record. Of these, more positive than negative 
cases appear.”37 If these authors are correct, the United States should dispro-
portionately target nonliberal states for regime change and attempt to de
mocratize them during these operations.

Hypothesis 2b Promoting Democracy: The United States uses regime change 
to promote liberalism and democracy abroad.

How does this hypothesis compare to the historical record? Again, not well. 
Overall, I find little support for the hypothesis at either the overt or covert 
level. Looking first at the overt cases, Owen identifies eight cases where the 
United States overtly promoted a regime change during the Cold War (ex-
cluding the countries that it occupied after WWII).38 Although these opera-
tions sought to curtail the spread of communism, Owen acknowledges that 
Washington did not promote liberal institutions in the first six cases as the 

Table 2.2 Regime type of target states—Difference of proportions test

US-Backed Covert Regime Change Attempts Country-Years by Regime Type

Number
Percentage 
of Total Number

Percentage 
of Total

Democracy 18 28.1 1,608 34.1
Monarchy 0 0** 431 9.1**
Personal 11 17.2 648 13.7
Single-Party 27 42.2 1,580 33.5
Military 8 12.5 451 9.6

Total: 64 100 4,718 100

Significance Levels: * –10%, ** –5%, *** –1%.
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means to do so.39 Multiple quantitative studies similarly confirm America’s 
poor record of overt democracy promotion during this period.40

Once covert missions are also considered, hypothesis 2b fares even worse. 
Only eight out of sixty-four covert interventions aimed to promote a demo
cratic revolution within an authoritarian state. In forty-four cases, Wash-
ington supported authoritarian leaders. This means that the United States 
not only failed to promote liberalism during most covert operations, but it 
actively worked against liberal regimes at times.41 Influential Cold War diplo-
mat George Kennan set the tone for America’s interventions when he explained 
in 1948, “It is better to have a strong regime in power than a liberal one if it is 
indulgent and relaxed and penetrated by communists.”42

Installing Dictators.  In contrast to the preceding argument, other schol-
ars have argued that democracies have an incentive to install authoritarian 
regimes abroad. According to proponents of Selectorate Theory, for in-
stance, when democracies go to war, it is typically to secure public bene-
fits, such as increased security or ideological goals. Securing these public 
benefits, however, requires postwar cooperation from their defeated op-
ponent. But postwar settlements are unpopular, and leaders in defeated 
states will likely feel pressured to renege on the agreement. This creates 
a commitment problem for the intervener. How can the victor know its op-
ponent will not renege on a postwar settlement? The answer, according to 
Morrow et al., is to install a puppet regime. They argue, “A puppet govern-
ment solves the commitment problem by eliminating the incentive to pur-
sue revisionist demands by defusing them in the domestic politics of the 
defeated state.”43 For periods of great-power rivalry, Melissa Willard-
Foster makes a related argument. She argues that authoritarian states can 
impose unpopular policies onto their followers without losing power. As a 
result, autocracies are more likely to acquiesce to the demands of great 
powers during disputes. This, in turn, means that the great powers are less 
likely to try to overthrow them. The opposite holds true for regimes that 
rely on popular support, such as democracies, which cannot acquiesce to 
such demands without jeopardizing their rule. Thus, great powers have an 
incentive to overthrow these democratic leaders in favor of compliant au-
thoritarian ones.44

Hypothesis 2c Promoting Authoritarian Regimes: The United States should pro-
mote authoritarian puppet governments to secure its interests.

Of the three regime-type arguments, hypothesis 2c fits the historical record 
best. Throughout the Cold War, Washington backed authoritarian leaders in 
its covert regime changes more than 70 percent of the time. Nevertheless, 
Washington did not always promote autocrats. In one-eighth of its covert 
interventions and half of its overt operations, Washington promoted a 
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democratic transformation within an authoritarian country. In fact, many 
well-known US military interventions since World War II have promoted 
democracies: Germany, Austria, Japan, Italy, Grenada, Panama, Haiti, Af
ghanistan, and Iraq. On the other hand, it is no coincidence that these cases 
are well known. As explained earlier, Washington has good reason to con-
duct democratizing regime changes overtly and non-democratizing opera-
tions covertly. Thus, to say that the United States pursues regime changes 
primarily to install pro-American dictators oversimplifies US foreign policy. 
The United States clearly believes that promoting democracy serves its in-
terests in certain cases while promoting dictators works best in others. More 
contextual information is needed to know which type of regime the United 
States is most likely to promote in any given case.

economic interests

The third set of arguments asks how economic interests cause regime change. 
One variant argues that states pursue regime change to protect the narrow 
economic interests of powerful corporations; another claims that states in-
tervene to spread their preferred economic system.

Multinational Corporations.  Numerous studies contend that states have 
used regime change to protect the interests of powerful multinational cor-
porations.45 Proponents of this theory most often focus on three cases. The 
first is the joint Anglo-American operation that toppled Iranian prime min-
ister Mohammad Mossadegh in 1953, allegedly for having nationalized 
the British-owned Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. After the coup, Iranian oil 
was managed by an international consortium, which granted five US com-
panies (Esso/Exxon, Gulf, Mobil, Standard Oil of California, and Texaco) 
40 percent of Iranian oil royalties.46 The second case is America’s 1954 in-
tervention in Guatemala, allegedly to protect the interests of a powerful 
American multinational corporation known as the United Fruit Company 
(UFCO). The third is the 1973 Chilean coup, which proponents claim aimed 
to protect the interests of an American firm, International Telephone and 
Telegraph (ITT). According to Stephen Kinzer, these cases show that Wash-
ington “acted mainly for economic reasons—specifically to establish, pro-
mote, and defend the right of Americans to do business around the world 
without interference.”47 Scholars have also found some empirical support 
for this theory. Dube, Kaplan, and Naidu, for instance, show how coups 
and coup authorizations increased the stock returns of partially national-
ized US corporations on five occasions during the Cold War.48 They con-
clude “that there were substantial economic incentives for firms to lobby 
for these operations . . . ​regime changes led to significant economic gains 
for corporations that stood to benefit from U.S. interventions in developing 
countries.”49
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Hypothesis 3a Multinational Corporations: The United States pursues regime 
change to promote the private economic interests of powerful American cor-
porations.

How do these theories compare to the historical record? Overall, there is little 
support. In the clear majority of Eastern European, African, and Asian cases, 
Washington intervened even though there were no significant existing Ameri-
can business interests at stake. Even in the Western Hemisphere, it is hard 
to find economic interests at stake for cases like Guyana, Grenada, Haiti, or 
Nicaragua, where the United States had virtually no direct foreign trade or 
investment.50 Furthermore, in contrast to what these theories would predict, 
Washington did not try to topple several governments in the Western 
hemisphere that expropriated the assets of American firms, such as when 
Mexico nationalized several US oil firms in 1938 or when the Peruvian mil-
itary regime expropriated multiple US firms in the 1960s.51

Even in Iran, Guatemala, and Chile—considered the quintessential exam-
ples of American economic imperialism—there is also reason to doubt that 
economic interests played the decisive role. In the case of Iran, for instance, 
US policymakers expressed little sympathy toward British concerns about 
the nationalization of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. On the contrary, Frank 
Gavin argues, “U.S. policy recognized nationalization of the oil concern as 
an inevitable and, in fact, acceptable outcome, as long as it was the product 
of a negotiated settlement.”52 In the case of Guatemala, CIA agent Richard 
Bissell, who planned the operation, admitted that UFCO “had quite a lot to 
do with causing the State Department and others in Washington to focus on 
Guatemala as the locus of a major communist threat,” but “when it came to 
decision to plan an operation . . . ​[there is] absolutely no reason to believe 
that the desire to pull the fruit company’s chestnuts out of the fire played 
any significant role.”53 Guatemalan communist leader Jose Manuel Fortuny 
agreed, lamenting that “they would have overthrown us even if we had 
grown no bananas.”54 The case against American involvement in Chile on 
behalf of ITT is also clear-cut, especially in light of this exchange between 
Kissinger and Nixon just days afterward:

Kissinger: That’s another one of these absurdities. Because whenever the 
ITT came to us, we turned them off. I mean we never did anything for 
them.

Nixon: I didn’t even know they came.
Kissinger: They came once because Flannigan set it up. You didn’t know 

it. I didn’t tell you because it required no action and I listened to them 
and said “thank you very much” and that was that.55

Global Economic Order.  Instead of focusing on the narrow interests of 
specific corporations, other economic accounts maintain that states inter-
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vene to protect and/or spread their preferred economic order abroad. The 
Cold War, according to this view, was fueled by each superpower’s desire 
to expand its global economic reach.56 On the Soviet side, proponents claim 
that interventions in Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968 were 
motivated by a desire to protect its command-economy allies from capitalist 
revolutions.57 American interventions, by contrast, sought to promote Wash-
ington’s position as head of a global capitalist order.58 For example, Michael 
Sullivan argues that “the primary strategic goal of the United States since 
1945 has been to supplant the major imperial powers of the pre-World War 
II era—the United Kingdom, France, Germany, and Japan—as the sole eco-
nomic hegemon of the global capitalist system.”59 The strongest empirical 
support for this argument comes from Berger et al., who found that CIA in-
terventions to covertly install or prop up a foreign leader led to an increase 
in US exports to that country in industries where the United States had a 
comparative disadvantage.60

Hypothesis 3b Global Capitalist Order: The United States pursues regime 
change to promote its position as the head of a global capitalist order.

The case for hypothesis 3b is more complicated. Since World War II, the 
United States has sought to lock in its advantageous postwar position by es-
tablishing a global capitalist order.61 Indeed, the United States—like all 
states—has continually tried to increase its economic strength to raise its 
population’s standard of living and because wealth is a prerequisite for mil-
itary power.62 Consequently, it is accurate to say that, to some degree, eco-
nomic interests always motivate US foreign policy. At the same time, the im-
portance of these economic interests varies by operation. Economic interests 
were most salient when the United States targeted wealthy, industrialized 
countries—such as Italy, France, and Japan—or countries with large stores 
of oil—like Iran and Iraq. But the vast majority of operations did not target 
economic powerhouses or resource-rich countries like these, and in most 
cases, economic interests played a secondary role to national security inter-
ests. Existing economic accounts, therefore, struggle to explain many Cold 
War interventions in Eastern Europe, Africa, and Southeast Asia, where the 
United States did not have significant preexisting economic interests and/
or where the country’s small population suggested little potential for mar-
ket growth.

Even in the Western Hemisphere, there is reason to doubt that US inter-
ventions were primarily aimed at protecting its capitalist order. If that had 
been the case, for instance, one might expect to see an increase in bilateral 
trade between the countries targeted for regime change and the United 
States. However, a study by Paul Zachery, Kathleen Deloughery, and Alex-
ander Downes, analyzing US-orchestrated successful regime changes in 
Latin American since 1816, found precisely the opposite. They determined 
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that “U.S. intervention decreases bilateral trade with targeted countries com-
pared to states that do not experience FIRC. This reduction in trade is 
37.5 percent.”63 Focusing specifically on the Cold War, my own analysis, re-
ported in chapter 4, found that Washington’s covert interventions did not 
have a statistically significant effect on their target’s total amount of trade 
with either the United States or the Soviet Union. In summary, the evidence 
for hypothesis 3b is mixed: America’s desire to protect its position as the head 
of a global capitalist order was an important—but secondary—motive for 
intervention.

rogue elephant:  overzealous cia

A final set of explanations looks specifically at US cases.64 These works con-
tend that an overzealous Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) conducted co-
vert operations recklessly and often without executive approval. In the fa-
mous words of Senator Frank Church (D-ID), chairman of a Senate 
investigation into US government covert operations that began in 1975, “The 
CIA was behaving during those years like a rogue elephant rampaging out 
of control.”65 Supporting this claim, the Church Committee investigation 
found that only 14 percent of the CIA’s covert actions between 1961 and 1975 
had been vetted and approved by the National Security Council (NSC).66 Al-
though Church himself later disowned the “rogue elephant” metaphor, the 
image has stuck, and popular accounts continue to repeat this theme.67 For 
instance, Tim Weiner argues, “The CIA’s covert operations were by and large 
blind stabs in the dark. The agency’s only course was to learn by doing—by 
making mistakes in battle. The CIA concealed its failures abroad by lying.”68 
The general picture painted in these accounts is of an incompetent CIA pre-
disposed toward meddling in the domestic politics of foreign powers.

Hypothesis 4 Rogue CIA: The CIA launches covert regime changes without 
executive approval.

As a theory of covert regime change, this explanation is unsatisfactory. To 
begin with, it seems highly unlikely that any president would willingly cede 
such independent authority over its foreign policy to a government agency. 
Moreover, proponents often blur the boundary between covert action and 
covert regime change and thus overestimate the latter. They are correct that 
the CIA did operate independently when conducting small covert actions, 
particularly in the early years of the Cold War, when elements within the 
CIA behaved in ways that seem reckless in hindsight. This rash behavior did 
not, however, extend to independently launching regime changes. In that ca-
pacity, the CIA never proceeded without some form of presidential ap-
proval. In the early years of the Cold War, CIA authorizations came in the 
form of general NSC directives, which would call on the CIA to use covert 
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action against the target regime, but would leave the operational details up 
to the agency.69 During this period, according to the Church Committee, 
“loose understandings rather than specific review formed the basis for CIA’s 
accountability for covert operations.”70 Following a series of congressional 
reforms in the mid-1970s, however, executive and congressional oversight 
of the CIA’s covert actions was greatly strengthened, and executive authori-
zations to pursue covert regime change afterward were much more specific.71

In many ways, the CIA appears to be a victim of the “plausible deniabil-
ity” inherent in covert actions. As Robert Gates, who served as director of 
Central Intelligence under George H.W. Bush and secretary of defense under 
George W. Bush and Barack Obama, explained: “The CIA is a uniquely pres-
idential organization. Virtually every time it has gotten in trouble, it has 
been for carrying out some action ordered by the President—from Nicara-
gua to Iran. Yet few presidents have anything good to say about CIA or the 
intelligence they received.”72 The case studies in this book therefore paint a 
somewhat more sympathetic picture of the CIA than its popular image 
would suggest. In many cases, CIA analysts and agents, who were often 
more familiar with the target country than executive-branch officials, ex-
pressed serious reservations about carrying out certain operations and only 
did so after their objections were overruled.73

The Strategic Logic of Regime Change

Regime change is a common and important instrument of statecraft used by 
states to secure their national security interests in the intense security envi-
ronment of the international system. Although no study to date has sought 
to provide a thorough security-based theory of the regime change efforts of 
a great power, several existing studies have discussed the security motives 
behind certain operations. In addition, historical accounts of the Cold War fre-
quently describe the national security interests motivating Soviet and Ameri-
can interventions.74 Historians, however, attempt to provide descriptive narra-
tives of historical events, rather than offering comprehensive theories explaining 
when and why states launch regime changes. Although political scientists 
typically pursue this type of research, existing studies within the political 
science literature have only identified two security-oriented reasons why 
states may attempt regime change.

The first rationale comes from Clifford Carrubba, Dan Reiter, and Scott 
Wolford, who find that countries often seek regime change following a war 
when they fear that their adversary cannot credibly commit that they will 
adhere to a postwar agreement once they recover from their wartime losses.75 
A second reason comes from Tanisha Fazal, who argues that powerful states 
often target “buffer states”—that is, weak countries geographically positioned 
between two great-power rivals—for regime change.76 The problem with 
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these studies is not that they are incorrect—states do in fact pursue regime 
change for these reasons; however, by their own design, these accounts do 
not attempt to explain the motives behind most cases. For instance, the expla-
nation focusing on postwar settlements helps to explain when states will im-
pose a regime change after they are victorious in war. However, it does not 
try to explain covert regime changes, which were often pursued as an alter-
native to war, nor explain when states will go to war for the purposes of re-
gime change. Likewise, accounts focusing on buffer states do not aim to 
explain missions against non-buffer states, which constitute the majority of 
targets for foreign-imposed regime changes.

Expanding beyond these existing theories, this section aims to provide a 
security-oriented theory of regime change. I argue that states pursue regime 
change for motives akin to the ones that Realist scholars have provided to 
explain war. Interestingly, though, whereas Realists have well-developed 
theories on the causes of war—and many other uses of force, such as coer-
cion, deterrence, and sanctions—one foreign policy tool seldom discussed 
by Realists for combating security threats is regime change. As aforemen-
tioned, one potential reason for this omission is that one of the central te-
nets of Neorealism is that the specific composition of a state’s domestic 
leadership is irrelevant for explaining its international behavior because 
great powers behave in similar predictable patterns given their relative 
share of material power and geostrategic position.77 If this is true, then 
states have little incentive to pursue regime change because the pressures of 
the external environment are likely to make the newly installed government 
behave the same way as the one that was overthrown.78 Nevertheless, the 
frequency that states launch regime changes suggests that leaders care a 
great deal about regime change and believe that by changing the leadership 
of another state, they can change that state’s behavior.

The remainder of this section shows how states can pursue regime change 
to increase their national security. Just as with the causes of war, there is no 
single security motive driving states to intervene, and operations may have 
multiple overlapping motives. Nevertheless, the security-oriented motives 
that drove the United States to intervene can be grouped into three ideal types: 
offensive, preventive, and hegemonic. Each aimed to increase America’s rela-
tive power in a different way.79

offensive regime change

States launch offensive regime changes to replace governments that they con-
sider current military threats with less hostile regimes, with which the in-
tervener hopes to have friendlier relations. Whether conducted covertly or 
overtly, offensive regime changes are launched for a reason similar to those 
for which states often go to war: to decrease the threat posed by a current 
military adversary.80 States may be considered threatening—and therefore 
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more likely to be targets of offensive regime change—for several reasons: 
having a high share of relative power and offensively oriented military ca-
pabilities, being close geographically, appearing to have aggressive in-
tentions, and/or having already attacked the intervening state.81 Because 
Realists view all power as relative, any loss of power for a rival that results 
from the regime change equates to a gain for themselves. In that regard, of-
fensive operations are a revisionist strategy designed to weaken a current 
adversary.

History provides numerous examples of overt offensive regime changes. 
Perhaps the most famous would be the Allies’ decision to demand uncondi-
tional surrender from Germany, Italy, and Japan during World War II so 
that they could replace the hostile Axis governments with friendlier re-
gimes afterward.82 Another famous example is the Sixth Coalition’s deci-
sion to overthrow Napoleon and restore the Bourbon dynasty in France at 
the end of the Napoleonic Wars.83 Although these examples targeted states 
that posed a major and direct military threat to the interveners, other offen-
sive operations target weaker states within a rival alliance. In these situa-
tions, the intervening state attempts to fracture its rival’s alliance system 
and potentially even gain a new ally for itself, thereby increasing its own 
bloc’s relative power. The Korean War is a famous example of this type, as 
the Soviet Union and China tried to capture South Korea from the US alli-
ance system while the United States and its UN allies sought to remove 
North Korea from the Sino-Soviet sphere of influence.84

As chapters 5 and 6 explain, the United States conducted twenty-three 
covert and two overt offensive regime changes during the Cold War. These 
missions were part of a larger US strategy to roll back Soviet influence 
into neighboring states and decrease the military threat posed by the So-
viet bloc. A 1949 NSC memo first explained America’s goal: “Our over-all 
aim with respect to the satellite states should be the gradual reduction 
and eventual elimination of preponderant power from Eastern Europe 
without resort to war.”85 A 1951 memo from the Joint Chiefs of Staff to the 
secretary of defense explains why the United States pursued regime 
change toward that end: “The objectives would be the establishment of 
friendly regimes not under Kremlin domination. Such action is essential to 
engage the Russian attention, keep the Kremlin off balance, and force an 
increased expenditure of Soviet resources in counteraction.”86 By fractur-
ing the Soviet bloc, the United States would increase its relative military 
power and gain access to strategic territory in the event of war.87 At the 
same time, American officials assiduously sought to avoid direct military 
conflict while conducting these operations. They understood that war with 
the Red Army would be extremely costly and potentially suicidal once the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) acquired nuclear weapons.
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preventive regime change

If offensive regime changes seek to revise the status quo, preventive opera-
tions seek to maintain it. As the name would suggest, preventive regime 
changes seek to prevent another state from taking certain actions—like join-
ing a rival alliance, building nuclear weapons, or increasing the size of its 
military—that may threaten the intervener’s security in the future. Unlike 
offensive interventions, preventive operations target states that do not cur-
rently pose a major military threat—indeed, they may even be a current 
ally—but policymakers have reason to believe that they will become more 
threatening in the future. In that regard, preventive regime changes are pur-
sued for goals like those that Realists associate with preventive war. Jack 
Levy explains, “The preventive motivation for war arises from the percep-
tion that one’s military power and potential are declining relative to that of 
a rising adversary. . . . ​There is an apprehension that this decline will be ac-
companied by a weakening of one’s bargaining position and a correspond-
ing decline in the political, economic, cultural, and other benefits that one 
receives from the status quo.”88

Realists have identified two scenarios when states launch preventive 
wars.89 The first occurs when a state “wants to knock down a rising poten-
tial challenger before it has the confidence and additional power to back up 
a bolder or more aggressive foreign policy.”90 Probably the most famous ex-
ample of this type of preventive war is Japan’s surprise attack against the 
United States at Pearl Harbor in 1941. In that case, Japanese leaders feared 
that America’s crippling oil embargo would erode Japan’s relative power 
and threaten its ability to control its newly conquered empire.91 The United 
States’ 2003 invasion of Iraq followed a similar logic: US policymakers feared 
that if Iraq were allowed to develop nuclear weapons, it would be embold-
ened to challenge US interests throughout the Middle East.92 The second sce-
nario occurs when a declining great power fears a future war against a ris-
ing challenger. If the declining state feels that war is inevitable, its leaders 
may seek to start a war early in the power transition while the balance of 
power is still in their favor. Dale Copeland writes, “States in decline fear the 
future. They worry that if they allow a rising state to grow, it will either 
attack the latter with superior power or coerce them into concessions that 
compromise their security.”93 Realists have cited this motive to explain German 
behavior in WWI and WWII. In both cases, Germany feared that if Russia—a 
country forty times greater in territory and three times larger in population—
could industrialize, it could quickly overwhelm German defenses, and 
therefore went to war before this transition could occur to lock in its power 
advantage relative to Russia/the Soviet Union.94

Preventive regime changes can be launched in response to both scenar-
ios, and a third motive should be added to that list: to prevent foreign coun-
tries from joining rival alliances.95 In these cases, the intervening state is less 
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concerned about a growth in the relative power of the target state. Indeed, 
the target country may be comparatively weak and nonthreatening on its 
own. Instead, the potential shift in power is toward a rival military alliance. 
To maintain the status quo and prevent this from happening, the interven-
ing state attempts to install a foreign leader who will, at the very least, re-
fuse to join their rival’s alliance, and in the best-case scenario, become a reli-
able ally to the intervener, thereby eliminating a future threat and bolstering 
their own alliance’s power. Preventive regime changes frequently occur in 
competitive bipolar systems because both great powers fear that a small 
number of defections could upset the tenuous balance of power or cause a 
cascade of defections favoring their rival.96 For this reason, the USSR at-
tempted numerous preventive regime changes against states they feared 
would join the American camp during the Cold War—Angola, Congo, Ethi-
opia, Mozambique, and Yemen are famous examples.97

As chapters 5 and 7 show, Washington also pursued a number of preven-
tive regime changes during the Cold War.98 These operations were part of 
the broader US strategy of containment, which emerged shortly after WWII 
and continued throughout the Cold War.99 Toward this end, American poli-
cymakers conducted twenty-five covert missions and one overt preventive 
mission to install friendly governments in states believed to be in danger of 
joining the Soviet camp. As one 1954 NSC report explains, these missions 
sought to provide “support for indigenous and anti-communist elements in 
threatened countries of the free world.”100 If the United States failed to do 
so, another NSC memo warned, “The Soviets will continue to seek to divide 
and weaken the free world coalition, to absorb or win the allegiance of the 
presently uncommitted areas of the world, and to isolate the United States, 
using cold war tactics and the communist apparatus.”101 Over the course of 
the Cold War, the geographic focus of these operations shifted across regions, 
depending on where the Soviet Union was believed to be trying to expand. 
The first interventions aimed to consolidate a pro-American bloc in Western 
Europe and targeted left-wing parties in French and Italian elections. After-
ward, policymakers shifted their attention to the Middle East in the 1950s, 
Southeast Asia in the 1960s and 1970s, and Africa in the 1980s.

hegemonic regime change

States launch a third type of regime change in pursuit of the goal of regional 
hegemony—a position that offers many important military, political, and 
economic benefits. A hegemon is a state “so powerful that it dominates all 
the other states in the system. No other state has the military wherewithal 
to put up a serious fight against it.”102 Hegemonic regime changes include 
missions in pursuit of this goal. They can be either offensive in nature—as 
an aspiring hegemon works to achieve a dominant position over weaker 
states within a certain geographic region—or defensive in nature—as an es-
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tablished regional hegemon works to protect its dominion from internal or 
external threats. Unlike in the preceding two types of regime change, how-
ever, the states targeted in hegemonic missions do not need to pose a cur-
rent or future threat to the intervening state. Instead, the defining feature of 
a hegemonic regime change is the desire to maintain a hierarchical relation-
ship between the intervener and the target state as part of the former’s effort 
to establish regional hegemony.103

Offensive Realism provides one rationale for why states pursue regional 
hegemony. According to proponents, the anarchic structure of the interna-
tional system compels states to maximize their relative power whenever 
possible with the ultimate objective of becoming a global hegemon. As 
Mearsheimer explains, “The pursuit of power stops only when hegemony 
is achieved.”104 Nevertheless, as he goes on to argue, it is virtually impossi-
ble for any state to achieve global hegemony given the difficulty of project-
ing power across oceans. As such, states settle for the second-best outcome: 
“to be a regional hegemon and possibly control another region that is nearby 
and accessible over land.”105 Once a state reaches this position, it no longer 
faces any security threats from within its region and therefore “is free to roam 
around the globe and interfere in other regions of the world.”106

In addition to these security benefits, regional hegemony offers numer-
ous political and economic benefits as well. According to proponents of 
Hegemonic Stability Theory, hegemons help to create and establish stable 
international systems by providing public goods to minor powers, such 
as military protection and/or international legal and financial orders. In 
exchange, minor powers acquiesce to the hierarchical system and support 
the hegemon’s core interests.107 This benefits the hegemon in multiple ways. 
For one, it allows the hegemon to set the economic policy of weaker states 
so that it can enjoy the benefits of deeper economic integration.108 More-
over, it enables them to influence the domestic political behavior of weaker 
states to their favor.109 They also gain legitimacy from the support of subor-
dinate states in international institutions for actions against third parties or, 
as one 1953 NSC directive described it, “hemisphere solidarity in support 
of our world policies, particularly in the UN and other international 
organizations.”110 Finally, hegemons can provide a forum for minor powers 
within the region to settle disputes among themselves, thus preventing those 
conflicts from escalating to the point of war.111

Hegemonic regime changes target neighboring states that the hegemon 
considers within its sphere of influence or against former colonies or pro-
tectorates. Indeed, history provides many examples of great powers using 
regime change as part of their efforts to achieve regional hegemony. Revolu-
tionary/Napoleonic France overthrew twenty-eight political systems in its 
bid for hegemony in Europe between 1792 and 1815.112 Nazi Germany pur-
sued eight regime changes as part of its strategy to conquer Europe in 
WWII.113 Following WWII, the Soviet Union pursued nine regime changes 

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Cause

41

to consolidate its control over Eastern Europe. The only great power to have 
ever successfully achieved lasting regional hegemony, however, is the United 
States in the Western Hemisphere. Toward this end, Washington conducted 
a large number of hegemonic regime changes during the early portion of the 
twentieth century, overthrowing the governments of Nicaragua (1909, 1910, 
and 1926), Honduras (1911), the Dominican Republic (1912, 1914, and 1916), 
Mexico (1914), Haiti (1915), and Costa Rica (1919) as part of its efforts to 
secure regional hegemony.114

Chapters 5 and 8 describe how the United States, having achieved this elu-
sive goal, attempted eighteen covert and three overt hegemonic regime 
changes during the Cold War to defend its position of regional hegemony 
and the military, economic, and political benefits that go along with it. 
Washington’s objective during these interventions, as one 1953 NSC re-
port explains, was to encourage “an orderly political and economic devel-
opment in Latin America so that the states in the area will be more effec-
tive members of the hemisphere system . . . ​[and] the safeguarding of the 
hemisphere.”115 Toward this end, US leaders pursued regime change “in 
the interests of U.S. national security . . . ​to replace local leadership with 
indigenous leaders who are more amenable and sympathetic to the need 
for eliminating the breeding areas for dissension . . . ​seeking to insure that 
modernization of the local society evolves in directions which will afford a 
congenial world environment for fruitful international cooperation and 
for our way of life.”116

Despite occurring during the Cold War, these operations did not reflect a 
particular Cold War strategy. Rather, they reflected the strategy of first ob-
taining and then maintaining regional hegemony that has driven US policy 
in the Western Hemisphere ever since the Monroe Doctrine (1823).117 In the 
context of the Cold War, this meant that the United States tried to prevent 
left-wing regimes from assuming power out of fear that they would spark a 
series of defections from the American-led regional order. Unlike during 
many preventive interventions, however, US policymakers were not con-
cerned about sparking a direct confrontation with the Soviet Union during 
these hegemonic interventions. Indeed, as chapters 5 and 8 show, many of 
the target governments had no clear ties to Moscow. The Cold War hege-
monic regime changes discussed in this book therefore resemble preventive 
operations in that they are trying to prevent communist or socialist govern-
ments from coming to power. Despite the particular anti-communist form 
that they took during the Cold War, however, these interventions share a 
common objective of promoting American regional hegemony that both pre-
dates and survives the Cold War. Thus, we can see, for instance, continuity 
between the objectives that drove the United States to pursue covert regime 
change attempts against Haiti during the Cold War (1963, 1965–69, and 1986–
89) with those that motivated Washington to pursue regime change against 
Haiti before (1915) and after (1994) the Cold War.

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



chapter 2

42

How Does Regime Change Work?

Given these strategic objectives for regime change, the question arises as to 
how policymakers actually expect regime change to work. That is, why does 
the intervening state expect the new government to behave any differently 
from the one that it just overthrew?

Policymakers launch regime changes to modify the policy preferences of 
another state. The logic behind regime change is simple: if the intervening 
state can install a foreign leader whose policy preferences align with their 
own, then the new leader’s self-interested actions should reflect their inter-
ests as well.118 Once in power, the new government should stop pursuing 
the unwanted policies and instead pursue the intervener’s preferred agenda. 
Afterward, disputes between the two regimes are less likely to arise because 
the target state will automatically act in the intervener’s interest. Thus, a con-
tentious relationship is transformed into a cooperative one. For example, if 
a state wanted to prevent another country from adopting a communist plat-
form, the former could use regime change to install a right-wing leader with 
significant land-ownership or business interests. In order to protect his or 
her business interests, the new leader will be more likely to pursue the type 
of capitalist policies on the international stage that the intervener prefers as 
well. The two states are then free to enjoy all the benefits of a cooperative 
relationship.

This potential to transform the underlying preferences of foreign govern-
ments makes regime change a uniquely appealing strategy to policymakers. 
Most foreign policy strategies rely on coercion or brute force to resolve dis-
putes on a case-by-case basis. Regime change, by contrast, promises a more 
permanent solution to interstate disputes by eliminating the underlying 
source of the disagreement: the conflicting preferences of the two states.119 If 
both states want the same thing, the dispute can be settled once and for all, 
and the intervening state can continue to get its way without having to re-
peatedly bribe or coerce the target government into compliance. From a poli-
cymakers’ perspective, the benefits of such an action can hardly be over-
stated. Both theoretic and experimental studies confirm that the “greater the 
conflict of interest, the more likely it is that conflictful behavior will follow.”120

Installing foreign leaders with similar policy preferences also helps states 
alleviate a second common source of interstate conflict, namely, the fact that 
states can never be certain of one another’s intentions.121 The myriad of prob
lems caused by states’ uncertainty of one another’s intentions are well 
known to international relations scholars. As Brian Rathbun notes, “The force 
of uncertainty is central to every major research tradition in the study of in-
ternational relations. . . . ​It is arguably the most important factor in explain-
ing the often unique dynamics of international as opposed to domestic poli-
tics.”122 The root problem caused by the fact that states can never be certain 
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of one another’s true intentions is that any time a state enters into an agree-
ment, it cannot be sure that the other side will maintain its side of the bar-
gain. If the other side cheats and their state abides by the agreement, they 
risk the possibility of suffering the “sucker’s payoff.”123 In the economic 
realm, this poses high—but generally not insurmountable—barriers to co-
operation. For instance, states use rules, norms, and institutions to help pre-
dict the intentions of one another.124 Still, these institutions are costly to con-
struct, and states continue to “spend considerable sums of labor and money 
in the quest for information.”125 In the security realm, however, cooperation 
is even more difficult. States that fail to discern the military intentions of 
others can face grave consequences.126 For this reason, the concept of the un-
certainty of intentions lies at the core of Realist theory.127 Offensive Realists 
maintain that states can never assume that their rivals do not harbor malign 
intentions. What’s more, even if a state could somehow signal its true be-
nign intentions, those intentions could always change in the future.128 De-
fensive Realists, though more sanguine about the potential for cooperation, 
still note that under certain circumstances, uncertainty of intentions can lead 
to arms races, instability, and war because “many of the means by which a 
state tries to increase its security decreases the security of others.”129 Discern-
ing other states’ intentions thus remains a top priority for any government.

Regime change can decrease a state’s uncertainty regarding its rival’s in-
tentions in three ways. First, as mentioned earlier, states install foreign lead-
ers believed to share mutual interests. Because they expect the new leader 
to protect those interests, they can make their assessments of their rival’s 
future intentions with much greater confidence. Second, leaders may be less 
fearful of one another if they share similar substantive beliefs about the 
proper values and order of the international system.130 One benefit of regime 
change is that policymakers can install leaders believed to share a similar 
worldview to their own. Third, some scholars have even contended that the 
process of regime change can help the new leadership to accept the inter-
vening state’s authority. For instance, Alexander Wendt and Daniel Fried-
heim argue that regime change constructs an “intersubjective structure of 
authority” wherein the intervening state gains informal authority over the 
new regime in exchange for having created the opportunity to rule for actors 
who otherwise would not rule or would have had to make major conces-
sions to domestic rivals.131 Moreover, once the new regime is in power, John 
Ikenberry and Charles Kupchan maintain that “a process of socialization in 
which the norms and value orientations of leaders in secondary states 
change more closely reflect those of the dominant state,” which reinforces 
the legitimacy of this social order.132 Building on several case studies, they 
argue, “The process of socialization can lead to outcomes that are not expli-
cable simply in terms of the exercise of coercion. . . . ​In particular, socializa-
tion leads to the legitimation of hegemonic power in a way that allows inter-
national order to be maintained without the constant threat of coercion.”133
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Interestingly, and in contrast to existing regime-based explanations, I 
find that US leaders did not believe that any one form of government would 
be most likely to share their policy preferences. Rather than promoting 
any one type of regime, US policymakers promoted whatever regime type 
they felt would best serve US interests in that particular state. This suggests 
that US behavior was guided less by ideology and more by pragmatism. 
When most of a target state’s population shared US interests, policymakers 
would encourage a democratic transition. When a smaller proportion of the 
population shared US preferences, they supported whatever type of gov-
ernment would bring that group to power. Sometimes this meant support-
ing a military junta; at other times, a single-party authoritarian regime or a 
personalist dictator was thought to be best. In most Cold War cases, US 
leaders promoted authoritarianism. However, this preference for authoritari-
anism is not written in stone and may not hold for the post–Cold War era. 
When US policymakers believe that the majority of a foreign population 
shares US interests but their authoritarian leaders do not, Washington may 
promote democracy.

When Will States Launch Regime Changes?

If regime change has the potential to transform a contentious interstate re-
lationship into a cooperative one, why don’t states launch these operations 
more often? One of the shortcomings of earlier studies on regime change is 
that they tend to predict far more interventions than actually occur. Regard-
less of the cause under consideration, the potential precipitating events for 
each theory greatly outnumber the actual occurrences. Yet, it is quite clear 
that not every interstate dispute sparks a regime change. Instead, interstate 
disputes vary greatly in their severity, and policymakers calibrate their re-
sponse in proportion to the dispute’s importance. Roughly speaking, foreign 
policy options available to states range in risk and cost from traditional di-
plomacy to coercive diplomacy including threats of military force and sanc-
tions, military clashes, regime change, war, and conquest. Because regime 
change falls on the more aggressive end of the spectrum, policymakers will 
only attempt it under select circumstances.

This section aims to identify the circumstances under which a state might 
launch a regime change, by determining the minimum requirements for in-
tervention. I argue that regime change is best suited to address disputes 
that meet two necessary—but not sufficient—conditions for intervention: (1) 
the interstate dispute should be based on a chronic divergence of policy 
preferences between the intervening and target state, and (2) the interven-
ing state must be able to identify a plausible domestic political alternative to 
the target regime. Variation in the availability of these two conditions over 
time helps to explain when and where policymakers decide to pursue re-
gime change.
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incompatible policy preferences

Regime change is best suited to address chronic interstate conflicts where 
the intervening and target states have fundamentally incompatible policy 
preferences over the issue at hand. When a state faces a one-time dispute or 
even an occasional disagreement, traditional diplomacy or coercion will 
probably be sufficient to resolve the conflict.134 Given its potential costs, re-
gime change would be overkill in these situations.135 Instead, regime change 
is better geared toward interstate disputes when there is a long history of 
disagreement between the two states. Given the lack of trust permeating 
these relationships, even if the two countries could overcome their conflict-
ing preferences to reach an agreement, they may struggle to credibly com-
mit to adhere to its terms.136 To break this gridlock, policymakers in the in-
tervening state seek the type of transformative solution to their dispute that 
is promised by regime change.

Most regime changes involve great powers overthrowing minor states.137 
This raises the question of why the weaker state did not simply acquiesce to 
the stronger state’s demands when the dispute first arose, rather than resist-
ing, which risked an even worse outcome—being removed from power by 
the stronger state via a regime change.138 Nonetheless, there are at least two 
scenarios where even very weak states will still have strong incentives not 
to cooperate with the demands of a great power. These scenarios are diffi-
cult to resolve with diplomacy because they place the target government in 
a catch-22: acquiescing to the stronger state’s demands will increase the odds 
that it will be overthrown by its domestic or foreign opponents; refusing to 
comply with the stronger state’s demands, however, increases the risk that 
the stronger state will overthrow it directly. Faced with these two unpleas-
ant options, some weak states decide to reject the stronger state’s demands. 
Thus, any attempts by the intervener to coerce their opponent is unlikely to 
succeed, and the stronger state may consider it more efficient to replace the 
target government than to try to coerce it on an issue-by-issue basis.

First, states often cannot resolve disputes that require one side to relin-
quish its military capabilities or jeopardize its future security.139 Even if two 
states could reach an agreement where the weaker state cedes some of its 
capabilities to avoid conflict, the stronger state must still somehow commit 
not to renege on the deal and exploit its opponent’s weakened position after 
the opponent has disarmed.140 Further complicating things, the intervening 
state may not be the only external security threat that the target state fears, 
suggesting that even if the intervener could credibly commit not to attack 
the weaker state in the future, the target government may still be unwilling 
to accept the deal out of fear that it may facilitate predatory attacks from 
others.141 Therefore, when a state wants a rival to take an action that weak-
ens that rival’s military position—such as surrendering territory, forgoing 
an important ally, relinquishing its nuclear weapons, or pursuing a less 
aggressive foreign policy—regime change may be the only option.
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A second type of chronic dispute over incompatible policy preferences oc-
curs when a state demands that a rival government abandon a fundamental 
position of its political platform, without which the rival believes that it could 
not maintain power domestically.142 This meshes with Robert Powell’s find-
ing that weak states resist more powerful opponents when the stronger 
state’s demands would cause a rapid shift in the domestic balance of power 
that would expose it to domestic threats.143 In the Cold War context, Ameri-
can officials repeatedly demanded that rising leftist regimes renounce key 
portions of their political platform and embrace a free market agenda. How-
ever, for many political leaders, the costs of complying with these demands—
abandoning strongly held beliefs and alienating their base of support—
simply outweighed the potential costs of resistance. In these situations, 
American attempts to coerce or bribe the target state into submission were 
likely to fail, leading policymakers to believe that only by installing a new 
cooperative regime could they satisfy their demands.

plausible politi cal alternative(s)  available

For a regime change to work, the intervening state must also identify a plau-
sible alternative leader to take over after it has overthrown the target state’s 
current leadership. From the perspective of the intervener, there are two 
major characteristics of a plausible alternative.

First, the alternative must be strong relative to the target regime. The best 
alternatives should have the capacity to overthrow the target government, 
eliminate any lingering threats posed by supporters of the previous regime, 
and effectively govern afterward.144 The stronger the domestic alternatives 
are relative to the target regime, the greater the mission’s chances of suc-
cess.145 Second, and most importantly from the perspective of the interven-
ing state, the alternative government must share its policy preferences. If all 
plausible alternative leaders are likely to behave in the same manner as the 
current government, then regime change is irrelevant, and the intervener 
would be better off pursuing another foreign policy strategy. Given the im-
portance of this factor, aspiring coup plotters hoping to overthrow their gov-
ernment often seek out foreign backers for their efforts by stressing their 
shared interests. Indeed, Cold War history is rife with stories of émigré and 
dissident groups, civil war combatants, and ambitious military officers ap-
proaching the superpowers for help with their causes. For instance, Michael 
Grow’s analysis of eight American interventions in Latin America during the 
Cold War found that “none of the interventions was entirely unilateral in 
nature. In every case, local political actors influenced the U.S. decision to 
intervene.”146

If it cannot find a plausible alternative, the intervening state may try to 
construct a new regime from scratch. Though possible, the success rate for 
these operations remains quite low. For instance, after analyzing seven Amer-
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ican nation-building exercises since World War II, James Dobbins found 
only two successful operations—Germany and Japan—while the others fell 
short of their goals. He concluded that “the most important determinant [of 
success] seems to be the level of effort—measured in time, manpower and 
money.”147 Other authors have come to similar conclusions about the pros-
pects for foreign-imposed democratization and occupation.148 This suggests 
that states should only pursue regime changes that they anticipate will re-
quire significant nation building afterward when the target government has 
great strategic importance for them.

This chapter analyzed the causes of regime change and has put forth four 
main arguments. First, I argued that because most existing theories of regime 
change focus predominantly on overt operations, they overlook many dis-
confirming covert cases and misinterpret the motives driving states to inter-
vene. Second, I presented my security-oriented theory for why states attempt 
regime change and introduced a typology of missions: Offensive operations 
seek to overthrow a current military rival or rival alliance. Preventive inter-
ventions aim to stop their targets from taking certain actions that may 
threaten the intervener in the future. Hegemonic operations protect a state’s 
strategic and economic interests by ensuring a hierarchical relationship be-
tween the intervening state and target government. Third, I asked, why do 
states pursue regime change to secure these interests? That is, how do poli-
cymakers expect regime change to work? The answer is that by installing a 
foreign government with similar policy preferences, the intervening state 
hopes to transform its relationship with the target state. Finally came the 
question of when states are likely to attempt regime change. To explain why 
most interstate disputes do not lead to regime change, I introduced two pre-
requisites for intervention: the dispute had to be based on a long-term dis-
pute caused by misaligned security preferences, and the intervening state 
had to be able to identify a plausible alternative government. If the situa-
tion met those prerequisites, policymakers may choose to topple the recal-
citrant regime rather than trying to coerce it on an issue-by-issue basis.
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chapter 3

Conduct

Why Do States Intervene Covertly versus Overtly?

Political warfare is the logical application of Clausewitz’s doctrine in 
times of peace. In broadest definition, political warfare is the employ-
ment of all the means at a nation’s command, short of war, to achieve 
its national objectives. . . . ​Understanding the concept of political 
warfare, we should also recognize that there are two major types of 
political warfare—one overt and the other covert.

—George Kennan, Policy Planning Staff Memorandum, 1948

The preceding chapter explained why states pursue regime change and how 
it promises several unique benefits as a foreign policy tool. Now that we can 
see why leaders would want to intervene, however, the question arises of 
how best to conduct these operations. This chapter addresses that question 
by asking, why do states intervene covertly versus overtly during their re-
gime changes?

I argue that policymakers decide how to conduct an operation by 
weighing two types of considerations: tactical and strategic. Tactical con-
siderations relate to the mission’s operational plans, such as the likelihood 
that the operation will succeed and its potential costs. Interestingly, I 
show that these two tactical factors are at odds during most regime 
changes: covert missions typically have lower potential costs than their 
overt counterparts, but they are also less likely to succeed, thus forcing 
policymakers into a trade-off between minimizing costs versus maximiz-
ing efficacy. Strategic considerations, by contrast, refer to the way that the 
regime change fits into the intervening state’s overall foreign policy 
agenda, and reflect the broader geostrategic value that policymakers at-
tach to replacing the target government. For the clear majority of cases, I 
find that both tactical and strategic considerations point to covert conduct 
as the preferred way to intervene. This explains why the United States at-
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tempted nearly eleven times more covert operations during the Cold War 
(sixty-four covert versus six overt) and why in four out of its six overt re-
gime changes, Washington first intervened covertly before sending in US 
troops.

This chapter proceeds in five parts. First, I discuss the two major tactical 
factors weighed by policymakers. Next, I analyze leaders’ broader geostra-
tegic considerations. Third, I explain why both tactical and strategic consid-
erations favor covert conduct, and I discuss the conditions under which 
states will intervene overtly. Fourth, I lay out the five types of covert tactics 
employed by states during their regime changes. Finally, I argue that the 
conduct of a regime change is best thought of as falling along a continuum 
between truly covert and directly overt action, and I investigate the phe-
nomenon of “pseudo-covert operations,” that is, regime changes where 
the intervening state officially denies its role even though all parties in-
volved seem to know of its participation.

Tactical Considerations

Policymakers weigh two major tactical concerns when deciding how to in-
tervene: the mission’s predicted costs and its likelihood of success. Whether 
the operation is conducted covertly or overtly significantly affects both 
factors.

predicted costs

Covert conduct significantly lowers several potential costs associated with 
overthrowing a foreign government. This occurs because the heart of covert 
action is the idea of “plausible deniability,” or the belief that the intervener 
can hide its role in an operation by deflecting blame onto others. In theory, 
plausible deniability enables states to pursue risky or selfish interests yet es-
cape blame for their actions, which in turn decreases the security, material, 
and reputational costs associated with an intervention.

Trying to topple a foreign government is an inherently risky act. Any state 
that attempts to do so risks provoking a military response from its target, if 
not an outright declaration of war. If the intervening state can deflect the 
blame onto other actors, however, it stands a good chance of avoiding mili-
tary retaliation. Covert regime changes are designed to achieve precisely that. 
All the covert operations in this study involved collaboration with domestic 
actors from the target state, such as dissident movements, rival political par-
ties, or coup plotters. These individuals not only do the heavy lifting of ac-
tually overthrowing the regime but are also positioned to take the blame 
if the mission should fail. Officials in the intervening state hope that even if 
the target government suspects that they are ultimately behind a mission, 
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covert conduct will create enough ambiguity about the extent of their in-
volvement to deter a military response.1

As the case studies show, US policymakers calibrated the scale and risk 
of exposure for their covert interventions to minimize the mission’s poten-
tial security costs. For instance, one 1949 policy planning staff paper argued, 
“Proposed [covert] operations directed at the satellites must consequently 
be measured against the kind and degree of retaliation which they are likely 
to provoke from the Kremlin.”2 Likewise, NSC-174, a 1953 policy recommen-
dation, declares that the United States should “encourage and assist the 
satellite peoples in resistance to their Soviet-dominated regimes, maintain-
ing their hopes of eventual freedom from Soviet domination, while avoid-
ing: a. Incitement to premature revolt; b. Commitments on the nature and 
timing of any U.S. action to bring about liberation; c. Incitement to action 
when the probable reprisals or other results would yield a net loss in terms 
of U.S. objectives.”3 The report goes on to warn, “Continuing and careful at-
tention must be given to the fine line, which is not stationary, between ex-
hortations to keep up morale and to maintain passive resistance, and invita-
tions to suicide. Planning . . . ​should be determined on the basis of feasibility, 
minimum risk, and maximum contribution to the fundamental interest of 
the United States.”4

In addition to minimizing the risk of military retaliation, covert conduct 
can also lower a mission’s material costs because the resources necessary to 
instigate a regime change via covert means—such as assassinations and coup 
d’états—are much lower than those typically required for overt missions. This 
discrepancy becomes evident when the costs of America’s covert and overt 
regime changes are compared. (All of the following costs have been con-
verted into 2015 dollars to adjust for inflation.) On the covert side, for ex-
ample, the United States spent between $900,000 and $178 million to in-
cite the 1953 coup in Iran depending on how costs are calculated;5 between 
$26.6 and $62 million during its 1954 Guatemalan campaign;6 approximately 
$71.9 million during its efforts to oust Chilean president Salvador Allende 
in the early 1970s;7 $2.4 million during the 1971 Bolivian coup;8 and roughly 
$70.8 million supporting Kurdish dissident groups within Iraq between 
1972 and 1975.9 However, even the smallest of America’s overt Cold War 
regime changes cost multiple times more than these covert interventions. 
For instance, the Department of Defense estimates that the United States 
spent $321.6 million in 1983 to overtly overthrow Grenada—one of the 
weakest states in the world—and $314.4 million during its small-scale mili-
tary intervention to oust Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega in 1989.10

The cost-efficiency of covert conduct holds true for larger regime changes 
as well. For example, the unsuccessful covert Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba 
in 1961 is said to have cost the United States approximately $370.4 million.11 
However, compared to what it would have cost to invade Cuba with Amer-
ican troops, these expenses are minimal. For instance, declassified docu-
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ments from the Kennedy administration show that America’s overt activi-
ties during the Cuban Missile Crisis cost roughly $1.3 billion,12 and 1962 
casualty estimates for a direct US invasion of Cuba project “up to 18,500 
casualties in the first ten days of operation” even without the use of nuclear 
weapons.13 For another crude comparison, one can consider the costs of 
America’s covert and overt regime changes in Afghanistan. During its co-
vert intervention in the 1980s, the United States spent an estimated $6.6 
billion to fund the Afghan resistance’s successful campaign against the So-
viet Union—making it America’s most expensive covert regime change of 
the era.14 By contrast, America’s 2001 overt intervention to overthrow the 
Taliban regime—an operation praised for its cost-efficiency—is estimated 
to have cost $20.8 billion, meaning that the United States spent three times 
more to overtly overthrow a much weaker opponent.15

Beyond the direct operational costs associated with toppling another state, 
covert conduct can also decrease the material costs associated with rebuild-
ing the target country afterward. Covert action allows states to avoid what 
Colin Powell famously described in the run-up to the Iraq War as the “Pot-
tery Barn rule”: “You break it, you own it.” That is, states that launch overt 
regime change in the modern era are normatively obligated to protect the 
target country’s population and reconstruct its government.16 Successful 
covert missions, however, avoid these responsibilities. Having never pub-
licly “broken” a country, the intervening state is not obligated to “own” it. 
Here the cost efficiency of covert action becomes even more apparent. For 
example, following the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989, the 
United States significantly decreased its covert aid to the rebel fighters and 
later stopped its funding entirely in 1993.17 In the sixteen years following its 
2001 overt operation in Afghanistan, however, the United States has spent 
more than $763 billion rebuilding the country.18 Once the costs of long-term 
medical care for US veterans and their families, as well as the cost of replac-
ing military equipment, are factored in, the price tag of the 2001 Afghan war 
is estimated to reach into the trillions of dollars.19

In a similar vein, covert action can lower the reputational costs associated 
with a regime change by allowing the intervening state to secretly act in ways 
that contradict its publicly held values, official policy positions, and preex-
isting diplomatic commitments. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
America’s covert interventions repeatedly violated norms publicly held by 
Washington—such as respect for state sovereignty, liberal values and insti-
tutions, and international human rights.20 It is therefore easy to see the ap-
peal of covert conduct. At least in theory, covertly intervening allows states 
to pursue regime changes that are considered normatively unacceptable, 
without suffering a backlash from domestic and/or foreign audiences.

Internationally, covert action shielded the United States from charges of 
violating other states’ sovereignty and liberal norms of justified intervention. 
Although these norms were not powerful enough to prevent the operation 
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entirely in the cases where the United States intervened, they were power
ful enough, in the words of Bruce Russett, “to drive the operations under-
ground amid circumstances when the administration otherwise might well 
have undertaken an overt intervention.”21 Case studies of US covert missions 
targeting foreign democracies support this theme as well.22 For instance, al-
though liberal norms may not have restrained the United States from advo-
cating to overthrow Chile’s democratic government in 1970, policymakers 
certainly did not want to be caught doing so. This exchange between 
Nixon’s National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger and Secretary of State 
William Rogers explains why:

Rogers: I talked to the President at length about it. My feeling—and I 
think it coincides with the President’s—is that we should . . . ​do so dis-
cretely so that it doesn’t backfire.

Kissinger: The only question is how one defines “backfire.”
Rogers: Getting caught doing something. After all we’ve said about elec-

tions, if the first time a communist wins the US tries to prevent the con-
stitutional process from coming into play, we will look very bad.

Kissinger: The President’s view is to do the maximum possible to pre-
vent an Aliente [sic] takeover, but through Chilean sources and with a 
low posture.23

Covert action also allowed US policymakers to avoid revealing unsavory de-
tails of their foreign interventions to the American public. Influential diplo-
mat George Kennan set the tone for America’s covert Cold War interventions 
in a 1947 letter: “I think we have to face the fact that Russian successes have 
been gained in many areas by irregular and underground methods. I do not 
think the American people would ever approve of policies which rely on sim-
ilar methods for their effectiveness. I do feel, however, that there are cases 
where it might be essential to fight fire with fire.”24 Kennan’s observation 
meshes with John Mearsheimer’s analysis of when state leaders lie. Inter-
estingly, Mearsheimer found that “leaders appear to be more likely to lie to 
their own people about foreign policy issues than to other countries.”25 This 
effect is particularly pronounced in democracies because “leaders in a de-
mocracy must pay more attention to public opinion. . . . ​They cannot enun-
ciate a policy that they think is wise but sure to be unpopular and then ig-
nore the political fallout. In such cases, leaders have powerful incentive to 
adopt the policy, but not announce the decision publicly, and then lie if nec-
essary to cloak what they have done.”26 Case studies of America’s Cold War 
interventions highlight these domestic incentives for covert action. David 
Gibbs’s analysis of Eisenhower’s 1960 covert regime change in Congo, for in-
stance, found “secrecy successfully concealed government activities (such 
as the efforts to assassinate Lumumba) that were potentially very controver-
sial. Other covert operations, such as the coaching of President Kasavubu, 
the efforts to undermine Lumumba’s position in the military, the support for 
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Mobutu’s coup would all have been very difficult to justify in public.”27 Sim-
ilarly, covert action enabled Eisenhower’s secretary of state John Foster 
Dulles to inform Congress at the same time as the United States tried to top-
ple Indonesian president Sukarno’s regime, “We are pursuing what I trust 
is a correct course from the point of international law. We are not interven-
ing in the internal affairs of the country.”28

likelihood of success

The flip side of covert conduct is that it also decreases the second major tac-
tical factor weighed by states—the operation’s chances of success. Two 
characteristics unique to covert operations continuously undermine the odds 
that they will succeed in replacing their targets: (1) a fundamental limit to 
how large a covert operation can become while maintaining plausible deni-
ability, and (2) recurrent errors made in the planning and implementation 
of covert interventions.

When policymakers attempt to conduct a covert regime change, they face 
a crucial trade-off between wielding resources and being able to plausibly 
deny their role in the operation. Covert regime changes can only become so 
large before the target government inevitably learns about them. The larger 
an operation, the more individuals will become privy to its details—
individuals who may not share the intervening state’s interests or who may 
be susceptible to espionage or blackmail. As such, the need to maintain plau-
sible deniability impedes states’ efforts to translate military power into suc-
cessful outcomes. Or as Secretary of State John Foster Dulles lamented while 
trying to overthrow the Indonesian government, “You reach a point where 
it is extremely difficult to do much more without showing your hand.”29

Policymakers’ frustration with this trade-off is a recurrent theme in many 
covert cases. For example, the Official CIA Historical Review of the Bay of 
Pigs Operation concludes, “The myth of ‘plausible deniability’ was the ca-
veat that determined the CIA would be the principal implementing arm for 
the anti-Castro effort. From inception to termination, ‘deniability’ would be 
the albatross around the necks of Agency planners.”30 CIA Operations Chief 
Richard Bissell concurred: “If the United States was sure to be held respon-
sible, then it made no sense to pay a price in terms of impaired operational 
capability for a result that could not be obtained. Yet this is exactly what we 
did. It was a major error. . . . ​Everyone in the Cuban operation moved for-
ward without much debate, confident that the fig leaf of plausible deniabil-
ity was still in place.”31 In this same vein, the Church Committee, a mid-1970s 
Congressional investigation of America’s covert activities, determined:

The original concept of “plausible denial” envisioned implementing covert 
actions in a manner calculated to conceal American involvement if the ac-
tions were exposed. The doctrine was at times a delusion and at times a snare. 
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It was naïve for policymakers to assume that sponsorship of actions as big 
as the Bay of Pigs invasion could be concealed . . . ​when the United States 
resorted to cloak-and-dagger tactics, its hand was ultimately exposed.32

In additional to this fundamental trade-off between size and secrecy, covert 
regime changes are also subject to four recurrent errors made during their 
planning and implementation that further undermine their odds of success. 
First, the need to maintain plausible deniability introduces logistical and con-
ceptual ambiguity into the planning of covert operations, which undercuts 
their effectiveness. To preserve plausible deniability, planners often discuss 
these missions with “euphemisms or circumlocution,” which confuses sub-
ordinates about what precisely they want accomplished.33 Often this occurs 
in two stages: first between the executive branch and the government agency 
in charge of organizing the mission, and then again between that office and 
the foreign operatives carrying it out. At both stages, the desire to conceal 
the president’s role means that planners delegate significant discretionary 
authority to individuals at lower levels. The result resembles the children’s 
game of telephone. As the agency relays the White House’s orders to opera-
tives on the ground, intermediaries—sometimes with their own conflicting 
political interests—reinterpret the orders away from the executive branch’s 
original intent.

Second, the need for secrecy means that covert operations are usually not 
vetted by a robust “marketplace of ideas.”34 Instead, the policymaking pro
cess for covert operations often resembles what Stephen Van Evera describes 
as “non-evaluation.” He writes, “Confining policymaking to team players 
and limiting internal analysis prevents leaks that could stymie the policy’s 
implementation, but it allows the policy to escape hard questions during its 
formulation.”35 Because the executive branch does not rigorously vet covert 
operations, the United States repeatedly pursued missions that were marred 
by threat inflation, poor contingency planning, naïve assumptions about fea-
sibility, and short time horizons. Indeed, on several occasions during the 
Cold War, CIA analysts and diplomats stationed in the target country 
objected to a covert operation, claiming that the executive branch policy-
makers did not fully understand the ramifications of their actions, only to 
have their objections dismissed by the central decision-making body. 
Joshua Rovner refers to this type of intelligence pathology as neglect and, 
in these cases, explains that “policymakers ignore intelligence that is patho-
logically discomforting, and they exploit the organizational diversity of 
modern intelligence communities by searching out analyses that support 
their predispositions. They are also more likely to bypass intelligence agen-
cies they believe are ideologically biased against them.”36

Compounding this problem, a logical flaw often taints the policymaking 
process for covert operations: because officials assume their role will remain 
concealed, they believe that the mission’s margin of error is greater than with 
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overt operations. However, they overlook the fact that because they have not 
planned the mission as thoroughly, it often fails to remain covert. For in-
stance, the Church Committee investigation of assassinations concluded, 
“We find that the likelihood of reckless action is substantially increased when 
policymakers believe that their decision will never be revealed. Whatever can 
be said in defense of the original purpose of plausible denial—a purpose 
which intends to conceal United States involvement from the outside world—
the extension of the doctrine to the internal decision-making process of the 
Government is absurd.”37

A review of the oversight committees for US covert operations during the 
Cold War shows that these bodies were typically quite small. Following 
WWII, the National Security Council and Policy Planning Staff oversaw 
America’s initial covert operations somewhat haphazardly, leading the 
Hoover Commission to recommend in 1949 that the United States create “an 
evaluation board or section composed of competent and experienced per-
sonnel” to manage Washington’s covert interventions going forward.38 Since 
then, every president has created a committee to oversee the CIA’s covert ac-
tivities.39 Until the mid-1970s, the number of officials mandated to partici-
pate on these councils was typically between six and twelve individuals. 
Even so, executive policymakers frequently sidestepped them. The Nixon 
administration exemplified this practice. For instance, Kissinger preferred 
to speak with members of the 40 Committee, the executive branch group 
tasked with evaluating covert actions, individually over the telephone rather 
than hold NSC meetings. Indeed, during 1973 and 1974, the 40 Committee 
authorized over forty covert actions without ever meeting in person.40 Since 
the mid-1970s, the number of participating individuals has increased. Nev-
ertheless, as scandals such as Iran-Contra have shown, these procedures are 
easily skirted, as many of the officials charged with supervising covert op-
erations have been reluctant to exercise their oversight. Indeed, as one 
1992 congressional study on the matter concluded, “Because covert action 
is secret, deceptive, and intended to be deniable, it carries an inherent risk: 
an administration could—without the knowledge of citizens or even 
Congress—bypass procedures of accountability in the conduct of foreign 
policies and military activities.”41

Third, the motives underlying covert operations may undermine their suc-
cess. In the testimony of CIA director Richard Helms, states opt for covert 
conduct so that the missions do “not explode in the President’s face and so 
that he was not held responsible for them.”42 Because of this potential for 
scandal, when media outlets reported the US’s role, planners often strug
gled to rectify the situation. On several occasions, policymakers order an 
immediate cessation of all activities in the target state—thereby isolating 
current operatives, abandoning existing intelligence networks, and losing 
their ability to redress developments on the ground. As the CIA’s head of the 
Directorate of Intelligence, Ray Cline, once explained, “The weak point in 
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covert paramilitary action is that a single misfortune that reveals CIA’s con-
nection makes it necessary for the United States either to abandon the cause 
completely or convert to a policy of overt military intervention. Because such 
paramilitary operations are generally kept secret for political reasons, when 
CIA’s cover is blown the usual U.S. response is to withdraw, leaving 
behind the friendly elements who had entrusted their lives to the U.S. en-
terprise.”43

Finally, states have learned that the United States is both willing and able 
to covertly overthrow its rivals. Potential target states have therefore taken 
steps to protect themselves from similar operations in their country.44 For-
tunately for them, even weak states can afford defensive measures, such as 
filling critical government positions with ardent supporters, creating paral-
lel intelligence and security agencies to monitor potential dissenters, and 
tightening border security to hinder international transfers of funds and 
arms.45 However, the same does not hold for preventing overt regime 
changes. Even with foreknowledge of an impending attack, weak states may 
simply lack the military forces necessary to deter or disrupt a direct mili-
tary assault from a more powerful state. In fact, James Quinlivan finds that 
the same measures that help states protect against covert regime change—
such as having multiple parallel security agencies—undermine its overt 
military effectiveness during wartime, suggesting that the more a state does 
to protect itself from a covert assault, the easier it can be overthrow overtly.46 
Likewise, comparing the battlefield effectiveness of different authoritarian 
states, Caitlin Talmadge argues, “Regimes facing significant coup threats are 
unlikely to adopt military organization practices optimized for conventional 
combat, even when doing so might help them prevail in conflicts against 
other states.”47

The combined effect of these four factors is that policymakers often pur-
sue covert regime changes that are doomed to failure from the start. Overt 
operations, by contrast, do not face these same limitations. When launching 
an overt mission, states can use whatever resources they would have used 
covertly, and likely can use much more. They may also have more mission 
flexibility, direct supervision over actors on the ground, and likely better 
contingency planning. As a result, overt missions succeed more frequently 
than their covert counterparts. Ironically, given his administration’s pen-
chant for covert action, this was the conclusion of a study commissioned by 
Nixon in 1969: “Covert operations can rarely achieve an important objective 
alone. At best, a covert operation can win time, forestall a coup or otherwise 
create favorable conditions which will make it possible to use overt means to 
finally achieve an important objective.”48

Anecdotal evidence suggests that US policymakers understood the limi-
tations of covert conduct. For instance, Kermit Roosevelt telegraphed to CIA 
headquarters during the 1953 operation to overthrow the Iranian prime 
minister that he wished to proceed despite the “slight remaining chance of 
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success.”49 John Foster Dulles’s estimates for success in Guatemala ranged 
from less than 20 percent to “better than 40 percent but less than even.”50 
When his brother, Director of Central Intelligence Allen Dulles, informed 
Eisenhower of this estimate, the president appreciated his realistic predic-
tion: “Allen, the figure of 20 percent was persuasive. If you had told me 
the chances would be 90 percent, I would have had a much more difficult 
decision.”51 Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara recommended that 
the United States proceed with the Bay of Pigs invasion despite “a mar-
ginal probability of success.”52 CIA director Richard Helms’s personal notes 
from a meeting with Richard Nixon about covert operations in Chile states, 
“One in ten chance perhaps . . . ​but save Chile. Worth spending . . . ​not con-
cerned with risks involved.”53 The success rates of America’s covert and 
overt operations during the Cold War also support this hypothesis. Covert 
operations had an overall success rate of 39 percent, whereas overt operations 
succeeded 66 percent of the time (four out of six). Although these findings 
should not be exaggerated given the small sample size, the fact that several 
overt operations only came after a series of failed covert missions suggests 
that policymakers reserved overt conduct as a last resort.

Strategic Benefit of Intervention

Tactical considerations, however, are only half of the equation. When deter-
mining how to intervene, policymakers must also evaluate how the regime 
change fits into their overall foreign policy agenda. In that regard, two stra-
tegic factors are most important: the overall political benefit of replacing the 
target government and whether policymakers want to signal restraint or 
resolve on the international stage.

geostrategic benefit of replacing the target regime

The first factor evaluated by policymakers is the political benefit of replac-
ing the target regime. This consideration reflects the political value that plan-
ners foresee for replacing the foreign government, regardless of whether 
the operation is conducted covertly or overtly. The precise strategic impor-
tance of replacing a target regime is determined by a myriad of factors: 
military strength, geography, population, economic ties, aggressive inten-
tions, and so forth.54 In broad terms, however, studies of US grand strat-
egy have found that the United States has historically ranked its national 
interests—from highest to lowest—as defending the homeland, maintaining 
peace between the Eurasian great powers, protecting its access to oil, foster-
ing economic openness, and supporting democracy and human rights.55 
The greater a threat a foreign government is believed to pose to these cen-
tral interests, the greater the political benefit that policymakers will attach 
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to replacing their regime. This means, for example, that from the US perspec-
tive, having a friendly government in Canada is inherently more valuable 
than having a friendly regime in Cameroon because Canada is a much more 
powerful country, a major trading partner, and geographically contiguous. 
For this study, however, the important point is that policymakers place some 
value on replacing the target government based on how valuable they con-
sider that state to be to US national interests. The greater the geostrategic 
political benefit of replacing the target government, the higher the costs pol-
icymakers are willing to incur for regime change.

reputation: restraint versus resolve

The second major strategic factor influencing the strategic value of a regime 
change is whether the intervening state wants to demonstrate resolve or 
show restraint on the international stage. Leaders base this preference on 
their perception of the threat as well as how they believe the operation is 
likely to be viewed by foreign audiences. The implication of this factor for 
their behavior is self-evident: when leaders feel the need to send a strong 
signal of their resolve and believe that they can successfully pull off a deci-
sive display of force that will do so, they intervene overtly. When restraint is 
more appropriate, they prefer covert conduct.56

In most scenarios, states seem to prefer the appearance of restraint. The 
reason is that most regime changes, whether covert or overt, involve a great 
power intervening in a comparatively weak state. On the covert side, chap-
ter 5 shows that few of America’s Cold War interventions directly targeted 
a great power. On the overt side, Melissa Willard-Foster’s study of fifty-eight 
regime changes between 1816 and 2003 found that roughly 75 percent in-
volved an intervention by one of nine great powers.57 The sheer power im-
balance inherent in these operations suggests that international audiences 
are likely to perceive the great power’s actions as unnecessarily belligerent 
and question their legitimacy. From the intervening state’s perspective, this 
is bad news. Policymakers typically try to avoid establishing reputations as 
aggressors because a hostile reputation undermines the credibility of their 
alliance commitments and can provoke other states into taking measures to 
counterbalance their power.58 The appeal of covert action in these cases is 
obvious: it allows stronger states to target weaker ones while maintaining a 
less threatening image on the international stage.

On occasion, however, states may find it in their interests to send a strong 
signal of resolve to deter other states from trying to take advantage of them.59 
Deterrence theory holds that “a reputation for resolve—the extent to which 
a state will risk war to achieve its objectives—is critical to credibility.”60 Par-
ticularly when facing an aggressive adversary and multiple, interrelated se-
curity threats, proponents argue that a state should accept the costs associ-
ated with having a more bellicose reputation because they believe that 
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reputation will serve as a deterrent against potential aggressors and ensure 
future peace. In these situations, deterrence theory holds that an interven-
tion can strengthen the credibility of a state’s deterrent threat by showing it 
is willing and able to fight to protect its interests; this, in turn, deters other 
countries from challenging the intervener’s interests in the first place. The 
classic articulation of this line of thinking comes from Thomas Schelling, 
whose work on coercion and deterrence was instrumental in Cold War pol-
icymaking. He wrote, “The main reason why we are committed in many of 
these places is that our threats are interdependent. Essentially we tell the So-
viets that we have to react here because, if we did not, they would not be-
lieve us when we say that we will react here . . . ​the loss of face that matters 
most is the loss of Soviet belief that we will do, elsewhere and subsequently, 
what we insist we will do here and now. Our deterrence rests on Soviet 
expectations.”61

Demonstrating resolve is especially important when the intervening state 
believes that an entire region would be destabilized if it failed to act.62 Dur-
ing the Cold War, these fears were often driven by domino theory—the be-
lief that the “loss” of an allied or neutral state to the Soviet sphere would 
make that state’s neighbors more likely to ally with the Soviets as well.63 
Domino theory provides three rationales for why the United States would 
want to signal its resolve: first, to deter further Soviet expansion; second, to 
persuade current allies of the superiority of an alliance with the United 
States compared to one with the Soviet Union; and third, to signal to non-
aligned countries that the United States will intervene if they try to ally 
with the Soviet Union. Given these potential benefits, proponents of deter-
rence theory encouraged displays of force to signal US resolve and contain 
Soviet expansion.

American policymakers throughout the Cold War were acutely concerned 
about having a reputation for resolve given the worldwide scope of the con-
flict and the difficulties associated with extended deterrence. For instance, 
President Nixon argued that if the United States withdrew from Vietnam, 
“the cause of peace might not survive the damage that would be done to 
other nations’ confidence in our reliability.”64 Following North Vietnam’s vic-
tory, Kissinger declared, “The U.S. must carry out some act somewhere in 
the world which shows its determination to continue to be a world power.”65 
Similarly, President Reagan argued that if the United States did not prevail 
in Central America, “our credibility would collapse and our alliances would 
crumble.”66

When deciding how to intervene, policymakers thus face a choice of how 
they want the intervention to reflect on them. Covert action allows states to 
avoid developing a reputation for hostility and thus minimizes the chances 
that other states will take steps to counterbalance their power. Although 
overt actions may make the state appear more hostile, they also demonstrate 
the intervening state’s willingness to risk military confrontation to protect 
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their interests. In certain circumstances—particularly when they face a revi-
sionist adversary across multiple fronts—states may be willing to appear 
hostile in order to secure the deterrent advantages of having a reputation 
for resolve. Overt regime change was one such way to do so.

Deciding How to Intervene

Combining the arguments from the preceding two sections, it is apparent 
that leaders weigh three factors when deciding how to conduct a regime 
change operation: (1) the mission’s predicted costs, (2) its likelihood of suc-
cess, and (3) the strategic benefit of an intervention. The first two factors—the 
operation’s costs and its likelihood of success—relate to the actual tactical 
considerations of intervention and vary depending on how the regime 
change is conducted. Specifically, I find that covert conduct lowers an op-
eration’s predicted costs but also decreases its likelihood of success. Overt 
conduct increases the odds of success. Because the intervening state does not 
conceal its role in the operation, however, the predicted costs are greater. The 
third factor—the mission’s overall strategic importance—reflects both the in-
trinsic value of the target state in terms of the intervener’s national interests 
and how policymakers want the operation to be viewed on the international 
stage. Because these three factors are all weighed relative to one another, a 
state may be willing to intervene in places where the political stakes appear 
rather small, if policymakers foresee a quick and decisive victory. Conversely, 
if they believe the mission will be prohibitively costly or is unlikely to suc-
ceed, a state may not intervene even when the strategic benefits of interven-
tion are very high. Richard Haass explains, “To draw a direct connection or 
parallel between the importance of an interest and a willingness to intervene 
would be wrong. An interest can be widely viewed as extremely important 
but military force may not be the best or most appropriate tool to promote 
or protect it; alternatively, an intervention can only be moderately important 
but intervening military might be judged to be relatively ‘cheap and easy’ 
and worth it.”67

Which option is better? For the vast majority of cases, I find that both tac-
tical and strategic concerns point to covert conduct as the preferred way to 
intervene. In relation to tactical considerations, covert conduct means lower 
predicted costs but also less chance of success. However, policymakers seem 
to believe that although covert conduct influences both factors, it has a big-
ger overall effect on a mission’s costs. In other words, they believe that 
whereas covert conduct moderately decreases the likelihood that an operation 
will succeed, it dramatically decreases its costs, leading policymakers to con-
clude that they might as well attempt an operation even if it appears unlikely 
to succeed. Although policymakers preferred covert conduct because of its 
low costs, different types of costs were salient in each type of operation. 
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When conducting offensive and preventive operations, for instance, declas-
sified documents show that US planners preferred covert conduct primar-
ily for security reasons, namely, to decrease the odds of Soviet retaliation. 
During hegemonic operations, by contrast, security and material costs were 
less of a concern, given the vast power discrepancy between the United States 
and the target regimes. In these cases, Washington sought to minimize the 
reputational costs associated with violating norms of justified intervention, 
such as installing leaders known to have committed human rights abuses 
or targeting a democracy. Overall, in terms of strategic considerations, I 
find that US leaders typically opted for covert conduct to maintain a benign 
image on the international state rather than gaining a reputation for bellig-
erence. The combined effect of these considerations means that all else be-
ing equal, when the United States wanted to overthrow a foreign govern-
ment, it did so covertly.

In fact, US policymakers appear to believe that covert conduct shifts the 
cost-benefit calculation for a regime change from where they would not con-
sider the intervention worthwhile to where they consider it viable, suggest-
ing that there are many cases when Washington will intervene covertly in 
pursuit of objectives for which they are unwilling to risk American boots on 
the ground. Or as President Nixon once said, “Overt economic or military 
aid is sometimes enough to achieve our goals. Only a direct military inter-
vention can do so in others. But between the two lies a vast area where the 
United States must be able to undertake covert actions. Without this capa-
bility we will be unable to protect important U.S. interests.”68 US behavior 
during the Cold War clearly reflects this inclination for covert conduct. Dur-
ing that time, Washington launched twenty-three covert offensive operations, 
twenty-five covert preventive missions, and eighteen covert hegemonic op-
erations. This amounted to 92  percent of its total offensive missions, 
96.2 percent of preventive, and 85.7 percent of hegemonic regime changes.

But if policymakers overwhelmingly prefer to conduct their regime 
changes covertly, why do states ever intervene overtly? The simple answer 
is that policymakers intervene overtly when prevailing in the target state is 
seen as important and covert actions are unlikely to succeed. The more com-
plicated way of saying this is that states opt for overt conduct when the 
operation’s predicted costs are extremely low and/or its strategic benefits 
are extremely high. In these situations, policymakers may prefer to intervene 
covertly but are willing to intervene overtly if covert action has already 
proven insufficient or appears unlikely to succeed. This is consistent with 
the observation that four of the six overt regime changes attempted by the 
United States during the Cold War came after a failed covert attempt to re-
place the target regime.

As mentioned earlier, many US policymakers during the Cold War be-
lieved that the best way to deter Soviet expansion into the third world was 
to send a strong signal of American resolve and that overt regime change 
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was one way to do so. Even so, relatively few interstate disputes actually 
led to an overt regime change because US officials only sent in troops when 
they believed that they faced a threatening situation where it was prefera-
ble to appear resolute, as opposed to restrained, and where they were confi-
dent of victory and, thus, that the operation would send the signal that they 
intended. This section introduces three circumstances when those conditions 
are most likely to be met: first, when policymakers believe they can secure a 
quick and decisive victory; second, when public opinion favors intervention; 
and/or third, when a rapidly unfolding foreign crisis necessitates a fast 
response.

Governments targeted for regime change seldom back down without a 
fight. Facing an existential threat to their political survival, the target regime 
has every incentive to use all military resources at its disposal to prevent this 
from occurring. Under such circumstances, intervening states have good rea-
son to want to avoid a prolonged military conflict with the target regime. 
Policymakers therefore only escalate to overt conduct if they believe that they 
can achieve a decisive military victory.69 This means that a balance-of-power 
logic will prevail, and states will seldom overtly attack others with commen-
surate military power. Not surprisingly, great powers conduct most overt 
regime changes against weak states and are reluctant to attack foreign 
countries allied with a powerful rival.70 For example, the United States overtly 
intervened in only two out of the twenty-five offensive regime changes 
against the USSR and its allies during the Cold War. Washington decided 
not to directly invade in twenty-three cases because policymakers feared that 
the Soviet Union was willing to defend its allies militarily if necessary. Nev-
ertheless, this type of deterrence can break down if the intervening state sus-
pects that its rival’s alliance is tenuous—for example, if the great power 
protector has taken steps to distance itself from the target regime or finds 
itself preoccupied with other security concerns at the time. In the two cases 
where the United States directly targeted a Soviet ally—North Korea and 
Libya—during the Cold War, for instance, intelligence estimates at the time 
assured American leaders that their actions were unlikely to lead to war 
against the Soviet Union.

To achieve a quick and decisive victory, the intervening state must believe 
it has a clever military strategy that will allow it to overthrow the target gov-
ernment before it can retaliate through prolonged attrition or guerilla war-
fare. Thus, aggressors seek a strategy for rapid victory, which in the mod-
ern era typically involves the concentrated use of overwhelming force to 
quickly break through their enemy’s frontline defenses and disrupt opera-
tions in their rear.71 Historically, states launch wars and regime changes more 
frequently when they have developed a novel strategy of this nature. For in-
stance, Napoleonic France sought to conquer Europe following its new de-
velopments in mass conscription and maneuver warfare.72 Nazi Germany 
did the same following its mastery of Blitzkrieg tactics.73 Likewise, some 
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American defense analysts worry that the post–Cold War “Revolution in 
Military Affairs” (RMA) encouraged the 2003 regime change in Iraq by fos-
tering an “overreliance on the military element of national power.”74

A second scenario, where policymakers may be more willing to escalate 
to overt conduct, is when public opinion is on their side.75 Public support 
negates one of the main rationales for covert conduct—to avoid reputational 
costs. Indeed, even if the public merely tolerates a mission, its reputational 
costs will decrease. If the public enthusiastically supports an intervention, the 
operation’s political benefits will increase, and policymakers will want to 
make their actions known. Although this project does not attempt to theo-
rize all the factors that influence public support, the existing literature does 
suggest some scenarios where public support levels are likely to be higher: 
when media elites support intervention, when the operation adheres to 
norms of justified intervention, or when it is perceived as a defensive re-
sponse to a clear military threat.76

Lastly, policymakers may escalate to overt conduct when they face signifi-
cant time pressure to act. The reason is that successful covert missions re-
quire time: the intervener will need preexisting intelligence on the target re-
gime and a connection to domestic resistance in the target state. Thus, if a 
state must act quickly and does not have preexisting contacts within the 
target state, covert conduct may not suffice. (In terms of the cost/benefit/
odds-of-success trade-off, these are cases where the probability of success 
for a covert intervention is so small that policymakers pursue overt conduct 
despite the increased costs.) For these reasons, states are more likely to in-
tervene overtly in response to rapidly unfolding scenarios, such as after a 
surprise attack or to reinstall a recently deposed leader amid a political crisis 
in the target state. If the state waits to develop the resources necessary for a 
successful covert mission, the operation’s costs will continue to rise as the 
target regime consolidates its political control and the recently deposed re-
gime loses political legitimacy.77 We can see this reasoning, for example, in 
Lyndon Johnson’s decision to overtly intervene in the Dominican Republic 
in 1965, days after the country erupted in civil war, out of fear that if the 
United States failed to act immediately, leftist forces would consolidate 
power and the US would soon face a “second Cuba” in the country. In a 
similar vein, Reagan’s 1983 overt intervention in Grenada followed a violent 
political uprising following the execution of Grenadian leader Maurice 
Bishop during a military coup.

States are particularly likely to send in troops during foreign crises when 
they believe that they need to send a strong signal of their resolve to defuse 
a regional crisis. Chapter  5 shows that many of America’s overt regime 
changes occurred in the context of an ongoing regional crisis where US poli-
cymakers feared that multiple states were in danger of rapidly falling to com-
munism. Eisenhower’s 1958 overt intervention into Lebanon, for instance, 
was immediately precipitated by a leftist coup in Iraq and was driven, in 
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large part, by fears that if Washington did not act, “the United States would 
lose influence not only in the Arab States of the Middle East but in the area 
generally.”78 In these cases, US policymakers overtly intervened not only to 
prevent the target government from succumbing to communism but also to 
deter the Soviet Union from further aggression within the region.

Covert Tactics

Now that we can see why states prefer covert conduct, this section intro-
duces the five major covert tactics employed by the United States during 
the Cold War. The following chapter discusses the relative effectiveness of 
these tactics.

assassinations

The planned assassination of a foreign leader was the least common covert 
tactic employed by the United States during the Cold War. A declassified CIA 
manual on assassination defines that action as “the planned killing of a per-
son who is not under the legal jurisdiction of the killer, who is not physi-
cally in the hands of the killer, who has been selected by a resistance organ
ization for death, and whose death provides positive advantages to that 
organization.”79 It advises, “Assassination is an extreme measure not nor-
mally used in clandestine operations. It should be assumed that it will never 
be ordered or authorized by any U.S. Headquarters, though the latter may 
in rare instances agree to its execution by members of an associated foreign 
service.”80 In these cases, “the specific technique employed will depend on 
a large number of variables, but should be constant in one point: Death must 
be absolutely certain.”81

The United States developed plans to assassinate foreign leaders on sev-
eral occasions during the Cold War. First, as part of an aborted joint US–UK 
covert operation in Syria in the mid-1950s, plans were developed calling for 
the assassination of several Syrian politicians.82 Second, in 1960, the CIA de-
veloped a plan to assassinate Congolese leader Patrice Lumumba, and poi-
sons were shipped into the country for this task, although never used.83 
Third, between 1960 and 1965, the CIA pursued multiple assassination plots 
against Cuban president Fidel Castro.84 Beyond these clearer-cut cases, 
there is also some evidence suggesting that the CIA explored the possibility 
of assassinating Indonesian president Sukarno, Haitian leader “Papa Doc” 
Duvalier, as well as an unnamed Iraqi politician.85 None of these assassina-
tion plots succeeded. However, two other foreign leaders—South Vietnam’s 
Ngo Dinh Diem and the Dominican Republic’s Rafael Trujillo—were killed 
by foreign forces without explicit preapproval from Washington during 
US-backed coups. Democratically elected Chilean president Salvador Allende 
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also reportedly committed suicide during a 1973 military coup.86 Scholars 
remained divided, however, on the question of whether the United States 
took an active role in the 1973 Chilean coup or merely had foreknowledge 
of its plan. The Church Committee’s investigation of the matter, for instance, 
reported “no hard evidence of direct U.S. assistance to the coup.”87 Never-
theless, the CIA had a long history of covert action in Chile, including directly 
backing a failed coup attempt in 1970, wherein another influential Chilean 
official, General Rene Schneider, was assassinated. Although the United 
States likely did not play a direct role in the 1973 coup, Chile was the target of 
a US-backed covert campaign to destabilize Allende’s regime at the time that 
may have encouraged the coup plotters to strike.88 Or as Henry Kissinger 
phrased it in a telephone conversation with President Nixon days afterward, 
“We didn’t do it. I mean we helped them. [Redacted] created the conditions 
as great as possible.”89

After America’s role in these assassination plots came to light during 
the Church Committee’s congressional investigation of the mid-1970s, 
President Ford signed Executive Order 11905, formally prohibiting all US 
government employees from engaging in assassination.90 In 1978, Presi-
dent Carter signed Executive Order 12063, expanding this ban to include 
“persons . . . ​acting on behalf of the United States Government”—a stipulation 
reaffirmed by President Reagan in December 1981.91

sponsoring foreign coups d’état

In his influential study on the subject, Edward Luttwak defined a coup as 
“the infiltration of a small but critical segment of the state apparatus, which 
is then used to displace the government from its control of the remainder.”92 
By this definition, Washington was involved in thirteen foreign coups during 
the Cold War, nine of which saw US-backed forces assume power. Almost all 
US-backed coups supported right-wing military officials over foreign leaders 
that the United States deemed sympathetic to communism. In all the cases 
included in this study, US officials took an active role in the mission, ranging 
from providing foreign coup plotters with arms, intelligence, and funding to 
organizing and fighting on the coup plotters’ behalf. However, in contrast to 
some other studies, this project does not include cases where the available 
evidence suggests that the United States simply had foreknowledge that 
a coup might occur and did not alert the target government—for example, 
Ecuador (1963), Indonesia (1965), Ghana (1966), and Greece (1967).

covert support for foreign dissidents

Washington’s most common covert tactic during the Cold War was to secretly 
support foreign revolutionary or secessionist movements in their bids to 
topple or secede from a target state. In these cases, the United States provided 
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covert funding, weapons, logistical aid, intelligence, propaganda, and/or 
military training to the foreign dissidents to bolster their efforts to topple 
an anti-American regime. All told, the United States attempted at least 
thirty-five of these missions between 1947 and 1989, four of which saw the 
US-backed forces assume power. Many operations occurred in the context 
of civil wars, wherein the United States and the Soviet Union each supported 
opposing sides. In nine cases, however, Washington backed foreign seces-
sionist movements in their bids to secede from the Soviet Union, China, 
or Iraq.

election interference

Throughout the Cold War, the United States recurrently sought to influ-
ence foreign elections by covertly providing funding, advisory assistance, 
and propaganda to help its preferred candidates win their elections. 
These operations often carried beyond a single election cycle.93 Some of 
the states targeted in these interventions were well-established democra-
cies that held free and competitive elections; others were authoritarian 
states, which held competitive subnational elections or partially free na-
tional elections. In all cases, however, US covert assistance was designed 
to tip the election in favor of pro-American candidates whom US policy-
makers believed might be in danger of losing without additional support. 
All told, US-supported parties won their elections in twelve out of sixteen 
covert campaigns.

democracy promotion

A final regime change tactic, which is perhaps better described as “pseudo-
covert,” came to the fore during the early Reagan years. In contrast to the 
aforementioned efforts to influence foreign elections, this tactic aimed to 
transform authoritarian states into democracies.94 President Reagan first 
publicly laid out his rationale for what became known as “Project Democ-
racy” during an influential 1982 address to the British Parliament: “The 
objective I propose is quite simple to state: to foster the infrastructure of 
democracy, the system of a free press, unions, political parties, universi-
ties, which allows a people to choose their own way to develop their own 
culture.”95 Toward this end, Reagan signed NSDD 77  in January  1983, 
which established an “International Political Committee” under the guid-
ance of the National Security Council for the “planning, coordinating and 
implementing international political activities in support of United States 
policies and interests relative to national security. Included among such 
activities are aid, training and organizational support for foreign govern-
ments and private groups to encourage the growth of democratic political 
institutions and practices.”96
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With this objective in mind, the question arose of how the United States 
should distribute aid to foreign pro-democracy groups. Some in the admin-
istration proposed that the United States distribute aid through state-run 
agencies, whereas others argued that independent nongovernment affiliated 
groups were preferable.97 After a contentious legislative battle, Congress 
opted for the latter route and authorized funds to create the National En-
dowment for Democracy (NED), whose stated objective was “to encourage 
the establishment and growth of democratic development in a manner 
consistent . . . ​with the broad concerns of United States national interest.”98 
According to its Statement of Principles, the NED is a “privately incorpo-
rated nonprofit organization with a Board of Directors comprised of lead-
ing citizens from the mainstream of American political and civic life.”99 The 
House legislation authorizing the NED also reinforced this nongovernmental 
organization (NGO) status. It stated, “Nothing in this title shall be con-
strued to make the Endowment an agency or establishment of the United 
States Government.”100

While technically an NGO, the NED’s relationship with the US govern-
ment is extensive: 99  percent of the NED’s total revenue comes from US 
governmental agencies, and the State Department must first approve of all 
NED grants.101 Nonetheless, owing to its NGO status, the US government 
can use the organization to promote its interests abroad while avoiding, in 
Alexander Haig’s words, the “charges of interference” associated with pur-
suing these activities through official government agencies, like the CIA.102 
As NED president Carl Gershwin explained in 1986, “We should not have 
to do this type of work covertly. It would be terrible for democratic groups 
around the world to be seen as subsidized by the CIA. We saw that in the 
1960s, and that’s why it has been discontinued. We have not had the capa-
bility of doing this, and that’s why the endowment was created.”103 Likewise, 
the NED’s first director, Allen Weinstein, explained in 1991, “A lot of what 
we do today was done covertly twenty-five years ago by the CIA.”104 The 
NED’s NGO status therefore serves a useful purpose: it allows the NED to 
pursue US-government sanctioned objectives while allowing the govern-
ment to distance itself from those actions and plausibly deny its role in spe-
cific NED programs.

During the Reagan years, the NED was instrumental in several US efforts 
to promote democratic transitions in Chile, Haiti, Liberia, Nicaragua, Pan-
ama, the Philippines, Poland, and Suriname.105 During these missions, the 
US government first provided funding to the NED, which in turn allocated 
funds to four “core constituencies”: the American Center for International 
Labor Solidarity (ACILS), the Center for International Private Enterprise 
(CIPE), the National Democratic Institute (NDI), and the International Re-
publican Institute (IRI).106 These groups then distributed grants to selected 
foreign political parties, dissident movements, student groups, labor unions, 
and civic organizations in the target states. This structure is reminiscent of 
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the CIA’s earlier political action and psychological warfare operations, and 
many of the NED recipients had longstanding ties to the CIA. According to 
William Robinson, NED funds were ultimately used for five overlapping 
pseudo-covert activities: leadership training for pro-American elites, promo-
tion of pro-American educational systems and mass media, strengthening 
the “institutions of democracy” by funding pro-American organizations 
in the target state, propaganda, and the development of transnational elite 
networks.107

Even so, Reagan did not launch these operations simply to foster democ
ratization per se. Instead, these missions sought to create an opportunity to 
rule for pro-American parties. Toward this end, the key objective of many 
of these missions was to prevent communist and socialist parties from win-
ning their state’s elections. For instance, Reagan signed NSDD 101 on Libe-
ria “to promote political and economic stability through the development 
of democratic institutions.” To do so, he called for “adequate assistance to 
the Liberian transitional process through Project Democracy funding” in or-
der to “develop a moderate and viable political coalition” and “prevent the 
development of Libyan, Soviet or other hostile influence.”108 Thus, the NED 
backed moderate and right-wing political movements, but not socialist or 
communist parties, even when those groups advocated for democratic elec-
tions. Likewise, in Nicaragua, the NED spent $13 million between 1988 and 
1990 to ensure that Sandinista leader Daniel Ortega did not win the 1990 
presidential elections.109 In Poland, the United States spent at least $9 million 
funding Solidarity and other moderate to right-wing groups, but no 
democratic-socialist groups.110 In the Philippines, the NED gave at least $7 
million dollars to the Trade Union Congress of the Philippines (TUCP), a con-
servative organization, but no aid to the Kilusang Mayo Uno (KMU), a large 
leftist coalition union, despite its fervent opposition to Marcos.111 Altogether, 
Robinson concludes, “U.S. policymakers claim that they are interested in pro
cess (free and fair elections) and not outcome (the results of these elections); in 
reality, the principal concern is outcome.”112

The Pseudo-Covert Continuum

On multiple occasions during the Cold War, the United States pursued op-
erations that are perhaps best described as “pseudo-covert”—that is, a re-
gime change operation where the United States officially denied its role even 
though all parties involved seem to know of its participation. For instance, 
throughout the 1980s, the United States covertly funneled billions of dollars 
of aid and arms to Afghan Mujahedeen militant groups fighting against their 
Soviet occupiers. When Carter launched the operation in 1979, he had solid 
strategic reasons to do so covertly. However, the United States maintained 
the charade of covertness long after it seemingly lost the ability to plausibly 
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deny its role. For instance, by May 1983, the New York Times was reporting 
specific details of the US-led operation and citing members of both the House 
and Senate Intelligence Committees, who acknowledged “a consensus 
favoring aid to Afghan rebels.”113 By 1985, the United States had begun 
supplying the Mujahedeen with sophisticated Stinger missiles to target So-
viet aircraft—weapons that the Soviets would immediately and undeniably 
recognize as American made. Despite all of this, US leaders went to great 
lengths to continue to use covert methods and deny their role in the conflict. 
What explains this behavior?

Policymakers pursue pseudo-covert operations for the same reason that 
they pursue missions that they intend to remain entirely secret: to minimize 
the predicted costs of the operation. Rather than being a clear-cut dichotomy 
between truly covert and overt action, the decision regarding how best to 
conduct a regime change can be thought of as falling along a continuum that 
is governed by the same dynamics discussed earlier in the chapter. This 
means that when a state wants to take a more aggressive pseudo-covert 
action—such as providing Stinger missiles to the Afghan fighters—it will de-
crease the state’s ability to plausibly deny its role, thus increasing the mis-
sion’s potential costs but also increasing its odds of success. Policymakers 
decide how to calibrate this trade-off by looking at the potential strategic ben-
efits of intervention. The greater the potential benefits, the higher costs that 
planners are willing to incur, and thus the more willing they are to pursue 
pseudo-covert tactics that undermine their ability to plausibly deny their role.

Once the cover of a covert regime change has been blown, it might be 
reasonable to suspect that the intervening state will soon face all the costs 
associated with the mission, and thus there is nothing to be gained from 
continuing to intervene covertly. However, that is not always the case. 
Maintaining the charade of pseudo-covert conduct can still minimize the 
operation’s material, reputational, and security costs for several reasons. 
For one, pseudo-covert conduct minimizes the material costs associated 
with toppling a foreign government because covert missions require fewer 
resources, even after an operation’s cover has been blown.114 In addition, 
pseudo-covert conduct minimizes media scrutiny of the operation.115 Jour-
nalists who cover covert operations do so without the cooperation of the 
intervening state, regularly scheduled press conferences, or a guarantee of 
safe passage with friendly military forces. Thus, operational details are 
likely to be underreported, and a larger portion of the public will remain in 
the dark about the operation. For instance, even after the Iran-Contra scan-
dal broke in 1986, and its subsequent congressional hearings in 1987, only 
54 percent of the US public knew that the US government had been covertly 
backing the “rebels trying to overthrow the government” in Nicaragua.116 
Indeed, only 32 percent of Americans surveyed correctly identified Nicara-
gua as being located in Central or Latin America.117 In a similar vein, Gibbs’s 
case study of Eisenhower’s 1960 covert operation to overthrow Congolese 
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prime minister Patrice Lumumba found that US planners knew their ac-
tions had been uncovered in Leopoldville and Moscow, but continued the 
covert operation because its secrecy concealed specifics of the mission that 
were still “potentially very controversial.”118 In addition to minimizing au-
dience costs, covert conduct also allows US leaders to bypass the War Powers 
Act, which requires congressional approval for any deployment of US 
armed forces for more than sixty days.119 Covert operations are a distinctly 
presidential power, meaning that the president can exercise close control 
over their implementation without having to accommodate the wishes of 
Congress or rival politicians.

States also pursue pseudo-covert tactics to minimize the security costs as-
sociated with attacking a foreign government. A state may decide to con-
duct an operation covertly—even when it knows that its opponent is aware 
of the mission—because it understands that an overt intervention would con-
stitute a direct challenge to its opponent’s reputation. Thus, to minimize the 
chances that its opponent will feel compelled to respond to this challenge, 
the state limits its behavior to covert conduct. A former CIA agent explained 
the “tacit convention” behind this type of behavior:

In the professional context of the secret war and covert operations . . . ​avowal 
of responsibility has a specific meaning. It is interpreted by the enemy as a 
threat, since it means in the context, that the avower not only ignores estab-
lished custom, but also the basis of that custom, which is the maintenance of 
the international power balance. The avower therefore puts himself in the po-
sition of demonstrating indifference to the international political balance; 
his avowal may even be taken to imply that he intends to change it by any 
and all means.120

This suggests that when the intervening state faces an opponent whom it 
believes also wants to avoid a direct military confrontation, pursuing nomi-
nally covert tactics can help both sides lessen the pressure to militarily esca-
late the dispute.121

keeping secrets for your enemy

Now that we can see why an intervening state would maintain a charade of 
pseudo-covert conduct, an even more interesting question arises: Why 
would the states targeted in these pseudo-covert operations sometimes go 
along with this charade? Repeatedly during the Cold War, each super-
power uncovered evidence that its rival was attempting a covert regime 
against one of its allies or a nonaligned state. In most cases, not surpris-
ingly, Washington and Moscow took advantage of these revelations to pub-
licly accuse and embarrass their rival. Given the ideological character of the 
Cold War, these blown operations could be a major propaganda victory 
by discrediting its opponent’s credibility and the popular appeal of the 
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rival ideology. On other occasions, however, each superpower ignored an 
opportunity to scandalize the other and instead kept its knowledge of the 
rival’s covert activities unpublicized. Given the high stakes ideological con-
flict of the Cold War, why would either superpower forgo an opportunity 
to expose its opponent’s covert operation?

There are four reasons why a state may prefer to keep its rival’s secret op-
erations unpublicized. First, the targeted state may try to introduce spies 
and double agents into its opponent’s operation, thereby generating intel-
ligence on the opponent and foiling the operation from within. For instance, 
chapter 7 discusses how North Vietnamese forces managed to infiltrate a 
large number of spies and double agents into America’s covert operation 
against Hanoi in the early 1960s. Second, the state may prefer to wait and 
reveal the operation on its own terms to maximize its leverage over the op-
posing side. For instance, archival documents reveal that the Soviet Union 
shot down thirteen American reconnaissance planes between 1950 and 
1964.122 However, the Soviet Union chose only to publicize the 1960 incident 
when Francis Gary Powers was shot down, in essence keeping America’s 
secret for the other twelve missions. This suggests that the Soviet Union 
weighed the relative merits of exposing the US operations against the dis-
advantages of inflaming passion between the superpowers, and only re-
vealed information when it best suited Soviet interests. Third, the target 
government may prefer not to publicize covert operations against it so that 
the regime’s weakness is not exposed to its domestic adversaries. For in-
stance, Moscow did not acknowledge America’s early covert operation in 
the Ukrainian SSR because the ruling regime felt insecure about its hold on 
power and preferred not to acknowledge the existence of a domestic resis
tance movement as large as the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists. Fi
nally, a target state may choose not to expose its rival’s covert operation to 
avoid military escalation.123 Leaders in the target state may fear war but feel 
constrained by a nationalistic population that would demand retaliation in 
response to an attempt to overthrow their state. Bruce Berkowitz and Allan 
Goodman note, “In the late 1940s, for example, the Soviet government knew 
that the CIA was supporting resistance fighters in the Ukraine, since Soviet 
intelligence had penetrated most of the groups. Similarly, the Soviet leader-
ship knew that the United States was supporting the Afghan Mujahedeen 
in the 1980s. If US leaders had admitted responsibility, Soviet leaders would 
have felt it necessary to retaliate.”124 By feigning ignorance of the operation, 
however, the state does not have respond to the embarrassing challenge to 
its authority. In scenarios where both sides face similar fears of military esca-
lation, each state may choose to keep its opponent’s covert activities secret to 
minimize the chances of military escalation. This explains why, on several 
occasions during the Cold War, the United States and Soviet Union were 
able to fight covert proxy wars in the Third World with little danger that the 
dispute would escalate to outright war between the superpowers.125
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This chapter asked why states launch regime changes covertly versus 
overtly. To answer that question, I first argued that states weigh three factors 
when deciding to intervene: (1) a mission’s political benefits, (2) its likely 
costs, and (3) its probability of success. Whereas the mission’s political ben-
efits are dictated by the strategic value of the target state, the other two factors 
vary depending on whether the regime change is conducted covertly or 
overtly. Specifically, I claimed that covert conduct substantially decreases the 
security, material, and reputational costs associated with toppling a foreign 
government. At the same time, however, covert operations are less likely to 
succeed than their overt counterparts. Faced with this trade-off between cost 
and effectiveness, I argued that, in most cases, policymakers opt for the lower 
costs associated with covert conduct. This explains why Washington con-
ducted 91  percent of its regime changes covertly during the Cold War. In 
the remaining 9 percent of cases, however, I explained that the United States 
was willing to overtly intervene—often after a failed covert mission—if a co-
vert operation was either impossible to carry out within a short time horizon 
or because policymakers believed they could achieve a decisive victory with 
public support for their cause. Next, the chapter provided an overview of 
the five main covert tactics used by states during their regime changes. 
Finally, I investigated “pseudo-covert” operations and explained why, under 
certain conditions, both intervening and target states found it in their best 
interest to maintain the charade of covert conduct even after a mission’s cover 
had been blown.
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chapter 4

Consequences

How Effective Are Covert Regime Changes?

The fact is that many conspiracies are attempted but very few reach 
their desired goal.

—Niccolò Machiavelli, Discourses on Livy

Now that it is clear why states have so frequently launched covert regime 
changes, the question naturally arises of whether these operations gener-
ally achieve the goals that policymakers set for them. To tackle that issue, 
this chapter asks two questions: First, why did some covert missions 
succeed in their short-term objective of toppling the target regime while 
others failed? Second, what were the long-term consequences of these 
operations?

Overall, US-backed covert regime changes succeeded in replacing their tar-
get 39 percent of the time, compared to 66 percent for America’s overt inter-
ventions. Moreover, once one looks at the long-term consequences of the co-
vert operations, it becomes apparent that very few ultimately worked out 
as Washington intended. Time after time, US leaders pursued covert regime 
change based on the assumption that the missions would provide a cheap 
and permanent solution to their problem, but these outcomes were seldom 
delivered. Instead, covert regime changes tended to succeed where they were 
needed the least—overthrowing weak governments of little geostrategic 
value. Missions targeting strong countries usually failed. Moreover, the great 
majority of attacks targeting weak and strong states alike seldom remained 
covert. Although feasible in theory, “plausible deniability” was extremely 
difficult to maintain in practice, and domestic forces in the target state ac-
cused the United States of involvement in more than 70 percent of the cases. 
These findings suggest that covert regime changes are only likely to succeed 
under limited circumstances. States should therefore be far more cautious 
when attempting them.
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The first half of this chapter analyzes the question of short-term success. 
Are certain types of covert operations more likely than others to topple their 
target? In general, I argue that covert operations are most likely to succeed 
when they are limited in scale and pursue modest objectives. The most suc-
cessful covert missions are therefore those that are designed to tip the scales 
in favor of one side in a close political competition. Ambitious large-scale 
missions, by contrast, usually fail due to the difficulty of maintaining plau-
sible deniability. Overthrowing a powerful state requires a powerful oppo-
sition, and it is extremely difficult for any foreign power to sponsor such a 
large opposition without blowing its cover. I also find that the type of covert 
tactic used during an operation influenced its odds of success. For instance, 
not a single US-backed assassination plot succeeded during the Cold War, 
although US actions did lead to a few inadvertent killings during other co-
vert missions. Likewise, covert actions to support foreign dissidents nearly 
always failed. Of thirty-five attempts, fewer than 12  percent overthrew 
their targets. The remaining three covert strategies—sponsoring coups, med-
dling in foreign elections, and promoting democratic revolutions in au-
thoritarian states—were far more successful. Each succeeded in replacing its 
target more than half of the time.

To determine whether any characteristics of a state would make it a bet-
ter or worse target for regime change, I then introduce a statistical model 
that compares several different aspects of the states targeted, such as their 
military power, regime type, wealth, and level of political instability. Over-
all, I find that covert operations are most likely to succeed against democratic 
governments, weak states, and American allies. Combining these factors 
helps to explain why operations targeting the Soviet Union’s authoritarian 
allies succeeded only 10.3 percent of the time, compared to 42.9 percent of 
operations targeting nonaligned states, and 69.6 percent of missions targeting 
American allies, which were frequently democratic. Democracies appear to 
be particularly susceptible to regime change for three reasons: First, covert 
operations against democracies involve tactics that are generally more suc-
cessful and easier to conceal. Second, all democratic states targeted were 
also US allies, which gave US agents free access to the country. Third, al-
though authoritarian leaders often “coup-proof” their regimes, democratic 
leaders frequently do not—leaving them more vulnerable to domestic chal-
lengers than their autocratic counterparts.

The second half of this chapter is dedicated to an analysis of the long-term 
consequences of regime change. Several statistical models are introduced, 
which compare states that have experienced a covert regime change to a 
sample of similar states that have not. The first question asked is, how did 
America’s covert interventions influence Washington’s relationship with the 
target state? Was the United States able to turn its opponents into allies by 
installing friendly leaders? Chapter  2 argued that states launch regime 
changes to install leaders with foreign policy preferences like their own. This 

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Consequences

75

suggests that if these operations work as policymakers intend, America’s re-
lationship with the target state should immediately improve. However, the 
data suggests that this is not the case. Contrary to policymakers’ expectations, 
attempting to overthrow a state covertly actually increased the likelihood that 
the United States would become embroiled in a military dispute with 
that state down the line while decreasing the similarity of that state’s foreign 
policy portfolio and UN voting behavior to those of the United States.

The reason is that changing the preferences of another state requires more 
than just changing the leadership of that state. Whatever political pressures 
compelled the previous regime to act against American interests will hold 
true for their successors as well. Consequently, many newly installed lead-
ers balked at their pre-regime change promises and began to behave like 
their predecessors who were overthrown. Other leaders followed through 
on their promises and tried to pursue US interests. Doing so, however, often 
made them quite unpopular domestically. Their opponents were quick to de-
ride them as American puppets, and more than half of all leaders installed 
during US covert operations were subsequently overthrown via revolution 
or coup. Unsurprisingly, the governments that took over afterward were of-
ten even more hostile to the United States than the regime that was initially 
overthrown. Finally, there is the question of how US covert regime changes 
affected the states targeted. Here, my analysis paints an almost unremit-
tingly negative view of covert action. States targeted for regime change were 
frequently less democratic afterward and more likely to experience a civil 
war or episode of mass killing compared to similar countries where the 
United States had not intervened.

Short-Term Effectiveness

Why do some covert regime changes succeed at replacing their targets while 
others fail? In relation to the question of short-term effectiveness, an operation 
can be classified as a “success” if the US-backed forces came to power during 
the mission. An operation is a “failure” if the individuals supported by the 
United States did not come to power. Overall, I find that the short-term ef-
fectiveness of a covert operation hinges on three things: the magnitude of the 
covert action attempted, the type of covert tactic used, and the nature of the 
targeted state. This section briefly discusses each of those factors.

The first important factor in determining whether a covert operation suc-
ceeded was the magnitude of the intervention attempted. Because of the 
trade-off between size and secrecy discussed in the previous chapter, states 
have a difficult time orchestrating large-scale covert operations without 
blowing their cover. Thus, the relative balance of forces between the opposi-
tion forces and the target regime at the beginning of the intervention was 
a crucial factor in determining the mission’s likely odds of success. When 
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opposition forces were weak compared to the central regime, the intervening 
state had to covertly deliver a significant amount of resources to them if their 
operation was to stand a chance of success, but the larger a covert operation, 
the more possibilities of its discovery or infiltration by enemy forces. This 
problem was particularly acute during US covert operations targeting strong 
communist governments during the Cold War. For instance, Herbert Weis-
shart, a CIA officer who worked on multiple Cold War covert regime changes 
against the Soviet Union, China, and North Vietnam, estimated that in an anti-
Soviet resistance cell of just ten individuals, the odds that the group had been 
penetrated by security forces were 50 percent.1 When US-backed opposition 
forces were already strong relative to the central government, by contrast, 
the United States had to do far less to tip the scales in their favor. In some 
cases, strong opposition movements may have succeeded even without US 
covert assistance, thus making America’s covert involvement superfluous.

A second influential factor determining the odds of short-term success is 
the type of covert tactic employed during the operation. As the preceding 
chapter explained, Washington employed five covert tactics during its sixty-
four Cold War interventions: assassinations, sponsoring coups d’état, sup-
porting foreign dissidents in their bids to overthrow a state, backing favored 
candidates in foreign elections, and promoting democratic revolutions in au-
thoritarian states. The common feature making these tactics covert is that 
they were designed to maintain “plausible deniability” of US involvement by 
using foreign intermediaries who would appear to have acted independently 
if the operation were uncovered. Frequently, the United States pursued more 
than one tactic simultaneously, and though some tactics had higher success 
rates than others, Washington’s choice of tactics was governed largely by 
opportunity. Because all of its Cold War covert operations involved collabo-
ration with opposition forces in the target state, the covert tactics available 
to US policymakers were largely dictated by the nature of the opposition 
and its relationship to the target government.

Figure 4.1 shows that the US-backed opposition forces succeeded in as-
suming power between 0 and 75 percent of the time, depending on which 
covert tactics were used. Assassinations had the worst record. Not a single 
assassination plot succeeded during the Cold War, although two foreign 
leaders were killed without explicit US approval during US-backed coups. 
After details of some of these plots became public in the mid-1970s, a US 
Senate committee headed by Frank Church launched an investigation into 
America’s covert actions. The Church Committee’s final report on assassi-
nations was highly critical of the tactic, stating, “Running throughout the 
cases considered in this report was the expectation of American officials 
that they could control the actions of dissidents that they were supporting 
in foreign countries. Events demonstrated that the United States had no such 
power.”2 The committee concluded, “Assassination has no place in America’s 
arsenal.”3
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Covert operations to support foreign dissidents also usually failed because 
of the magnitude of covert assistance that the United States would have had 
to deliver to the opposition forces for them to succeed. Of thirty-five attempts, 
only four overthrew their targets. Furthermore, half of those successes in-
volved additional covert tactics: US missions in Guatemala and Nicaragua 
also included efforts to promote a coup or influence democratic elections. 
Only in Afghanistan and Chad did the United States successfully engender 
a regime change by covertly supporting dissidents alone. However, the op-
eration in Afghanistan is unique in that it was abnormally large and costly, 
with the United States spending more than $6.6 billion during the 1980s.4 
The mission in Chad was far less costly, but it failed to remain covert, and 
the United States was criticized for backing Hissene Habre, given his well-
established record of human rights abuses.5 Similarly, and perhaps not sur-
prisingly, all US missions supporting dissidents in their bids for secession 
failed. Because these groups were trying to gain their independence from 
states that were much more powerful, the dissidents would have required a 
far greater amount of military support to overthrow their governments than 
the United States could have delivered covertly.

On the more successful end of the spectrum, coups overthrew their tar-
gets 69 percent of the time. Almost all US-backed coups against democra-
cies succeeded.6 When faced with rebellious autocrats backed by the United 
States, democratic leaders had nowhere to turn to defend their govern-
ment. Coups that targeted authoritarian regimes met with mixed success: 
three out of six successfully brought down their targets. Interesting, all of 

Figure 4.1. Short-term effectiveness by covert tactic.
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the authoritarian governments targeted in US-backed coups were of a per-
sonalist or military variety despite the fact that single-party authoritar-
ian regimes were more prevalent during the Cold War. The appeal of tar-
geting personalist dictators for regime change makes sense given the 
promise that such missions offer for dramatically changing the policy pref-
erences of the target state. As Caitlin Talmadge notes, “Personalism . . . ​is 
fragile. Deliberately devoid of institutions separate from the leader, person-
alist systems require only that a rival arrest or assassinate a single person 
(and perhaps his immediate circle) to assume the reins of power.”7 By con-
trast, single-party systems—particularly well-institutionalized ones—make 
less appealing targets for coups. As Samuel Huntington first argued—and a 
later wave of scholarship confirmed—well-institutionalized authoritarian re-
gimes tend to be more stable, have better civil-military relations, and are 
better able to co-opt their potential political opponents.8

Covert operations to influence foreign elections also brought America’s 
preferred candidate to power 75 percent of the time. Democracies appear to 
be particularly vulnerable to regime change for several reasons. To begin 
with, covert actions against democracies use tactics that are much easier to 
conceal. For instance, it is relatively easy for a state to covertly transfer money 
to a foreign political party without revealing these actions to the central state 
or that party’s opponents. Moreover, all democratic target states were US al-
lies or nonaligned during the Cold War, thereby enabling US agents to move 
within the country and meet with influential politicians without attracting 
attention from the regime’s security forces. However, in many of these cases, 
it is difficult to determine whether US actions were responsible for their vic-
tory. Many of the parties supported by Washington might well have won 
their elections without US help. For instance, in France, Italy, and Japan, the 
parties supported by the United States already had a steady advantage over 
their opponents in the polls, raising the question of whether the covert 
mission played any role in their victory. Similarly, in Lebanon, US-backed 
candidates prevailed in the country’s parliamentary elections, but the United 
States had to intervene overtly soon afterward in order to ensure that those 
candidates could remain in power. The cases in which America’s role seems 
to have been the most decisive required a relatively large commitment. For 
example, the United States gave at least $20 million to Chilean presidential 
candidate Eduardo Frei during his 1964 campaign. This amounted to $8 per 
voter and to over 50 percent of Frei’s total campaign costs.9

Covert operations to encourage a democratic revolution in an authoritar-
ian state by secretly backing pro-democratic groups were similarly success-
ful. Four of the eight operations (50%) coincided with a democratic regime 
change in the target state. Again, however, the question of what would have 
happened without the US intervention remains salient. Good reasons exist 
to believe that American efforts did not play a decisive role in bringing about 
these democratic transformations. For one, in many of these cases, Washing-
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ton began to collaborate with pro-democracy groups after they were al-
ready quite powerful. For instance, US covert aid to the Solidarity movement 
in Poland began after the group had already claimed over 9 million mem-
bers, suggesting that US support was not instrumental in creating or main-
taining the organization.10 Second, all seven covert operations to promote 
democratization in authoritarian states coincided with the “third wave of 
democratization” and gradual collapse of the Soviet Union. As such, they 
were uniquely positioned to succeed. They came to fruition at a time when 
a number of global factors were pushing states toward democratization and 
the Soviet Union was simultaneously retrenching its global influence and 
decreasing its covert aid to foreign communists.11 Supporting this argu-
ment, several scholars have questioned the effectiveness of the National En-
dowment for Democracy (NED)—the main instrumented used by Washing-
ton during these operations in the 1980s—in promoting democracy.12 For 
instance, James Scott and Carie Steele’s study of the impact of NED grants 
on a country’s level of democratization between 1990 and 1999 determined 
that “the democracy promotion hypothesis that suggests that allocation of 
NED funding results in greater democratization is firmly rejected. . . . ​NED 
aid neither produces democracy nor follows democratization.”13

The third major factor influencing the likelihood that a covert operation 
will succeed is that nature of the targeted government. To see whether cer-
tain characteristics of a target state would make it more or less susceptible 
to covert regime change, I analyzed the impact of a variety of potential factors 
on the short-term effectiveness of America’s Cold War covert regime 
changes.14 In the following analysis, variables with theoretical significance 
for this project were selected, as well as variables that existing studies have 
shown to be predictors of victory in interstate or civil war.15 They include 
Regime Type,16 Material Capabilities,17 Instability,18 Economic Development,19 On-
going Civil War,20 Ethno-Linguistic Fractionalization,21 Alliance,22 and Type of 
Covert Operation.23 Because the dependent variable is dichotomous (i.e., 
short-term success or failure), multivariate probit analysis was used to com-
pare the effects of the independent variables.24

Table 4.1 reports the findings of four probit models. Because of the low 
number of cases (sixty-four) within the sample, the statistical significance 
of each individual variable will naturally decrease as additional factors were 
added (as demonstrated in model 3), so the results were broken into four 
models. Model 1 analyzes the success rates of the five different covert tac-
tics. Model 2 examines eight major characteristics of a target state. Model 3 
encompasses all of the variables in the previous two models. Finally, model 
4 calculates each variable independently—without controlling for the 
others—as a robustness check to capture the direction of each effect.

Four results stand out from the analysis. First, in accordance with the ar-
guments developed earlier in the chapter, model 1 shows that the type of 
covert tactic used significantly affected the mission’s odds of success. Covert 
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operations that involved tactics where the United States typically had to do 
comparatively little to bolster the power of the opposition forces relative to 
the central government—coups and covertly meddling in foreign elections—
had a positive and significant effect on short-term success. By contrast, the 
covert tactic that generally required the largest commitment of resources to 
strengthen the opposition forces relative to the regime—supporting armed 
dissidents—had a negative and significant impact on the mission’s odds of 
success.

Second, a state’s level of democracy had a positive and statistically signifi-
cant impact on the likelihood of a successful regime change. Specifically, 
the higher the target state’s polity score (i.e., the more democratic the state), 
the easier it was for the United States to replace the target government. This 
supports the argument, developed in the previous section, that democracies 
are susceptible to regime change because of a combination of factors: (1) co-
vert tactics used against democracies are easier to conceal and often more 
successful; (2) democratic leaders are often ill prepared to defend themselves 
against military coups; (3) in the cases where the United States tried to co-
vertly influence the outcome of a foreign democratic election, some of the 
parties may have won their election even without US support, thus artifi-
cially inflating the success rate for these operations.

Third, the probit models suggest that a state’s Cold War allegiance had 
an impact on the short-term effectiveness of America’s interventions. 
Although being a US ally had a positive and statistically significant effect 
in models 2 and 4, being a Soviet ally was only statistically significant in 
model 4. Given the centrality of the superpower alliance system to the 
Cold War, this lack of significance for Soviet allies in model 2 is somewhat 
surprising. One plausible reason is that alliance membership was heavily 
correlated with other important variables in the model—regime type and 

Table 4.1  Probit analysis of short-term effectiveness

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Assassination −0.54 −0.74 0.02
Coup 0.85* 0.70 0.81**
Dissidents −1.26*** −1.08* −1.16***
Meddling in Elections 0.78** 0.43 1.26***
Democracy Promotion 0.18 0.002 0.31
Polity Score 0.11*** 0.06 0.10***
Material Capabilities −4.61 −4.52 −9.68*
Instability −0.34 0.05 −0.30
GDP per capita −0.17** −0.10 0.23
Ongoing Civil War −0.05 0.48 −0.07
Ethno-linguistic fractionalization 0.03 −0.20 −0.13
US Ally 0.93** 0.68 0.97***
Soviet Ally −0.10 0.09 −0.79**

Significance: * −10%, ** −5%, *** −1%.
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material capabilities—which may have led to its significance being under-
estimated by the model.

To see whether Soviet allies were harder to overthrow, figure 4.2 compares 
the short-term effectiveness of America’s covert interventions by the Cold 
War allegiance of the target state.25 A Pearson-s chi-squared test on a cross 
tabulation of the data in figure 4.2 yields a χ2 of 19.3 and a p-value of 0.000064. 
This means that the null hypothesis that the target state’s Cold War allegiance 
did not influence its likelihood of success can be rejected with over 99 percent 
confidence.26 The historical record also supports this assessment: US-backed 
covert operations against Soviet allies succeeded in replacing the target gov-
ernment only 10.3 percent of the time because they pitted American-backed 
forces directly against Soviet military and security forces, thereby limiting the 
assistance that the United States could offer without risking war. This limita-
tion quickly became apparent during the first wave of offensive missions in 
the late 1940s and early 1950s. As early as 1952, the State Department’s Policy 
Planning Staff reported, “It has become impossible, with only the existing 
techniques and contacts . . . ​to operate in the satellite area of Eastern Europe. 
The perfection of totalitarian police state techniques is approaching ‘1984’ 
efficiency to a degree where ‘resistance’ can probably exist only in the minds 
of the enslaved peoples of the Soviet orbit in Europe.”27

Figure 4.2. Short-term effectiveness by Cold War alliance.
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Conversely, 42.9 percent of missions against nonaligned states succeeded 
because they pitted US-backed forces against Soviet-backed oppositions—
rather than the Soviet forces directly. Given the bipolarity of the Cold War, 
both superpowers felt that they could not afford to lose a developing coun-
try into their opponent’s camp. Thus, in almost every case where the United 
States targeted a nonaligned regime, the Soviet Union was also covertly 
backing the opposing side. Because Washington and Moscow each inter-
vened covertly, however, they both faced the same constraints on the amount of 
military and economic aid that they could provide without risking military 
escalation. The result was that their efforts cancelled one another out, and 
each superpower had roughly equal success in the third world. Finally, 
69.6 percent of missions against US allies succeeded because they generally 
targeted weak states with no ties to the Soviet Union, where the United States 
faced little to no domestic opposition. For instance, during operations in 
the Western Hemisphere, the United States had on average a military 217 
times larger than the targeted state’s and a military budget 3,413 times 
larger.28

Finally, one surprising finding was that a state’s material capabilities did 
not have a statistically significant finding in model 2 (although it had a neg-
ative and statistically significant result in model 4). Given this study’s argu-
ment that covert missions targeting strong countries usually fail because of 
a trade-off between size and secrecy, this finding was unexpected. Again, 
however, the likely reason for this finding is that material capabilities were 
correlated with several other important variables in this model—level of de-
mocracy and alliance—leading its significance to drop in model 2. Further-
more, the success of a few covert operations to influence elections in partic-
ularly powerful states (France, Italy, and Japan) may have skewed the 
results; if these cases were dropped from the analysis, material capabilities 
would have a significant and negative effect in model 2.

Combining these insights, we see that not all states made equally good 
targets for covert regime change. The short-term effectiveness of a covert op-
eration varied depending on the target state’s regime type, its material ca-
pabilities, its superpower alliance, and the type of covert tactic attempted. If 
the arguments made in this section are combined, it is clear that the ideal 
covert regime change for the United States during the Cold War would be a 
coup or election meddling against a weak, democratic ally of the United 
States—such as in Guatemala (1954), Chile (1962–1973), or the Dominican 
Republic (1960–68), as is discussed in chapter 8. The worst possible candi-
date for a covert regime change would be supporting an armed dissident 
movement against a powerful, authoritarian ally of the Soviet Union—such 
as the ones targeted in the covert rollback operations in Eastern Europe that 
are discussed in chapter 6.

In terms of tactics, another potential policy implication based on these 
findings is that states should limit their covert regime changes to funding 
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elections, coups, and promoting democratic revolutions. Conversely, if a state 
finds itself in the position where its only covert options have been largely 
unsuccessful in the past—an assassination or supporting dissidents—it 
should seriously reconsider whether the intervention is worthwhile. Al-
though this is sensible advice, three things should be kept in mind. For one, 
the two most successful tactics—funding elections and promoting coups—
also happen to be the ones where the importance of US actions is most in 
doubt, meaning there is reason to suspect that many of the groups supported 
by the United States would have won their elections or ousted their target 
anyway. Second, though certain tactics may appear more successful, they 
will not always be an option: funding elections will only work in democratic 
states; promoting a democratic revolution in an authoritarian state requires 
preexisting pro-democratic groups in the target state; and coups require a 
willing collaborator in the target state. Lastly, the effectiveness of US-backed 
coups d’état appears to be declining over time. In fact, America’s last success-
ful Cold War coup was in 1973. A reasonable hypothesis for this decline is 
that greater state capacity in the developing world has made it more difficult 
for the United States to topple potential targets—unlike some of the weak 
banana republics that it targeted in the 1950s and 1960s. This hypothesis is 
consistent with Jonathan Powell and Clayton Thyne’s study of all interna-
tional coups between 1950 and 2010, which found that “the mean success rate 
is 48 percent during the entire time span. This rate saw early peaks around 
1970 and 1980, and then a decline until the turn of the century.”29

Long-Term Effects on Interstate Relations

Meeting the short-term goal of replacing a foreign government does not nec-
essarily mean that the operation will serve the intervening state’s interests 
in the long term. The remainder of this chapter is dedicated to investigating 
the long-term consequences of America’s covert regime changes. I begin by 
asking how these operations influenced Washington’s relationship with the 
target government. Recall that in chapter two, I argued that states pursue 
regime change in order to install foreign leaders who share similar foreign 
policy preferences, with the expectation that when the new leaders act in 
their own self-interest, they will be acting in the interests of the intervening 
state as well, thereby setting the stage for future cooperation between the 
two states. Now that we can see why policymakers launch these operations, 
however, the question arises of whether the missions actually achieve these 
goals. Do covert regime changes improve relations between the intervening 
and target states? Can interveners acquire reliable allies by covertly over-
throwing foreign governments?30

Overall, I find that the answer is no. Covert regime changes seldom worked 
out as intended. Contrary to policymakers’ expectations, changing the 
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policy preferences of a foreign government requires more than simply 
changing the political leadership of that state. To understand why this is the 
case, one must consider the set of interstate disputes that lead to regime 
change. Most regime changes—whether they are conducted covertly or 
overtly—involve the intervention of a great power into a comparatively weak 
state. As discussed earlier, this raises the question of why the weaker state 
did not simply acquiesce to the stronger state’s demands, rather than resist-
ing, which led to the even worse outcome of being overthrown. This suggests 
that for the dispute to have escalated to the point of regime change in the 
first place, the target regime must have had a particularly strong incentive 
not to cooperate. Sometimes this occurred because the intervener demanded 
that the target government abandon a fundamental position of its politi
cal agenda without which it would be unable to remain in power. At other 
times, the intervener demanded that the target state take an action that it 
believed would jeopardize its future security, such as relinquishing certain 
military capabilities or forgoing an important alliance. Either way, the target 
government had good reason to refuse to submit to these demands.

Unfortunately for the intervener, whatever political pressures compelled 
the target government to stand up to its interests will hold true for its suc-
cessor as well. Consequently, many of America’s Cold War covert regime 
changes unfolded in a similar pattern: Washington installed a foreign leader, 
hoping that leader would pursue America’s interests once in office. After as-
suming power, however, the new leader was confronted with political pres-
sures similar to those that faced the government that was overthrown. Like 
the previous regime, the new government soon faced an unpleasant choice—
pursuing Washington’s interests and upsetting domestic audiences, or ap-
peasing domestic audiences and upsetting the United States. Faced with this 
catch-22, some newly installed leaders defied their US backers, and conflict 
between the two countries reemerged.

Other new leaders opted to pursue the policies benefiting the United 
States. However, such actions came at a cost to them domestically as their 
domestic opponents were quick to deride them with accusations of being a 
US puppet. As a result, I find that the only new leaders who were willing to 
take on this role were those who remained highly dependent on aid from 
the United States to maintain their position in power. Yet, this arrangement 
fueled domestic opposition to their rule, which in turn increased the odds 
that they would be overthrown. Indeed, roughly half of all leaders installed 
via US-backed covert regime changes were violently removed from power 
via an assassination, revolution, or coup. Unsurprisingly, the governments 
that took over afterward often held particularly negative views of the 
United States, thus paving the way for conflict between the two countries 
to reemerge.

What about covert regime changes that fail to replace their target? How 
do failed operations impact interstate relations? If covert operations func-
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tion as policymakers expect them to, then failed missions should have no 
effect on the intervener’s relationship with the target state because the plau-
sible deniability inherent in covert action should shield the intervening state 
from any negative repercussions. Yet, this seldom works out as interveners 
intend. Although governed by different dynamics, failed covert regime 
changes also have a negative impact on interstate relations because most co-
vert regime changes do not remain covert. As a result, failed covert opera-
tions represent the worst possible outcome for policymakers: not only have 
they failed to topple their target, most likely they have also gotten caught 
in the act, thus further souring an already negative relationship with the 
foreign government.

militarized interstate disputes

If covert regime changes work as policymakers expect them to, successful 
operations should change the target government’s foreign policy preferences 
in ways that benefit the United States, and conflict between the two states 
should decrease. Failed covert operations should have no effect on Washing-
ton’s relationship with the target state because of plausible deniability, and 
the level of conflict between the two states should remain the same. To see 
whether covert regime changes worked as policymakers anticipated they 
would, the following section analyzes how America’s Cold War covert inter
ventions influenced the likelihood of military conflict between the United 
States and the target state in the years following intervention.

My first dependent variable is whether the United States or the target re-
gime initiated a militarized interstate dispute (MID) against the other state 
within a ten-, fifteen- or twenty-year period following the covert interven-
tion.31 MIDs are defined as “united historical cases of conflict in which the 
threat, display or use of military force short of war by one member state is 
explicitly directed towards the government, official representatives, official 
forces, property, or territory of another state. Disputes are composed of in-
cidents that range in intensity from threats to use force to actual combat short 
of war.”32 MIDs are a good proxy for the quality of interstate relations in my 
analysis, because I argue that states often pursue covert regime changes in 
pursuit of objectives for which they are not willing to overtly fight. It is there-
fore important that I identify levels of interstate conflict short of actual war.

Figure 4.3 shows bivariate correlations between US-backed covert regime 
changes and MIDs involving the United States during the Cold War. The re-
sults show that the baseline probability that the United States would be in-
volved in a MID with a foreign country within a given ten-year period dur-
ing the Cold War was roughly 5.2 percent. However, this number grows to 
35.2 percent for countries that had experienced a US-backed covert opera-
tion within the preceding ten years. In other words, states targeted for co-
vert regime change were 6.7 times more likely to experience a MID with the 
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United States in the ten years following intervention. Whether that covert 
operation succeeded or failed in its short-term goal of replacing the target 
regime, however, had a strong impact on the likelihood of conflict. When 
the covert operation successfully replaced the target government, there 
was little difference in the likelihood of a MID with that country compared 
to America’s baseline (5.6% versus 5.2%). When the covert operation failed, 
however, Washington was ten times more likely to engage in a MID with 
that state within the next ten years.

Although the bivariate correlations are suggestive, one potential drawback 
is that they do not control for the possibility of selection bias. The central 
problem facing this project—or any study that attempts to estimate causal 
effects—is that this assessment must be made relative to the counterfactual 
of having not intervened.33 In this case, one potential objection is that Wash-
ington did not randomly select target states for intervention, and the same 
factors that encouraged the United States to attempt a covert regime change 
against the target state may also increase the likelihood that the United States 
would subsequently experience a MID with that regime. If that is the case, 
then the relationships identified in the bivariate analysis—even though it is 
statistically significant—may be spurious. Nevertheless, scholars have iden-

Figure 4.3. US-backed covert regime change and MIDs: bivariate correlations. Significance 
level: *–10%, **–5%, ***–1%.
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tified several ways to mitigate the problem of selection bias. One such way 
is through a method of data preprocessing known as matching.

Matching works by pairing treated cases (i.e., states where the United 
States did not attempt a covert regime change during a specified period) with 
control cases (i.e., states where the United States did not attempt a covert 
regime change during a specified period) that are very similar to those that 
did. The logic behind matching is that by comparing two sets of cases that 
are as similar as possible in important regards except for the treatment, any 
differences that you see between the two groups can then be attributed to 
treatment effects.34 Ho et al. explain, “The immediate goal of matching is 
to improve balance, the degree to which the treatment and control covariate 
distributions resemble each other . . . ​without losing too many observations 
in the process. The result of this process, when done appropriately, is con-
siderably less model dependence; reduced potential for bias; less variance; 
and, as a result, lower mean squared error.”35

Although matching may be the best way to deal with the problem of se
lection bias in this type of quantitative analysis, readers should also be aware 
of its limitations. In reality, countless factors influence a state’s decision to 
launch a military intervention—many of which are unique and case specific 
and therefore not easily captured by any large-N analysis. The following pro-
bit models should therefore be interpreted as one piece of evidence in sup-
port of my arguments, alongside the bivariate correlations, the robustness 
checks in the online appendix, and the qualitative data presented in the case 
studies. In the following analysis, the MatchIt statistical program was used 
to generate a control group with one-to-two exact matching.36 In other words, 
for every example of a US covert regime change, two control cases were iden-
tified. The variables used for matching were selected because they had been 
identified by previous studies as affecting the likelihood of interstate con-
flict.37 They include level of democratization, military strength, distance to the 
United States, alliance with the United States or the USSR, and whether the 
target state had experienced a MID with the United States within the preced-
ing twenty years.

Table  4.2 shows the results of three probit analyses using the same 
variables that were selecting for matching. Model 1 shows the effect of all 
covert regime change attempts on MID initiation; model 2 analyzes only suc-
cessful cases; and model 3 looks at failed covert operations. The pattern 
revealed by the probit analysis is very similar to the bivariate correlations. 
The full sample of US-backed covert regime change attempts had a positive 
and statistically significant effect on the likelihood of a MID. As with the 
bivariate correlations, whether the covert mission actually replaced the target 
regime or not had an effect on the likelihood of conflict. Covert operations 
that succeeded in their short-term objective had a negative but statistically 
insignificant effect on the likelihood that the two states would experience 
an interstate dispute. Covert missions that failed had a positive and strongly 
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Table 4.2  US-backed covert regime change and MIDs: Probit analysis

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Polity score −0.04 −0.05* −0.02
Military strength −8.37 −5.57 −9.89*
Distance to US, log −0.73** −0.59 −0.66*
Alliance with US −0.27 −0.23 −0.08
Alliance with USSR 0.02 −0.08 −0.01
Past MID with US 1.00*** 0.95*** 1.15***
US Covert, all 0.99***
US Covert, Successes −0.39
US Covert, Failures 1.53***
Constant 5.02 4.31 4.13

Significance: * −10%, ** −5%, *** −1%.

statistically significant effect on the likelihood of a MID. These dynamics 
remained the same in the models looking at the fifteen- and twenty-year 
periods following intervention.

Measures of Interstate Relations Short of Conflict.  To see whether covert 
interventions had an effect on interstate relations at levels short of a milita-
rized dispute, I replicated each of the previous models, using four alter-
native dependent variables: (1) whether the target state voted alongside the 
United States in the United Nations (UN) General Assembly; (2) whether the 
target state voted with the Soviet Union during UN General Assembly votes; 
(3) the target state’s subsequent foreign policy portfolio similarity (FPPS) 
with the United States; and (4) the target state’s subsequent FPPS with the 
Soviet Union.38 The results of these analyses mirrored the MID results. Suc-
cessful covert operations had no significant effect in most of the models—
the one exception being that successful interventions appeared to make tar-
get states less likely to vote alongside the United States in the UN General 
Assembly fifteen and twenty years afterward. This supports the argument 
that successfully toppling a foreign government did not make that state any 
more likely to cooperate with Washington. Failing to covertly overthrow a 
state, however, had a statistically significant effect on each of the alternative 
dependent variables. That is, states targeted in failed US-backed covert in-
terventions were less likely to vote alongside Washington in the UN and 
more likely to vote alongside Russia in the ten-, fifteen- or twenty-year pe-
riod following intervention. Similarly, the FPPS of states targeted in failed 
covert regime changes with the United States decreased following interven-
tion, whereas their FPPS with Russia increased for all time periods.

A final possibility exists that while Washington’s covert interventions did 
not improve cooperation in terms of the political or military variables dis-
cussed above, it did improve the target state’s economic cooperation with 
the United States. To test for that possibility, I ran a series of models analyz-
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ing the effects of covert regime changes on target state’s subsequent trade 
with the United States and the Soviet Union. As the online appendix shows, 
regardless of whether I looked at total trade, imports, or exports, Washing-
ton’s covert interventions had no significant effect on the target state’s sub-
sequent trade with either the United States or the Soviet Union.

Altogether, these findings suggest that, at best, when the covert operation 
successfully replaced the target regime, the quality of the relationship be-
tween the United States and the target government remained roughly the 
same. Contrary to policymakers’ expectations, successful covert regime 
changes did not improve their relationship with the target government. This 
trend remained consistent whether I analyzed MIDs, FPPS, UN voting be
havior, or trade. These findings mesh with the argument that it is difficult 
to alter the policy preferences of another state via regime change because 
the same political pressures that compelled the target government to act 
against the intervener’s interests will hold true for their successor as well. 
When the covert operation failed, however, it hurt Washington’s relationship 
with the target state. In these cases, the United States was significantly 
more likely to experience militarized conflict with the state afterward, and 
the target state was less likely to cooperate with the United States—and 
more likely to cooperate with the Soviet Union—in terms of its UN voting 
behavior and FPPS. These findings are consistent with the argument that 
failed covert operations sour an already negative relationship with the tar-
get regime.

Effects of Covert Regime Change on the Target State

The following section explores the impact of America’s covert regime changes 
on several characteristics of the targeted states, including their subsequent 
level of democratization as well as the likelihood that they will experience a 
civil war or episode of mass killing in the years following intervention. Al-
though several existing studies have analyzed the effects of overt regime 
change on all of these factors, there has been little research to date specifi-
cally analyzing the effect of covert interventions.

democratization

The existing literature is divided on the question of whether states can use 
regime change to spread democracy abroad. Optimists argue that regime 
change can increase a state’s level of democracy, and point to successful ex-
amples, such as West Germany and Japan following WWII, to make their 
case.39 Pessimists respond that these successes are outliers and point out that 
the majority of regime changes do not lead to increased democratization.40 
Virtually all empirical studies measuring the effects of overt regime change 
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side with the pessimists.41 One assumption implicit in many of these stud-
ies is that the United States and other democracies wanted to promote de-
mocracy via their regime changes. Considering that these studies only look 
at overt cases, this assumption may be warranted. When it comes to Amer
ica’s Cold War covert regime changes, however, that assumption does not 
seem to hold. Although 12 percent of covert cases were designed to bring 
about a democratic revolution in an authoritarian state, 10.6 percent of cases 
sought to do precisely the opposite by overthrowing a democratically elected 
government and replacing them with an autocrat. Most covert regime 
changes, however, were not designed to change the regime type of the tar-
get state one way or the other—that is, either the United States sought to 
replace one dictator with another, or they sought to help one party win in a 
democratic election. Given these conflicting objectives, it is unclear if we 
should expect the interventions to have a consistent effect on their target 
states’ level of democracy if they worked out as policymakers intended. Al-
ternatively, one could imagine that America’s covert interventions might 
unintentionally have a negative impact on the target state’s subsequent level 
of democracy by destabilizing its political system and undermining the 
state’s political institutions. The sole academic study analyzing the effect of 
covert regime changes found that American covert “interventions”—which 
includes both regime change and regime maintenance efforts in their 
sample—decreased the odds that their targets would become a democracy 
by roughly 30 percent over twenty years.42 To see whether this trend holds 
true for my sample of US-backed covert attempts, the following section an-
alyzes the effects of a covert regime change on the target state’s level of de-
mocracy in the years following intervention.

Figure 4.4 shows a bivariate analysis of US-backed covert regime changes 
and the average change in a state’s polity score during the Cold War. The 
results show that in a given ten-year period during the Cold War, countries 
that had not experienced a covert intervention increased their polity score 
by 0.73 point on average. This baseline is consistent with the gradual world-
wide trend toward democratization that occurred during this time. Coun-
tries targeted in an unsuccessful regime change, however, had a 1.5-point 
average increase in their polity score—a finding that is surprising consider-
ing that Washington did not actually replace their governments. Countries 
that the United States successfully overthrew, by contrast, showed a dramatic 
and statistically significant decrease of 0.79 point in their polity scores in the 
ten years following the covert intervention, reflecting, in part, the six demo
cratic governments that were ousted during US-backed military coups.

As with the previous analysis of MIDs, the above bivariate analysis is sug-
gestive in its findings but does not control for the possibility of selection 
bias. In other words, the same factors that led the United States to pursue a 
regime change against the target government may also have an impact on 
their level of democracy in the following ten years. I therefore again used 
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matching to control for the possibility of selection bias. The sample of con-
trol cases was matched using variables identified by previous studies as in-
fluencing a state’s level of democratization.43 These variables include regime 
type, the state’s previous maximum level of democratization, economic develop-
ment, ethno-linguistic fractionalization, state age, population, civil war, interstate 
war, geographic region, and whether the country had been a British colony.44 
Once these variables are controlled for and a linear regression is run on the 
matched sample of cases, Washington’s covert interventions did not have a 
consistent or significant impact on target states’ level of democratization 
in any of the models. This suggests that the bivariate correlations should be 
taken with a grain of salt. Although some states overthrown by the United 
States undoubtedly were less democratic afterward, we cannot say that the 
cumulative effect of all of America’s covert Cold War interventions had a 
significant impact on their targets’ subsequent level of democratization 
once we control for the possibility of selection bias.

civil war

What effect do covert operations have on the domestic stability of target 
states? Are targeted states more likely to enjoy stability afterward, or will 
they devolve into civil war? Looking only at overt cases, multiple studies 

Figure 4.4. US-backed covert regime change and average change in polity score. 
Significance level: *–10%, **–5%, ***–1%.
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have found that regime changes increase the likelihood of civil war. For ex-
ample, one study by Goran Peic and Dan Reiter argues, “FIRCs make civil 
wars more likely because they wreck state infrastructural power or change 
political institutions.” However, the authors find that this effect only oc-
curred if the regime change came after an interstate war. In these cases, they 
find, “The magnitudes of these effects are considerable, as imposing an FIRC 
following an interstate war increases the risk of civil war onset more than 
eightfold.”45 A study by Alexander Downes, by contrast, found that regime 
change can increase the likelihood of civil war regardless of whether it 
occurred after an interstate war or not.46 Downes explains, regime change 
“tends to undermine the imposed leader who—by providing benefits to 
interveners—sows grievances among his population and raises the risk of 
rebellion.”47 To see whether the same dynamics occur for covert cases, the 
following section analyzes the effects of US-backed covert regime changes 
on a target state’s likelihood of experiencing a civil war within ten, fifteen 
or twenty years of intervention.48

Figure 4.5 shows bivariate correlations between US-backed covert regime 
changes and civil wars during the Cold War. The results show that the base-
line probability that a foreign country would experience a civil war within 
a given ten-year period during the Cold War was roughly 19.9  percent. 
However, this number grows to 39.7 percent for countries that had experi-
enced a US-backed covert operation within the preceding ten years. This ef-
fect was consistent for both successful and failed covert operations. When 
the covert operation successfully replaced the target government, the prob-

Figure 4.5. US-backed covert regime change and civil war: bivariate correlations. 
Significance level: *–10%, **–5%, ***–1%.
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ability that the state experienced a civil war within the next ten years in-
creased to 37.5  percent. When the covert operation failed, however, the 
probability of a civil war increased to 41.2  percent—more than twice the 
rate compared to states that had not experienced an intervention.

Although these bivariate correlations are suggestive, the problem of se
lection bias remains; namely, the same factors that led to a civil war in the tar-
get state may also have encouraged the United States to pursue regime change 
there. Once again, I used matching to control for this problem. Variables used 
for matching in this model include level of democratization, regime age, economic 
development, population, ethnic-linguistic fractionalization, political instability, per-
centage mountainous terrain, geographic region, and whether the state has expe-
rienced a civil war or defeat in an interstate war within the past twenty years.49

Table 4.3 reports the results of three probit models. Model 1 shows the effect 
of all covert attempts on the likelihood of civil war; model 2 analyzes only suc-
cessful cases; and model 3 looks at failed covert operations. The results are 
similar to the bivariate correlations. Overall, model 1 shows that the states 
targeted in a US-backed covert regime change were more likely to experience 
a civil war within ten years. When the mission succeeded in replacing the 
target regime, however, the opposite appeared to be true—although this re-
sult was not statistically significant. When the operation failed to replace its 
target, the likelihood of civil war increased and was highly significant. The 
results remained consistent in the fifteen- and twenty-year models as well.

These findings make sense given what we know about the destabilizing 
effects that overt regime change have on target states. The same pathways to 
conflict described in the existing literature for overt regime changes hold true 
for covert operations as well. In addition, covert regime changes may be par-
ticularly predisposed toward civil war because many missions are explicitly 

Table 4.3  US-backed covert regime change and civil war: Probit analysis

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Polity score 0.01 0.01 0.02
Wealth −1.03*** −0.88*** −1.07***
Population 0.18 0.16 0.17
Ethnic fractionalization 0.90* 0.93* 1.04*
Mountainous terrain 0.03** 0.03** 0.03***
Civil war (20 years) 1.57*** 1.59*** 1.73***
Defeat interstate war (20 years) 0.95* 0.83* 0.96*
New state 0.87 0.78 0.93
Political instability −1.25*** −1.14*** −1.37***
US Covert, all 0.77**
US Covert, Successes −0.21
US Covert, Failures 1.20***
Constant 3.96* 3.33 4.03

Significance: * −10%, ** −5%, *** −1%.
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Figure 4.6. US-backed covert regime change and mass killings: bivariate correlations. 
Significance level: *–10%, **–5%, ***–1%.
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designed to destabilize the target regime. Moreover, many covert operations 
directly provide arms to secessionist movements or groups currently en-
gaged in a civil war, which likely extends the length of these conflicts.50

mass killings

Does covert regime change affect the likelihood that the target government 
will commit mass atrocities against its population? In a separate study with 
Alexander Downes, we argue that regime changes often lead to an increase 
in government-sponsored episodes of mass killing within the target state 
for two reasons. First, autocratic leaders installed via regime changes often 
lack a domestic base of support in their own right and therefore resort to 
mass killing in an effort to consolidate their control on power; democratic 
leaders, by contrast, decreased the likelihood of state-led mass killings because 
democracy imposes significant barriers to government violence. Second, as 
demonstrated in the previous section, regime changes increase the likelihood 
of civil war, which in turn creates incentives for the target government to 
repress its population.51 To see whether these dynamics held true for Amer
ica’s Cold War interventions, the following section analyzes the effects of 
US-backed covert regime changes on a target state’s likelihood of experi-
encing an episode of mass killing within ten years of intervention. The mea
sure that I use for this analysis comes from the State-Led Mass Killing dataset 
developed by Jay Ulfelder and Benjamin Valentino. It defines an episode of 
state-led mass killing as “any episode in which the actions of state agents 
result in the intentional death of at least 1,000 noncombatants from a discrete 
group in a period of sustained violence.”52
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Figure 4.6 shows bivariate correlations between US-backed covert regime 
changes and episodes of mass killing during the Cold War. The results show 
that baseline probability that a foreign country would experience an episode 
of mass killing within a given ten-year period during the Cold War was 
roughly 16.5 percent. This number grows to 55.2 percent for countries that 
had experienced a US-backed covert operation. Unlike in the previous anal-
yses, whether that covert operation succeeded or failed in its short-term goal 
of replacing the target regime did not change the direction of this effect. 
States targeted in successful operations were 2.8 times more likely to expe-
rience an episode of mass killing, whereas states targeted in failed covert mis-
sions were 3.7 times more likely.

Once again, I used matching to control for the possibility of selection bias, 
using the same variables as in the preceding analysis of civil war. Table 4.4 
reports the results of three probit models. Overall, the results are similar to 
the bivariate correlations and confirm my theoretical predictions. Failed co-
vert regime changes had a positive and statistically significant effect on the 
likelihood that the target state would experience an episode of mass killing 
within the ten years following intervention. Successful operations had a 
positive but insignificant effect after matching, although additional tests 
reported in the online appendix show that the significance of this effect was 
contingent on whether the United States promoted democracy or authori-
tarianism during the operation.

Taken together, these results suggest that covert regime changes can have 
disastrous consequences for civilians within the target states. Countries that 
were targeted by the United States for a covert regime change during the 
Cold War were more likely to experience a civil war or an episode of mass 
killing afterward, and some states were less democratic as well. From the 
perspective of American leaders, however, these costs might be justified if 

Table 4.4  US-backed covert regime change and mass killing: Probit analysis

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Polity score −0.04 −0.04* −0.02
Wealth −0.70*** −0.59*** −0.60***
Population 0.20** 0.18** 0.19**
Ethnic fractionalization −1.00** −0.83* −0.90**
Mountainous terrain 0.01 0.01 0.01
Civil war (20 yrs) 0.59** 0.58** 0.62**
Defeat interstate war (20 yrs) 0.13 0.06 0.09
New state 1.09* 0.97* 1.01*
Political instability −0.49* −0.38 −0.45
US Covert, all 1.03***
US Covert, Successes 0.50
US Covert, Failures 1.02***
Constant 3.00* 2.63* 2.22

Significance: * −10%, ** −5%, *** −1%.
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covert regime changes actually achieved the policy goals that they had set 
for them. Here too, however, my analysis paints an unpromising picture.

Washington launched its covert regime changes to resolve intractable se-
curity disputes by installing leaders with similar policy preferences to their 
own in the hopes that their relationship with the target state would improve 
afterward. Although the theoretical appeal of regime change is under-
standable, its record in practice was far less impressive. To begin, more than 
60 percent of covert operations failed to replace their targets, and because 
most operations did not remain covert, these failed attempts further soured 
Washington’s already negative relationship with the target state. Even nom-
inally successful covert regime changes—where US-backed forces came to 
power—seldom delivered on their promise to improve interstate relations. 
Newly installed leaders may have intended to pursue Washington’s pre-
ferred policies, but once in power, they found that they are constrained by 
the same domestic and international pressures as their predecessors. Thus, 
even when a covert regime change succeeded in its short-term objective of 
replacing the target regime, the target state’s relationship with Washington 
was unlikely to significantly improve in the long term.

One important thing to remember though is that the effectiveness of any 
foreign policy must also be judged in the context of its likely foreign policy 
alternatives.53 Regime changes are unique in that they are often attempted 
in response to particularly intractable interstate disputes. Indeed, part of the 
appeal of regime change is that it offers the possibility of transforming in-
terstate relations when in situations where coercion-based strategies, such 
as economic sanctions or threatening to use military force, are unlikely to 
succeed; the logic being that if the United States could not bribe or coerce a 
foreign leader into pursuing America’s preferred policies, regime change en-
abled Washington to replace that leader with someone who would. Never-
theless, this chapter suggested that the transformative appeal of regime 
change is overstated. Simply installing a new leader will not resolve the 
underlying conflict between the two states if the intervener’s preferred 
policies cut against the target state’s enduring national interests or are opposed 
by powerful domestic opposition forces. Only in the relatively rare situations 
where the intervening state’s policy preferences align with those of the 
majority of the target state’s population does regime change offer the potential 
of changing the target state’s behavior over the long term. Paradoxically, 
however, regime change may be overkill in these situations. If the majority 
of the target state’s population agrees with the policy preferences of the 
intervener, then these forces may be able to change their government’s be
havior without outside assistance, or the target government may be suscep-
tible to coercive diplomacy. In sum, my analysis suggests that states have 
recurrently overestimated the benefits of covert regime change and underes-
timated its costs. Policymakers would therefore be wise to think twice before 
launching such operations in the future.
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chapter 5

Overview of US-Backed Regime Changes 
during the Cold War

As the international situation develops, every day makes more 
evident the importance of the role which will have to be played by 
covert operations if our national interests are to be adequately 
protected.

—George Kennan, Memorandum to Frank Wisner, January 6, 1949

Whereas the preceding three chapters introduced several theories regarding 
the causes, conduct, and effectiveness of regime change, this chapter puts 
those theories in context by providing a historical overview of America’s ex-
perience with regime change during the Cold War. Looking at the broad 
trends in America’s regime change policy highlights the shifting security in-
terests driving US behavior over this period, the reasons why leaders pre-
ferred covert conduct, and the general utility of covert operations. The case 
studies in chapters 6 through 8 then test my theories in greater detail by ana-
lyzing several covert regime changes in depth.

In broadest terms, as figure 5.1 shows, each administration had at least three 
covert regime changes ongoing during its time in office. Variation in the fre-
quency of these operations over time, however, suggests that US behavior 
was governed more by international dynamics than differences in domestic 
party ideology. In fact, many ongoing covert operations continued from one 
administration to another, across party lines, without interruption. Eisen-
hower’s Republican administration had the greatest total number of ongoing 
interventions, but Democratic President Kennedy had the highest ratio of 
ongoing covert operations per year in office. All told, Democratic presidents 
authorized at least fifty-six regime changes during the eighteen years that 
they were in power during the Cold War (1947–89), compared to at least sixty-
two missions by Republican presidents during their twenty-five years in charge. 
Operations against states in the Western Hemisphere remained relatively 
constant throughout the era; however, US interventions against the Soviet 
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a stronger challenge to my assertion that states generally prefer to conduct 
their regime changes covertly.

Offensive Regime Change: Rollback

The United States conducted twenty-three covert and two overt offensive op-
erations against the USSR and its allies during the Cold War. These mis-
sions were part of a larger US strategy to roll back Soviet influence by re-
placing Soviet-backed regimes with nationalist governments friendly to 
Washington or, at the very least, unwilling to cooperate with Moscow. By 
fracturing the Soviet bloc, the United States hoped to increase its relative mil-
itary power and gain access to crucial territory in the event of war.1 At the 
same time, however, US planners assiduously sought to avoid direct mili-
tary conflict. They understood that war with the Red Army would be ex-
tremely costly and potentially catastrophic after Moscow acquired nuclear 
weapons.

How did these operations fulfill the two prerequisites for intervention? 
First, by the time the United States decided to pursue rollback, the conflict 
between the superpowers had reached a stage of chronic mutual mistrust. 
Although scholars continue to debate whether the Cold War was inevitable, 
both sides in the debate agree that the superpowers’ mutually incompatible 
postwar aims were bound to cause a series of major disagreements.2 On the 
one side, the Soviet Union’s primary concern was to protect itself against 
another invasion. Toward this end, Stalin sought “to consolidate Soviet 
territorial gains, establish a Soviet sphere of influence in eastern Europe, and 
have a voice in the political fate of Germany and—if possible—of Japan.”3 
The United States, by contrast, feared that “if Eurasia came under Soviet 
domination, either through military conquest or political and economic ‘as-
similation,’ America’s only potential adversary would fall heir to enormous 
natural resources, industrial potential and manpower.”4 Further complicating 
their dispute, each side wanted the states in Eastern Europe to adopt its pre-
ferred system of government—capitalist liberalism or communist authori-
tarianism. Yet, these political systems require radically different institutional 
arrangements, which prevented political compromise.

The bipolar international system that emerged out of WWII ensured that 
neither superpower had a sufficient military advantage to unilaterally force 
its opponent to submit to its demands. At the war’s end, the Soviet Union 
had approximately 12.5 million mobilized troops compared to America’s 12 
million.5 By 1948, these numbers had dropped to 2.87 and 1.36 million, re-
spectively, but the Soviet numerical advantage was offset by the fact that the 
United States had a nuclear monopoly until 1949.6 Because neither side could 
impose their position by force, it was clear that the two states would have to 
negotiate over the management of postwar Europe. But negotiations stalled 
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due to the commitment problem inherent in their dispute: Neither super-
power believed that it could acquiesce to the other’s demands without jeop-
ardizing its future security. Stalin feared that if he relinquished control over 
Eastern Europe, the United States or a resurgent Germany could then use 
this territory for an attack on the Soviet Union. Instead, he reasoned, “we 
cannot achieve anything serious if we begin to give in to intimidation or be-
tray uncertainty. To get anything from this kind of partner, we must arm 
ourselves with the policy of tenacity and steadfastness.”7 For their part, US 
officials feared that once the USSR recovered from its wartime losses, it would 
be positioned to overrun Western Europe. The feeling in Washington at the 
time was summarized in the influential Clifford-Elsey report, which argued, 
“Soviet leaders believe a conflict is inevitable between the U.S.S.R. and cap
italist states, and their duty is to prepare the Soviet Union for this conflict.”8 
Therefore, “it is highly dangerous to conclude that the hope of international 
peace lies only in ‘accord,’ ‘mutual understanding’ or ‘solidarity’ with the 
Soviet Union.”9

The first prerequisite—a chronic and irreconcilable security-based 
dispute—remained largely constant between the United States and the USSR 
throughout the Cold War. However, the second prerequisite—the existence 
of a plausible alternative government—varied by country over time, and US 
behavior varied with it. As this project would predict, the United States only 
launched offensive operations in countries when policymakers believed that 
widespread opposition to the Soviet-backed regime was available to support. 
As early as 1949, Policy Planning Staff Paper 59 pointed out, “Considerations 
of the relative vulnerability of the various satellites must enter into our 
calculations. . . . ​Obviously our policy both with regard to methods and 
tempo must differ among the several orbit countries.”10 For this reason, 
America’s rollback operations can be grouped into two waves correspond-
ing to periods when Moscow could not contain opposition movements 
within its satellites. The first wave came early in the Cold War as the USSR 
tried to consolidate its hold over the territory it had gained during WWII. 
Once Moscow secured control over these regions, however, rollback in 
Eastern Europe came to a halt for the next twenty years, only to resume in 
the 1980s when the Soviet Union’s economic woes and domestic prob
lems limited its ability to project power internationally, allowing domes-
tic opposition movements to reemerge within several of its satellite states.

offensive:  covert cases

America’s first covert offensive operations sought to roll back Soviet influ-
ence in Eastern Europe by toppling the regimes that the USSR had estab-
lished following WWII. In February 1946, Deputy Chief of Mission to the 
Soviet Union George Kennan laid the foundation for these operations in an 
influential 5,500-word telegram to Washington, commonly known as the 
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“long telegram,” wherein he argued that the Soviet Union’s “neurotic view 
of world affairs” and “instinctive Russian sense of insecurity” prevented 
long-term cooperation with the United States. Instead, he argued, the Sovi-
ets “have learned to seek security only in patient but deadly struggle for to-
tal destruction of rival power, never in compacts and compromises with 
it.”11 In July 1947, Kennan expanded on these ideas in an influential Foreign 
Affairs piece, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” which was published under 
the pseudonym “X” so as not given the impression that it reflected the gov-
ernment’s official policy. The “X Article” identified several vulnerabilities 
within the Soviet system. For one, Kennan noted that the Soviet Union was 
deeply insecure about its grasp on power and that Moscow relied on draco-
nian policies, such as forced collectivization and purges, to maintain control. 
Moreover, internal divisions within the Soviet Communist Party prevented 
it from forming a cohesive plan of action. Consequently, he warned, if “any-
thing were ever to disrupt the unity and efficacy of the Party as a political 
instrument, Soviet Russia might be changed overnight from one of the 
strongest to one of the weakest and most pitiable of national societies.”12

Hoping to facilitate that collapse, Truman authorized a variety of initia-
tives developed by Kennan in his new position as director of the State De-
partment’s Policy Planning Staff, including “economic warfare” to inhibit 
economic growth, as well as psychological warfare “to influence attitudes 
in foreign countries in a direction favorable to the attainment of its objec-
tives and to counteract effects of anti-US propaganda.”13 America’s most ag-
gressive tactic, however, was to “develop underground resistance, and fa-
cilitate covert and guerrilla operations” to overthrow the Soviet-backed 
regimes.14 Concurrent with these rollback missions in Eastern Europe, the 
United States launched offensive regime changes against communist gov-
ernments in China and North Korea.15 Beginning in 1949 and increasing after 
the 1950 Soviet-Sino Treaty of Friendship, Washington launched several ill-
fated covert operations to aid various anti-communist resistance movements 
within China. These included Muslim Hui clans under the direction of Gen-
eral Ma Pu-fang in northwest China, Chiang Kai-Shek’s nationalist forces, 
anti-communist guerillas in Manchuria, nationalist guerillas in Burma under 
the direction of Li Mi, and Tibetan independence movements.16 None of these 
operations made significant headway.

US planners strongly preferred covert conduct during offensive regime 
changes, to minimize the likelihood that these actions could lead to direct 
conflict with the Soviet Union, understanding that failure to do so “would 
in all probability start a global war.”17 Chapter 6 shows that all early covert 
operations failed calamitously, and hundreds of men died in poorly con-
ceived operations to incite rebellion behind the Iron Curtain. Once Washing-
ton finally came to grips with the fact that all plausible political alternatives 
to the Soviet-backed regimes had disappeared, the first wave of offensive 
operations came to a halt. Although the United States continued a major 
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propaganda campaign, including covertly creating and funding Radio Liberty 
and Radio Free Europe to broadcast anti-Soviet propaganda into the Soviet 
Union and its satellites as part of an orchestrated bid to undermine Moscow 
and keep the hopes of Eastern European dissidents alive until a later date.18

Carter revived rollback twenty years later to reverse several perceived So-
viet advances on the world stage—the invasion of Afghanistan as well as 
the Iranian and Nicaraguan revolutions in 1979. Hoping to reverse these 
trends, Carter launched a limited offensive operation in Afghanistan and 
paved the way for operations in Cambodia and Nicaragua.19 Reagan ex-
panded these operations and initiated a covert mission to support the Soli-
darity movement in Poland, and in 1983, NSDD 75 revived rollback by call-
ing on the United States “to contain and over time reverse Soviet expansionism 
by competing effectively on a sustained basis with the Soviet Union in all 
international arenas. . . . ​U.S. policies should seek wherever possible to en-
courage Soviet allies to distance themselves from Moscow in foreign policy 
and to move toward democratization domestically.”20 Although these oper-
ations were less aggressive than their 1950s counterparts, the United States 
was once again willing to pursue offensive missions in Eastern Europe 
because Moscow had lost its ability to neutralize anti-Soviet movements 
within its sphere of influence, thus once again allowing US officials to find 
plausible opposition groups to support.

As table 5.1 shows, all covert offensive operations employed similar tac-
tics: The United States supported armed, anti-Soviet dissident movements 
in their bids to overthrow the central government and establish an indepen
dent regime. Other covert tactics simply could not achieve this goal. As-
sassinating a country’s leader would only have brought another Soviet 
puppet to power, and any group of plotters small enough to secretly launch 
a coup d’état would, once in power, have been no match for Soviet forces. 
At the same time, the limited size of these operations hindered their likeli-
hood of success. Eighty-seven percent of covert offensive regime changes 
failed because overthrowing a powerful Soviet ally required a level of support 
that the United States could not achieve covertly. Indeed, only three of the 
twenty-three covert offensive operations replaced their target. However, 
the Kremlin knew of America’s involvement in all three cases—Poland, Af
ghanistan, and Nicaragua—and each allied the United States with a rela-
tively powerful preexisting movement.21

offensive:  overt cases

The United States pursued overt offensive regime change twice during the 
Cold War. The first occasion was during the Korean War. Although the war 
was not launched for the purposes of regime change, a series of early victories 
persuaded US policymakers to expand their war aims to include regime 
change. This situation met the rare standards for an overt intervention for 
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Table 5.1  US-backed offensive covert regime change attempts during the Cold War

Date Target State Target Government(s) Tactics
Objective 
Achieved

1949–56 Albania Single-party: Hoxha Dissidents –
1949–56 Belarusian SSR Single-party: Stalin and 

Khrushchev
Dissidents –

1949–56 Bulgaria Single-party: Dimitrov 
and Cherenkov

Dissidents –

1949–68 China Single-party: Mao Dissidents –
1949–56 Czechoslovakia Single-party: Gottwaldov 

and Zapotocky
Dissidents –

1949–56 East Germany Single-party: Pieck Dissidents –
1949–56 Estonian SSR Single-party: Stalin and 

Khrushchev
Dissidents –

1949–56 Hungary Single-party: Rakosi Dissidents –
1949–56 Latvian SSR Single-party: Stalin and 

Khrushchev
Dissidents –

1949–56 Lithuanian SSR Single-party: Stalin and 
Khrushchev

Dissidents –

1949–56 Poland Single-party: Bierut and 
Zawadzki

Dissidents –

1949–56 Romania Single-party Personal: 
Gheorghiu-Dej

Dissidents –

1949–59 Soviet Union/
Russian SSR

Single-party: Stalin and 
Khrushchev

Dissidents –

1949–56 Ukrainian SSR Single-party: Stalin and 
Khrushchev

Dissidents –

1950–53 North Korea Single-party Personal: 
Kim

Dissidents –

1958–68 Tibet Single-party: Mao Dissidents –
1961–64 North Vietnam Single-party: Ho Dissidents –
1961–68 Cuba1 Single-party Personal: 

Castro
Assassination, 
Dissidents

–

1979–89 Afghanistan Soviet-occupied: Karmal 
and Najibullah

Dissidents Yes

1980–89 Nicaragua2 Single-party: Ortega Democracy 
promotion, 
Dissidents

Yes

1981–89 Poland Single-party: Jaruzelski Democracy 
promotion

Yes

1982–89 Cambodia Single-party: Samrin Dissidents –
1982–89 Libya Personal: Qaddafi Coup, 

Dissidents
–

Total 23 3

1Classified as a hegemonic operation until 1961, when Cuba’s alliance with the Soviet Union was 
solidified.
2Classified as a hegemonic operation until 1980, when Nicaragua’s alliance with the Soviet Union 
was solidified.
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two reasons. First, US planners were confident that they could achieve a 
quick and decisive victory. Following his successful Inchon campaign, Ma-
cArthur believed that he could exploit temporary North Korean weak-
nesses to achieve “a decisive and crushing blow” without the Soviet Union 
or China entering the war, and that if he failed to do so, “a return to the 
status quo ante bellum would not promise security.”22 Second, a short time 
horizon for intervention following North Korea’s invasion precluded a 
purely covert approach. Although the CIA pursued a covert paramilitary 
mission to support North Korean dissidents throughout the war, the covert 
operation was woefully underequipped for the task.23 The CIA relied pri-
marily on South Korean intelligence and lacked the connections and re-
sources to carry out the covert operation on its own.24

After several bloody border clashes along the 38th parallel, North Korea 
invaded South Korea on June 25, 1950, rapidly overwhelming its opponents 
and sweeping south. US policymakers were caught off guard by the inva-
sion but quickly called on the UN Security Council to denounce the inva-
sion and organize an armed response to repel the North.25 In July, a UN co
alition comprised primarily of American troops and under the unified 
command of US General Douglas MacArthur entered the war with the lim-
ited aim of preventing North Korea from conquering South Korea. The State 
Department’s Policy Planning Staff, now headed by Paul Nitze, warned of 
the dangers of trying to pursue regime change at this point: “The risks of 
bringing on a major conflict with the U.S.S.R. or Communist China, if U.N. 
military action north of the 38th parallel is employed in an effort to reach a 
‘final’ settlement in Korea, appear to outweigh the political advantages that 
might be gained from such further military action.”26 However, this calcu-
lus changed in September 1950 after McArthur launched a successful am-
phibious assault, known as the Inchon campaign, that dramatically reversed 
the situation on the ground and allowed UN forces to recapture the South 
Korean capital, Seoul. Afterward, MacArthur urged Truman to follow up on 
these gains and oust Kim Il-Sung’s government in Pyongyang.

Truman agreed, provided that certain conditions were met—namely, that 
“at the time of the operation there was no entry into North Korea by major 
Soviet or Chinese communist forces, no announcements of intended entry, 
nor a threat to counter our operations militarily.”27 He was assured that these 
conditions would be fulfilled. CIA analysts doubted that the Soviets would 
overtly enter the war because their public statements and propaganda 
showed “no indication that it intends to intervene directly.”28 Military plan-
ners felt similarly toward China despite a warning from Chinese premier 
Zhou Enlai that China was prepared to enter the war if the United States 
crossed the 38th parallel. One CIA intelligence estimate from mid-October 
declared, “Their domestic problems are of such magnitude that the regime’s 
entire domestic program and economy would be jeopardized by the strains 
and the material damage which would be sustained by a war with the U.S.”29 
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Truman’s decision to escalate in Korea was also likely bolstered by the fact 
that the US public appeared to support regime change. An October 1950 
Gallup poll found that 64 percent of Americans agreed that the United States 
should fight past the 38th parallel until the North Korean regime surrendered 
(27% disagreed; 9% had no opinion).30 The confluence of these circumstances 
suggested that the United States could score a quick and decisive victory 
with low potential security costs and public support—a rare occurrence for 
an offensive regime change.

These predictions soon proved false. Within a month, Chinese troops 
launched a surprise attack across the Yalu River into Korea, scoring a heavy 
blow against MacArthur’s forces. Soon after, the United States canceled its 
plans for overt regime change, although it did continue its covert efforts to 
overthrow the North Korean regime throughout the war. These too failed, 
because, at least in part, of a lack of reliable intelligence within North Korea. 
The end result, as a declassified history by the CIA describes, was that these 
missions were “not only ineffective but probably morally reprehensible in 
the number of lives lost.”31

America’s second overt offensive mission of the Cold War in Libya (1986) 
is a more complicated case. Debate continues as to whether the Reagan ad-
ministration intentionally targeted Libyan leader Muammar Qadaffi during 
the air strikes, sought to induce his overthrow, or pursued a more limited 
aim during the intervention, such as to discourage his support for terrorism. 
Some observers claim that American officials did not explicitly seek regime 
change but that it would have been a welcome side effect. Others, however, 
argue these claims are merely cover for what was essentially an assassina-
tion attempt all along. For instance, Seymour Hersh concluded in 1987 “that 
the assassination of Qaddafi was the primary goal of the Libyan bombing is 
a conclusion reached after three months of interviews with more than 70 cur-
rent and former officials in the White House, the State Department, the 
Central Intelligence Agency, the National Security Agency, and the Penta-
gon.”32 Declassified documents from the time reveal that the CIA had pre-
pared several studies on possible successors to Qadaffi, and NSC memos be-
fore the attack note that “DOD is planning strikes against targets that play 
a key role both in maintaining Qadaffi in power and in directing terrorist 
operations abroad.”33 Likewise, during deliberations for the attack, National 
Security Advisor Poindexter asked CIA director William Casey, “What are 
the prospects for political alternatives to Qadaffi should we get lucky?”34 
Similarly, Oliver North reflected, “By law, we couldn’t specifically target him. 
But if Gaddafi happened to be in the vicinity of the Aziziyah Barracks in 
downtown Tripoli when the bombs started to fall, no one would have shed 
any tears.”35 Considering that CIA documents identify the Aziziyah Barracks 
as “Qadafi’s principal personal residence,” this likelihood appeared high.36 
In the end, however, this speculation was irrelevant. A phone call alerted 
Qadaffi, and he fled the compound minutes before the US bombing.
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Assuming these actions constitute an overt regime change attempt, it is 
consistent with the theory put forth in this study. Reagan believed a surprise 
attack could “be successful in minimizing American losses and maximizing 
chances of the operation’s success.”37 He was also confident that these ac-
tions would not provoke the Soviet Union because their alliance was “based 
on common short-term interests.”38 Public opinion was also on his side. 
Before the raid, 61 percent of Americans agreed that the United States should 
“covertly assassinate known terrorist leaders.”39 Consistent with a rally 
around the flag effect, 76  percent of Americans supported the bombing 
afterward.40 Although the operation’s timing is consistent with this study’s 
theory, the motive differs somewhat from other offensive operations. Wash-
ington intervened not to weaken the Soviet bloc, but rather to prevent Qa-
daffi from continuing a variety of “anti-Western activities,” including spon-
soring several terrorist organizations that targeted the United States and its 
allies, providing aid to radical regimes, targeting Libyan expatriates and 
moderate Arab leaders for assassination, and supporting leftist guerilla 
movements throughout the world. In fact, one 1986 State Department report 
determined, “Qaddafi’s commitment of political, economic and military re-
source in anti-Western activities worldwide may be surpassed only by the 
Soviet Union, its European allies, and possible North Korea or Cuba.”41 By 
replacing Qadaffi with a leader who would cease this campaign, US plan-
ners hoped to decrease the security threat posed by the Libyan regime.

Preventive Regime Change: Containment

Preventive regime change is closely tied to a second strategy that emerged 
early in the Cold War and remained the guiding force behind US policy for 
the next 45 years: containment. As with rollback, influential diplomat George 
Kennan is often considered the intellectual father of the strategy. In many 
ways, however, Kennan merely put a name to numerous policies that the 
United States pursued following World War II.42 Kennan’s “X article” out-
lined the logic behind containment in July 1947:

In these circumstances, it is clear that the main element of any United States 
policy toward the Soviet Union must be that of a long-term, patient but firm 
and vigilant containment of Russian expansive tendencies. . . . ​Soviet pres-
sure against the free institutions of the Western world is something that can 
be contained by the adroit and vigilant application of counterforce at a se-
ries of constantly shifting geographical and political points, corresponding 
to the shifts and maneuvers of Soviet policy.43

Kennan called on the United States to pursue a “strongpoint defense” that 
would “restrain and confine” Soviet advances into areas of vital strategic im-

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



US-Backed Regime Changes during the Cold War

107

portance to the United States—namely, North America, Great Britain, Cen-
tral Europe, and Japan.44 Truman embraced the policy, and the United States 
began to pursue containment along a variety of fronts. Early containment 
initiatives include providing financial aid to Greece and Turkey to fight 
communist insurgencies in their countries, authorizing $13 billion in Mar-
shall Plan aid to revitalize the economies of Western Europe, establishing 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), constructing a “strategic 
frontier” of US military bases in the countries neighboring the Soviet Union, 
and developing a nuclear deterrence doctrine.45

Where these actions seemed insufficient to prevent a state from joining the 
Soviet camp, however, preventive regime change offered a potential solu-
tion. In 1947, Truman launched the first preventive regime changes of the 
Cold War to ensure that communist parties would not win democratic elec-
tions in Italy and France. It was his successor, Eisenhower, however, who 
elevated these covert missions “to a position of unprecedented prominence 
as a tool of American foreign and defense policy.”46 While Eisenhower scaled 
back the offensive operations in Eastern Europe, he embraced preventive re-
gime change throughout the world. Unlike Kennan, who thought the 
United States should focus its containment efforts solely on “strongpoint de-
fense” of areas of major strategic importance, later policymakers saw a 
broader role for regime change more in line with the idea of “perimeter de-
fense,” wherein the United States would try to prevent Soviet moves wher-
ever they tried to expand—even in weak states in the third world.47 One Na-
tional Security report, NSC 162/2, warned, “Their vast manpower, their 
essential raw materials, and their potential for growth are such that their ab-
sorption within the Soviet camp would greatly, perhaps decisively, alter the 
world balance of power to our detriment.” To prevent this, Eisenhower or-
dered the United States to “take all feasible diplomatic, political, economic, 
and covert measures to counter any threat of a party or individuals respon-
sive to Soviet power to achieve dominant control in a free world country.”48 
This expansive conception of the national interest resonated with Eisenhow-
er’s successors, each of whom launched at least one preventive regime 
change in the third world.

How do preventive operations meet this study’s two necessary conditions 
for intervention? First, both superpowers believed that any gains for their 
rival’s alliance system constituted a direct threat to their security. The bipo-
lar international system made the fight for allies a zero-sum game, and each 
side viewed the other’s moves with apprehension. As the 1949 Clifford-Elsey 
Report emphasized, “Beyond the borders now under her control, the Soviet 
Union is striving to penetrate strategic areas, and everywhere agents of the 
Soviet government work to weaken the governments of other nations and 
achieve ultimate isolation and destruction.”49 Compounding these direct 
threats, American officials throughout the Cold War accepted the domino 
theory—the belief that the ‘loss’ of an allied or neutral state into the Soviet 
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sphere would make that state’s neighbors more likely to ally with the Sovi-
ets as well.50 In Eisenhower’s words, “You have broader considerations that 
might follow what you would call the ‘falling domino’ principle. You have 
a row of dominoes set up, you knock over the first one, and what will 
happen to the last one is the certainty that it will go over very quickly. So 
you could have a beginning of a disintegration that would have the most 
profound influences.”51 Once US policymakers accepted the logic of domino 
theory, they could no longer evaluate the strategic value of any potential 
target state in isolation; instead, any loss to the Soviet camp was seen to 
“seriously endanger in the short term, and critically endanger in the long 
term, United States security interests.”52

The bipolar system constrained the superpowers’ ability to resolve conflicts 
in the third world through actions short of regime change.53 Caught in a secu-
rity competition that neither state could win by simply building up its own 
military, each had to rely on external balancing—allying with other states—to 
protect its security.54 This meant that allies were in high demand. As such, 
both superpowers rejected neutrality as a feasible position for countries in the 
developing world, and each side viewed the Non-Aligned Movement skepti-
cally.55 Eisenhower’s secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, explained, “The 
principle of neutrality . . . ​has increasingly become an obsolete conception, 
and, except under very exceptional circumstances, it is an immoral and short-
sighted conception.”56 This left few options for leftist leaders in the develop-
ing world who faced the threat of a US-instigated regime change. Neutrality 
was unfeasible, and although they could renounce their leftist political agenda, 
this would mean abandoning their core beliefs and base of political support.

This study’s second condition for intervention—a plausible alternative to 
the target regime—was easy to find in most cases. Many preventive missions 
occurred either in the context of a heated election or during a civil war. Con-
sequently, the United States could simply throw its weight behind the left-
ists’ preexisting opponents. The Soviet Union frequently did the reverse, and 
the local dispute would escalate into a pseudo-covert proxy conflict between 
the superpowers.

preventive:  covert cases

All told, Washington conducted twenty-five covert preventive operations in 
Western Europe, the Middle East, Southeast Asia, and Africa to provide 
“assistance to underground resistance organizations, guerillas and refugee 
liberation groups; support of indigenous and anti-communist elements in 
threatened countries of the free world.”57 As table 5.2 shows, the timing and 
location of these missions shifted over the course of the Cold War as the 
superpowers fought for control over different geographic regions.

The earliest covert preventive operations followed shortly after World War 
II as the United States worked to consolidate anti-Soviet strongholds in 
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Table 5.2  US-backed preventive covert regime change attempts during the Cold War

Date State Target Government(s) Tactic(s)
Objective 
Achieved

1947–52 France Democracy: Leftist parties Election interference Yes
1947–68 Italy Democracy: Leftist parties Election interference Yes
1952–53 Iran Democracy/Monarchy: 

Mossadegh
Coup Yes

1952–68 Japan Democracy: Leftist parties Election interference Yes
1954–58 Indonesia Democracy/Personal: 

Sukarno & Pro-Sukarno 
parties

Coup, Dissidents, 
Election interference

–

1955–57 Syria Democracy: Multiple 
targets

Assassination, Coup Aborted1

1957–58 Lebanon Democracy: Leftist and 
Arab parties

Election interference Yes

1959–73 Laos Democracy/Personal/
Warlord

Dissidents, Election 
interference

–

1960 Congo Democracy: Lumumba Assassination, Coup Yes
1963 South 

Vietnam
Personal: Diem Coup, (Inadvertent 

Assassination)
Yes

1964–72 Angola Leftists forces/ Colonial 
authorities2

Dissidents –

1964–68 Mozam-
bique

Leftists forces/ Colonial 
authorities3

Dissidents –

1964–67 Somalia Democracy: Leftist parties Election interference –
1965–69 Thailand Military-personal: Leftist 

parties
Election interference –

1967–71 South 
Vietnam

Military: Leftist parties Election interference Yes

1972–75 Iraq Single-party Personal: 
Hussein

Dissidents –

1972–73 Italy Democracy: Leftist parties Election interference Yes
1974–75 Portugal Provisional: Leftist parties Election interference Yes
1975–76 Angola Single-party: Neto Dissidents –
1979–80 South 

Yemen
Single-party: Ismail Dissidents –

1981–82 Chad Warlord: Libyan-backed 
forces

Dissidents Yes

1981–83 Ethiopia Military-personal: 
Mengistu

Dissidents –

1983–88 Liberia Personal: Doe Democracy 
promotion

–

1984–86 Philip-
pines

Personal: Marcos Democracy 
promotion

Yes

1986–88 Angola Single-party: Dos Santos Dissidents –

Total 25 12

1The United States and the United Kingdom developed a plan to pursue covert regime change in 
Syria that was aborted before implementation. See Jones, “The ‘Preferred Plan.’ ”
2Angola is omitted from Geddes’s dataset because it was a Portuguese colony until 1975. In this 
case, the United States was backing the pro-American forces against their leftist competitors 
during their fight for independence from Portugal.
3Mozambique is the same as Angola (above).
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Western Europe and Japan. The war had killed millions in both regions; 
most major cities lay in rubble; and their economies had been decimated. 
Under these bleak conditions, US officials feared that a surplus of frustrated 
workers might pave the way for Communist victories in postwar demo
cratic elections.58 Washington had some reason to worry. In 1945, commu-
nists received around 20 percent of the vote in France, Italy, and Finland; 
and approximately 10 percent of the vote in Belgium, Denmark, Norway, 
Holland, and Sweden.59 One 1951 CIA analysis indicated that “economic 
aid alone and even improvement in the standard of living was by no means 
an adequate answer to the internal threat. It was felt therefore that consider-
ation should be given to new techniques to deprive the French and Italian 
communists of their power, recognizing that these parties constituted a 
continuing threat to democratic government and the NATO forces in 
Western Europe.”60 The problem of communism’s spreading appeal was 
compounded by the fact that “both the Italian and French governments 
have evidenced over reluctance to proceed forthrightly against their local 
communist parties.”61

If these governments would not act, Deputy Director of Central Intelli-
gence Allen Dulles urged the United States to do so: “There should be sub-
stantial increases in the covert support given to measures to be carried out 
by individuals and groups of patriotic citizens, by the press, radio, motion 
pictures and like media, with financial and other aid from us.”62 Toward 
these ends, Truman authorized two covert missions to fund center-right 
parties in Italian and French elections while also using propaganda and 
sabotage to destabilize each country’s communist party and minimize leftist 
influence within their labor unions.63 For similar reasons, Eisenhower ap-
proved several covert interventions to support center-right candidates in 
Japanese elections, which continued until at least 1968.64

A second wave of preventive operations began in the Middle East in the 
early 1950s. On account of the region’s strategic value, Kennan argued that 
the United States “cannot permit [it] to fall into hands hostile to us, and . . . ​
we [should] put forward, as the first specific objective of our policy and as 
an irreducible minimum of national security, the maintenance of political re-
gimes in those areas at least favorable to the continued power and indepen
dence of our nation.”65 Truman authorized a covert plan to overthrow Ira
nian prime minister Mohammad Mossadegh in 1952 out of fear that the 
Iranian communist party, Tudeh, was growing in influence under his gov-
ernment. However, it was under his successor, Eisenhower, that Mossadegh 
was ousted during a 1953 US-backed coup.66 The perceived success of the 
1953 Iranian coup, in turn, inspired further interventions, and Eisenhower’s 
“New Look” grand strategy identified “covert operations” as a major tool 
to prevent Soviet advances in the region.67 Afterward, Eisenhower conspired 
with the British to overthrow Syria’s president, Shukri al-Quwalti, and helped 
fix parliamentary elections in Lebanon.68 For similar reasons, Nixon and Ford 
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supported Kurdish dissidents in their bids for secession during the mid-
1970s, and Carter covertly intervened in South Yemen in 1979.69

Washington further expanded its use of covert preventive operations in 
the late 1950s when Eisenhower sought to counter Soviet advances in Asia. 
In Indonesia, he ordered the United States to “employ all feasible covert 
means to strengthen the will, determination and cohesion of anti-Communist 
forces.”70 Chapter 7 shows that Eisenhower set the groundwork for covert 
interventions in North and South Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand that came to 
fruition under Kennedy and Johnson.71 By the late 1950s, the superpowers 
also drew Africa into their Cold War battle. Both Moscow and Washington 
feared that regimes friendly to their rival could assume power in the newly 
decolonized nations, thereby shifting the balance of power and world opin-
ion against them. To prevent this, Eisenhower launched as least two assas-
sination plots against Congo’s democratically elected prime minister, Patrice 
Lumumba.72 Johnson launched covert missions in Mozambique, Angola, 
and Somalia;73 Ford revived the covert operation in Angola;74 and Reagan 
intervened covertly into Chad, Ethiopia, Liberia, Libya, and Angola.75

America’s covert preventive operations succeeded 48 percent of the time. 
Twelve out of twenty-five operations brought the US-backed regime to 
power. America’s preventive missions succeeded more often than its offen-
sive operations because they targeted significantly weaker states. Offensive 
interventions pitted the United States directly against the Soviet bloc’s mili-
tary and state capacity. Preventive operations, by contrast, targeted regimes 
that did not pose a direct military threat to the United States on their own. 
Because the target states were not yet Soviet allies, the United States could 
pursue more aggressive covert tactics with less risk that their actions would 
spark a military confrontation with Moscow. Consequently, the United States 
was able to pursue a wider variety of covert strategies depending on whom 
in the target state they were trying to support.

preventive:  overt cases

Despite their preference for covert conduct, American officials only escalated 
to overt conduct once during this period: Lebanon (1958). In line with this 
study’s predictions, Washington was willing to escalate to overt conduct in 
Lebanon because US policymakers believed that, with the support of the 
American public, they could achieve a quick victory in an area of geostrate-
gic importance.

The 1958 Lebanese intervention marked the first military action by the 
United States to uphold Eisenhower’s new strategy, known as the Eisen-
hower Doctrine, which sought to prevent the Soviet Union from gaining 
influence within the Middle East and to sideline the growing Pan-Arab na-
tionalist movement led by Egypt’s Abdel Gamal Nasser.76 To protect inde
pendent Arab regimes that felt threatened by the growing influence of Nasser 
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and the Soviet Union, the doctrine stipulated, “The United States is prepared 
to use armed forces to assist any such nation or group of such nations re-
questing assistance against armed aggression from any country controlled 
by international communism.”77

One of the leaders believed to be under threat was Lebanese president 
Camille Chamoun, who US policymakers viewed “an important asset . . . ​to 
Western stability in the area” because of his staunch anti-communism.78 
Chamoun’s pro-American position brought him into conflict with leftists 
and Arab nationalists during parliamentary elections in 1957, and in re-
sponse Eisenhower initiated a covert program “to distribute ‘campaign con-
tributions’ to pro-western Lebanese politicians to help defeat anti-American 
candidates backed by Nasser.”79 These efforts were successful, and Cham-
oun supporters won 80  percent of their elections. Nevertheless, America’s 
covert support was not enough to turn the tide of the conflict.80 Domestic 
opposition to Chamoun continued to rise, and in May 1958, tensions boiled 
over following the assassination of an anti-Chamoun journalist. It was “a 
rebellion,” according to US Ambassador Richard Parker, “which we had 
helped arrange by helping him rig the election the previous year in a scan-
dalous way.”81 Within days, Chamoun requested that the United States land 
“a division of Marines” to support his regime.82 Washington was skeptical; 
policymakers feared that these actions would be viewed as “gunboat diplo-
macy” and weighed the relative merits of intervening on behalf of an unpop
ular ruler against the relative costs to American credibility of not upholding 
the Eisenhower Doctrine.83 Faced with these unpleasant alternatives, Eisen-
hower sought a middle ground. Rather than overt intervention, the United 
States increased its covert support for Chamoun’s regime and attempted to 
broker a behind-the-scenes political solution with his domestic rivals.84

Following a leftist coup against a pro-Western regime in Iraq, however, 
Chamoun again appealed for British and American intervention on July 14, 
1958. Interpreting the Iraqi coup as an ominous sign for all pro-American 
rulers in the region, US officials acquiesced to Chamoun’s request, and sent 
14,000 troops ashore to ensure the continuation of a pro-Western regime in 
Beirut. State Department reports indicate policymakers feared that if they 
did not intervene, “the United States would lose influence not only in the 
Arab States of the Middle East but in the area generally. . . . ​The dependabil-
ity of United States commitments for assistance in the event of need would 
be brought into question throughout the world.”85 The need to demonstrate 
resolve on the international stage, combined with the fact that the mission 
required a rapid response and covert action had already proven insufficient, 
meant that US policymakers were willing to overtly intervene.86 Eisenhow-
er’s willingness to directly intervene was likely further bolstered by the fact 
that the US public appeared to support the idea. For instance, a Gallup poll 
after the intervention found 59 percent approval and 27 percent disapproval.87 
Unlike the disastrous overt intervention in North Korea, the Lebanese op-
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eration was widely viewed as a success. American troops remained in Leb-
anon for four months and left after successfully backing the parliamentary 
election of a pro-American Christian candidate, General Fuad Chehab.88

Hegemonic Regime Change: Monroe Doctrine

The United States conducted eighteen covert and three overt hegemonic re-
gime changes during the Cold War. Unlike during preventive operations, in 
most hegemonic cases US officials were less concerned with direct Soviet 
encroachment into the target country than they were worried about main-
taining a hierarchical regional order. Although US leaders often framed he-
gemonic operations in terms of the era’s superpower conflict, they pursued 
a foreign policy goal that both predated and survived the Cold War. As such, 
it makes sense to first view these missions in terms of that overall strategy 
before looking at its specific Cold War form.

For nearly two centuries, US foreign policy in the Western Hemisphere 
has been dominated by one goal: the pursuit of regional hegemony.89 This 
task, Mearsheimer explains, “involved building a powerful United States 
that could dominate the other independent states of North and South Amer
ica and also prevent the European great powers from projecting their 
military might across the Atlantic Ocean.”90 President James Monroe first 
articulated this strategy during a speech to Congress in 1823. The “Mon-
roe Doctrine,” as his speech became known, declared that “the American 
Continents are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future coloni-
zation by any European power.” He went on to warn the European powers 
that the United States would consider “any attempt on their part to extend 
their system to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to our peace 
and safety.” These “attempts” included forming alliances with any of the 
sovereign states within the region because “we could not view any interpo-
sition for the purpose of oppressing them, or controlling in any other man-
ner their destiny, by any European power in any other light than as the man-
ifestation of an unfriendly disposition toward the United States.”91

Later presidents fortified the Monroe Doctrine. Theodore Roosevelt added 
the “Roosevelt Corollary” in 1904, expanding America’s right to intervene 
in Latin America in the case of “chronic wrongdoing, or an impotence which 
results in a general loosening of the ties of civilized society.”92 Roosevelt and 
other early twentieth-century presidents were quick to follow through on 
these threats. As a result, Greg Grandin notes that “by 1930, Washington had 
sent gunboats into Latin American ports over six thousand times, invaded 
Cuba, Mexico (again), Guatemala, and Honduras, fought protracted guerilla 
wars in the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, and Haiti, annexed Puerto Rico, 
and taken a piece of Colombia to create both the Panamanian nation and the 
Panama canal.”93
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It took a second Roosevelt coming to the presidency in 1933 to put an end 
to America’s interventionist behavior in Central and South America. In his 
first inaugural address, Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) announced a “good 
neighbor” policy toward the region in an effort to reverse the intervention-
ist behavior promoted by the Roosevelt Corollary. He asserted, “I would 
dedicate this Nation to the policy of the good neighbor—the neighbor who 
resolutely respects himself and, because he does so, respects the rights of 
others—the neighbor who respects his obligations and respects the sanctity 
of his agreements in and with a world of neighbors.”94 FDR followed up on 
this promise by signing a number of international agreements rejecting re-
gime change. At the Seventh International Conference of American States 
in 1933, American officials agreed that “no state has the right to intervene in 
the internal or external affairs of another.”95 The Charter of the Organization 
of American States, the United Nations Charter, and the 1975 Helsinki Agree-
ment all reinforced this principle.96

Although Roosevelt did not intervene in Latin America during the twelve 
years of his presidency (1933–45), every Cold War president except for Ford 
authorized hegemonic regime changes in pursuit of Monroe Doctrine goals. 
Historian Melvyn Leffler explained that immediately following World War 
II, “The need to predominate throughout the Western Hemisphere was not 
a result of deteriorating Soviet-American relations but a natural evolution 
of the Monroe Doctrine, accentuated by Axis aggression and new techno-
logical imperatives. Patterson, Forrestal, and Army Chief of Staff Dwight D. 
Eisenhower initially were impelled less by reports of Soviet espionage, pro-
paganda, and infiltration in Latin America than by accounts of British ef-
forts to sell cruisers and aircraft to Chile and Ecuador; Swedish sales of 
anti-aircraft artillery to Argentina; and French offers to build cruisers and 
destroyers for both Argentina and Brazil.”97 Later, as the Cold War esca-
lated, the Soviet Union came to be seen as the primary threat in the region. 
John Foster Dulles explained in 1947, “Soviet policy in South America sub-
jects the Monroe Doctrine to its severest test. There is a highly organized 
effort to extend to the South American Countries the Soviet system of pro-
letariat dictatorship.”98 The Truman administration’s final national secu-
rity document (NSC 141) summarized US postwar objectives:

In Latin America we seek first and foremost an orderly political and eco-
nomic development which will make the Latin American nations resistant 
to the internal growth of communism and to Soviet political warfare. Sec-
ond, we seek hemisphere solidarity in support of our world policy and the 
cooperation of the Latin American nations in safe-guarding the hemisphere 
through individual and collective defense measures against external aggres-
sion and internal subversion.99

Numerous presidential statements confirm the importance of Monroe Doc-
trine principles throughout the Cold War. For instance, in response to a re-
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porter’s question about whether the Monroe Doctrine still stood in 1960, 
Eisenhower replied, “I think that the Monroe Doctrine has by no means been 
supplanted. It has been merely extended. When the Monroe Doctrine was 
written and enunciated, it had in mind such things as happened when the 
Austrians and the French—or an Austrian Emperor with some French 
troops—came into Mexico. Times have changed, and there are different kinds 
of penetration and subversion that can be very dangerous to the welfare of 
the OAS [Organization of American States].”100 Later, Kennedy justified his 
administration’s interventions in Cuba by explaining, “The Monroe Doctrine 
means what it has meant since President Monroe and John Quincy Adams 
enunciated it, and that is that we would oppose a foreign power extending its 
power to the Western Hemisphere.”101 Likewise, Ronald Reagan explained, 
“Our commitment to a Western Hemisphere safe from aggression did not oc-
cur by spontaneous generation on the day that we took office. It began with 
the Monroe Doctrine in 1823 and continues our historic bipartisan policy.”102

Academic studies of US interventions in Latin America during the Cold 
War are often framed as a debate between whether national security or eco-
nomic interests were paramount to US policymakers. In a certain sense, 
however, both sides are correct. It is easy to find both security and economic 
rationales for most interventions. In terms of security interests, US officials 
worried that leftist groups in the region would ally with the Soviet Union 
and considered control of certain geographic regions to be crucial to Amer-
ican security, particularly Caribbean sea lanes and the Panama Canal.103 Eco-
nomic interests were also present during many interventions: in some cases, 
US officials discussed protecting the foreign investments of American cor-
porations; in others, policymakers discussed the importance of open access 
to Caribbean Sea lanes for US trade policy. Indeed, Reagan estimated that 
nearly half of US trade and two-thirds of its oil imports passed through these 
sea lanes.104 Yet, both sides in the security versus economics debate struggle 
to explain the motives behind specific US interventions. Given the power 
asymmetry between the United States and states targeted in Latin Amer
ica, regime change often seemed disproportionate to either the security or 
economic interests at stake for most countries. The US government did not 
have significant economic interests in most target states. None posed a direct 
military threat to American interests, and only two—Cuba and Nicaragua—
received significant military aid from the Soviet Union; however, in both 
cases, American regime changes predated their governments’ formal alliance 
with Moscow.105

To understand why the United States would intervene, it is therefore nec-
essary to situate these individual cases in the context of America’s overarch-
ing objective of maintaining its position of regional hegemony. US officials 
believed that the key to upholding this hegemony was to ensure that Latin 
American states were run by individuals who actively or tacitly acquiesced 
to the US-led order. If actively anti-American governments were allowed to 
assume power, US officials worried that other states would be emboldened 
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to defect from the region’s hierarchical order. Every Castro-like leader that 
came to power paved the way for the next, which, in turn, could eventually 
lead to foreign intervention into the hemisphere. As Lars Schoultz explains, 
“Instability per se is not the issue, of course. Few US policymakers would 
be concerned if Salvadorans or Guatemalans or Haitians spent their time 
shooting one another were it not for the fact that one possible consequence 
of this instability might be to provide hostile forces with the opportunity to 
seize territory in Latin America and then use it to threaten US security.”106 
Given this, the proximate motives for these operations varied. Sometimes 
the United States wanted to block the election of a leftist candidate; at other 
times, Washington worried that the target state’s government would not pro-
tect US political or military interests. The unifying characteristic of all the 
disputes, however, was that American officials believed that the target state 
was asserting authority in an area where it previously was subordinate.

With this link between insubordination and US interests in mind, it is eas-
ier to see how these operations met the two prerequisites for intervention. 
For one, once US leaders accepted a domino theory logic of regional inte-
gration, then every disagreement with a subordinate state could potentially 
be viewed as a significant problem. Fearing a potential cascade of negative 
repercussions, policymakers came to view small disputes as major threats 
to US interests. For instance, Grow’s analysis of eight US interventions found 
that “the incumbent administration’s top leaders opted for intervention in 
the belief that the international image of the United States would be weak-
ened if they failed to take aggressive action—and that by moving forcibly 
against an unfriendly regime in the U.S. sphere of influence they would in-
crease respect for U.S. power in the eyes of the international community.”107 
From the perspective of the target governments, their dispute with Wash-
ington placed them in a catch-22. To appease the United States, they would 
have had to abandon their political beliefs and base of support, without 
which, however, they would be unable or unwilling to rule.108

The second precondition for intervention—a plausible alternative to the 
target regime—was easy to satisfy in most hegemonic cases. Frequently, 
these individuals actually lobbied for American support. For instance, 
Grow’s analysis found that

in every episode of U.S. intervention members of the local elites—Guatemalan 
conservatives, Cuban exiles, Dominican military officers, wealthy Chilean 
businessmen, opposition Guianese and Panamanian politicians, the conser-
vative leaders of Nicaragua’s and Grenada’s regional neighbors—were ac-
tively at work promoting intervention in their own self-interest, helping to 
shape White House perceptions and U.S. strategies in the process.109

As Table 5.3 shows, the United States initially conducted 85.7 percent of its 
hegemonic operations covertly to minimize costs and conceal America’s 
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role in operations that often violated norms of justified intervention.110 
Some operations supported leaders known to have committed human 
rights abuses. Other missions targeted democracies, thus violating liberal 
norms for mutual respect between democracies. Because of these norma-
tive violations, US planners feared that their actions would undermine 

Table 5.3  US-backed hegemonic covert regime change attempts during the Cold War

Date Target State Target Government(s) Tactic(s)
Objective 
Achieved

1952–54 Guatemala Democracy: Arbenz Coup, Dissidents Yes
1960–61 Cuba Single-party Personal: 

Castro
Assassination, 
Dissidents

–

1960–61 Dominican 
Republic

Personal: Trujillo (Inadvertent 
Assassination), 
Coup

Yes

1961–71 British 
Guiana/
Guyana

Colonial/Democracy: 
Leftist parties6

Coup, Election 
interference

Yes

1961–62 Dominican 
Republic

Democracy: Leftist parties Election 
interference

Yes

1962–73 Chile Democracy: Allende & 
Leftist parties

Coup, Election 
interference

Yes

1963 Haiti Personal: Duvalier Dissidents –
1963–66 Bolivia Single-party: Leftist 

parties
Election 
interference

Yes

1964 Brazil Democracy: Goulart Coup Yes
1965–68 Dominican 

Republic
Foreign-occupied/
Personal: Leftist parties

Election 
interference

Yes

1965–69 Haiti Personal: Duvalier Dissidents –
1971 Bolivia Military: Torres Coup Yes
1979 Grenada Personal: Bishop7 Democracy 

promotion
Aborted8

1979–80 Nicaragua Single-party: Ortega Democracy 
promotion, 
Dissidents

–

1982–85 Suriname Military: Bouterse Democracy 
promotion

–

1984–89 Chile Military-personal: 
Pinochet

Democracy 
promotion

Yes

1986–89 Haiti Multiple: Military/
Military-personal

Democracy 
promotion

–

1987–89 Panama Military-personal: 
Noriega

Coup –

Total 18 10

1British Guiana is excluded from Geddes’s dataset because it is a British colony. After achieving 
independence in 1966, however, its successor state, Guyana, was also excluded.
2Beyond describing it as a “non-democracy,” Geddes’s dataset does not code the type of 
Authoritarian regime in Grenada because the country is too small. I have coded it as “personal.”
3Carter authorized plans to covertly promote democratic reform in Grenada. However, the 
operation was aborted before its implementation after the Senate Intelligence Committee objected 
to the mission. See Robert M. Gates, From the Shadows: The Ultimate Insider’s Story of Five Presidents 
and How They Won the Cold War (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2011), 143.
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what David Lake describes as the region’s “social contract,” namely, that 
“dominant states must demonstrate that they cannot or will not abuse the 
authority that subordinates have entrusted to them. Subordinates will not 
enter or remain within a social contract unless they are assured that the 
authority they grant to the dominant state will not be used against them.”111 
Henry Kissinger aptly summarized these dilemmas in a secret memoran-
dum to President Nixon:

We are strongly on record in support of self-determination and respect for 
free elections; you are firmly on record for non-intervention in the internal 
affairs of the hemisphere and of accepting nations ‘as they are.’ It would 
therefore be very costly for us to act in ways that appear to violate those 
principles, and Latin Americans and others in the world will view our pol-
icy as a test of the credibility of our rhetoric. On the other hand, our failure 
to react to this situation risks being perceived in Latin America and in Eu
rope as indifference or impotence in the face of clearly adverse developments 
in a region long considered our sphere of influence.112

hegemonic:  covert cases

Washington conducted eighteen covert hegemonic operations during the Cold 
War. These operations came in two forms. The first type sought to replace 
foreign leaders that the United States considered sympathetic to communism 
with rightwing regimes. The second type promoted democracy—but only 
for the parties and candidates that policymakers felt would act in US interests.

Many of the early hegemonic regime changes developed in a similar man-
ner: American analysts would identify a rising socialist or communist 
movement in the target country, and although this regime did not pose a di-
rect military or economic threat, officials worried that if they passively al-
lowed it to assume power, then its very existence could foster further insta-
bility in its neighbors. This, in turn, would encourage the emergence of other 
communist regimes and pave the way for a Soviet beachhead in the West-
ern Hemisphere. Thus to protect US credibility and “hemispheric solidar-
ity,” Washington would opt to replace the left-wing regime with a right-wing 
authoritarian leader who could contain communist subversion.113

Eisenhower launched America’s first covert hegemonic mission to over-
throw Guatemalan president Jacobo Arbenz in 1954. This mission is repre-
sentative of many early US interventions. In fact, it directly served as the 
model for many. As such, it is worthwhile to analyze the operation in detail: 
Arbenz won Guatemala’s 1950 presidential election on a platform of reform-
ing Guatemala’s oligarchic economy. During his inauguration speech, Ar-
benz promised to “transform Guatemala from a backward country with a 
semi-feudal economy into a modern capitalist economy.”114 Toward this end, 
he launched a major agrarian land reform “to liquidate feudal property . . . ​
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in order to develop capitalist methods of production in agriculture.”115 These 
laws gave the Guatemalan government the right to expropriate land on es-
tates larger than 223 acres. The brunt of this reform was born by an Ameri-
can corporation, the United Fruit Company (UFCO), which ultimately lost 
70 percent of its 566,000 acres, amounting to one-seventh of Guatemala’s 
arable land.116 UFCO retaliated by lobbying the Truman and Eisenhower 
administrations for help.117

American officials considered Arbenz sympathetic to communism, al-
though the Guatemalan leader never publicly identified himself as such. As 
a result, intelligence analysts watched with alarm when Arbenz appointed 
several communists to his cabinet, legalized the communist Guatemalan 
Party of Labor (PGT), and maintained close ties to PGT’s leader, Jose Manuel 
Fortuny.118 The US Ambassador to Guatemala aptly summarized the con-
sensus at the time, when he declared that Arbenz “talked like a communist, 
he thought like a communist, he acted like a communist, and if he is not 
one . . . ​he will do until one comes along.”119

Scholars continue to debate whether economic or security interests drove 
America’s decision to intervene in Guatemala. Although both positions have 
merit, neither provides a wholly convincing account on its own because pol-
icymakers often saw the two as intertwined. UFCO’s lobbying efforts 
helped put Guatemala on Washington’s radar, but there is no direct evidence 
that the United States acted specifically to protect UFCO’s interests.120 As one 
secret State Department telegram declared, “While every important US in-
terest in Guatemala including UFCO is under attack, our concern about com-
munist penetration would be just as great if this were not true.”121 At the 
same time, American analysts did not think that Guatemala posed a direct 
security threat on its own, and they could not find any direct links to the 
Soviet Union. Secretary of State Dulles privately admitted that it was “im-
possible to produce evidence clearly tying the Guatemalan government to 
Moscow; that the decision must be a political one and based on our deep 
conviction that such a tie must exist.”122

Instead, the plethora of declassified documents on this operation suggests 
that US officials were most concerned with the threat posed by “communist 
subversion” to America’s regional hegemony. One typical State Department 
statement declared, “Communist success in Guatemala thus far does not con-
stitute a direct military or economic threat to the United States.” Rather, “the 
underlying Communist objectives in Guatemala are to prevent collaboration 
of that country with the United States in event of future international crisis, 
and to disrupt hemisphere solidarity and weaken the United States posi-
tion.”123 Another Top Secret Policy Planning Staff document asserted that

the real and direct threat that Guatemala poses for her neighbors is that of 
political subversion through the kind of across-the-borders intrigue that is a 
normal feature of the Central American scene. The danger is of Communist 
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contagion and is most immediate with respect to Guatemala’s immediate 
neighbors. The Communist infection is not going to spread to the U.S. but if 
it should in the fullness of time spread over much of Latin America it would 
impair the military security of the Hemisphere and thus of the U.S.124

During the planning of the operation, policymakers expressed a strong pref-
erence for covert action, even though they understood they could easily de-
feat the Arbenz regime overtly. For instance, one 1953 National Security 
Council strategy paper determined that “Militarily, Guatemala would be de-
fenseless against direct United States action. . . . ​If direct unilateral action 
should become necessary in a future emergency, the Arbenz regime could 
easily and quickly be overthrown.”125 Nevertheless, US officials feared that

direct military or economic sanctions on Guatemala would violate solemn 
United States commitments and under present circumstances would endan-
ger the entire fund of good will the United States has built up in the other 
American Republics through its policies of non-intervention, respect for ju-
ridical equality, and abnegation of a position of privilege. Loss of this good 
will would be a disaster to the United States far outweighing the advantage 
of any success gained in Guatemala.126

The CIA first developed a plan to overthrow Arbenz in 1951. A year later, 
Truman approved this mission, code-named PBFORTUNE. However, he 
called it off shortly afterward, fearing that its cover had been blown. Eisen-
hower revived the operation, this time renamed PBSUCCESS, in 1953. The 
operation itself involved two main tactics. First, the United States used sev-
eral “psychological warfare” techniques—including propaganda, mass mail-
ings to army officers, fake radio programming, and sabotage—to convince 
the Arbenz regime of an impending attack by a major “liberation army.”127 
Second, the CIA would create a liberation army of mercenaries and Guate-
malan exiles led by a disaffected Guatemalan colonel, Carlos Castillo Armas. 
Once Arbenz’s regime had been undermined by months of psychological 
warfare, the CIA operational plan then envisioned “Constitutional leader 
[Armas] claims capability to seize power by force and issues [an] ultimatum 
to [the] target regime to capitulate to avoid needless bloodshed.”128 Remark-
ably, the plan went off largely as expected.129 Armas and 480 followers in-
vaded on June 17th, and fearing a major confrontation with Armas and a 
potential invasion by the US military, the Guatemalan Army refused to 
fight. Instead, they demanded that Arbenz resign, which he did on June 27, 
1954.130 US policymakers were enormously pleased with the intervention, 
and they revived some of its techniques during subsequent missions in Bra-
zil, Bolivia (twice), British Guiana/Guyana, Chile, Cuba, the Dominican 
Republic, Haiti, and Panama.131

A second wave of covert hegemonic operations began during the Reagan 
administration. Although several first-wave operations targeted democratic 
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governments in favor of authoritarian regimes, second-wave operations typ-
ically tried to do the opposite. Instead, they used a variety of covert tactics 
to promote democracy within the target state. Reagan was the first Ameri-
can president to employ both covert and overt efforts at foreign democracy 
promotion as a key component of a US grand strategy. He argued, “I have a 
vision of a democratic Western Hemisphere where the United States has 
warm and solid relations with all of the countries of the hemisphere. . . . ​It’s 
in our national interests that we do so. So I’m glad that we are meeting to 
make sure we are doing all we can to support, protect and preserve democ-
racy in South America.”132 Using the democracy promotion techniques dis-
cussed in chapter 3, the Reagan administration provided semi-covert finan-
cial aid via the National Endowment for Democracy and Project Democracy 
to pro-American democratic parties and candidates in Chile, Haiti, Nicara-
gua, and Suriname.133 Although it is impossible to say whether US aid was 
instrumental in bringing about these results, Chile and Nicaragua each un-
derwent a democratic transformation at the end of the Cold War.

In summary, the United States employed a variety of tactics during its co-
vert hegemonic operations—assassination, coup d’état, covertly influenc-
ing democratic elections, and supporting dissident movements. Because the 
United States was so much stronger than the target states, it could adjust its 
tactics according to the situation. Many operations were also helped by the 
fact that most target states had weak state institutions and poor civil-military 
relations. This meant that the United States could often readily identify a 
military leader in the target country who was eager for their assistance in 
launching a coup. As a result, 55.5 percent of America’s covert hegemonic 
operations succeeded—ten out of eighteen operations brought Washington’s 
preferred government to power.

hegemonic:  overt cases

The United States escalated to overt conduct in two cases (the Dominican 
Republic, 1965, and Panama, 1989) and conducted one (Grenada, 1983) 
overtly from the beginning. All three cases are consistent with the claim put 
forth in chapter 3 that states will escalate to overt conduct when they believe 
they can score a quick, decisive victory, with public support, in the context 
of an ongoing political crisis wherein policymakers wished to signal resolve 
on the international stage.

The first operation occurred in 1965 when Johnson launched Operation 
Power Pack in the Dominican Republic days after the start of a civil war. In 
this case, investigated in more detail in chapter 8, America’s main objective 
was to prevent Dominican Constitutionalists—considered sympathetic to 
communism—from gaining power. However, Johnson’s advisors understood 
that international audiences would find this motivation normatively inap-
propriate. UN Ambassador Adlai Stevenson explained that an “intervention 
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to ‘restore order’ and prevent a communist victory would almost certainly 
involve the United States in pro-Loyalist activities likely to be condemned 
throughout the hemisphere as a return to gunboat diplomacy in support of 
a military regime.”134 At the same time, however, rapidly unfolding events 
on the ground precluded a purely covert approach. The Constitutionalists 
had already gained a significant advantage within days of the start of the 
civil war, and Johnson feared that if he did not act quickly, the Constitution-
alists would soon establish a “second Cuba” in the Dominican Republic. 
Nevertheless, Johnson understood that international observers were unlikely 
to accept these rationales for intervention. Instead, his administration pub-
licly justified intervention by claiming that “American lives are in danger,” 
going so far as to demand an invitation from the regime’s leader requesting 
US intervention for this purpose.135 The US public was sympathetic to these 
arguments, and 76 percent of Americans supported intervention.136 Follow-
ing the successful overt operation, however, American officials reverted to 
covert tactics to guarantee that a pro-American conservative party would 
win the first elections in the post–civil war era.

The United States did not attempt another overt hegemonic operation until 
the Reagan administration. In 1983, Reagan ordered the invasion of Grenada 
amid a bloody political crisis following the execution of Maurice Bishop as 
part of a military coup led by Hudson Austin. Unlike America’s previous 
hegemonic operations, Reagan did not prefer to conduct this operation 
covertly. To the contrary, he believed that a quick and decisive victory in 
Grenada would create domestic support for the fight against communism 
and signal America’s resolve to its foreign adversaries—a particularly impor
tant objective at time considering the invasion came just two days after Hez
bollah bombed US Marine barracks in Beirut, killing 241 American ser
vicemen.137 As Secretary of State Shultz argued, “We must win this one. It 
is terribly important not just for the outcome in Grenada, but the prece
dent it sends all over the world, from Moscow to Korea, to European capi-
tals.”138 In his address to the American public, Reagan highlighted the 
need for a rapid response to protect American students in Grenada and the 
mission’s moral legitimacy:

First, and of overriding importance, to protect innocent lives, including up 
to 1,000 Americans, whose personal safety is, of course, my paramount con-
cern. Second, to forestall further chaos. And third, to assist in the restoration 
of conditions of law and order and of governmental institutions to the island 
of Grenada where a brutal group of leftist thugs violently seized power, kill-
ing the Prime Minister, three cabinet members, two labor leaders and other 
civilians, including children.139

Reagan’s case was bolstered by requests for US assistance “to restore order 
and democracy” from the island’s governor general and the Organization 
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of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS), drafts of which were written by the US 
State Department.140 The mission, code-named Urgent Fury, was a remark-
ably easy victory with only nineteen American lives lost. The US public sup-
ported intervention 71 percent to 22 percent.141

The final overt hegemonic regime change occurred in December 1989, 
when the George H. W. Bush administration overthrew Panamanian leader 
Manual Noriega. Although once a US ally, Noriega’s relationship with the 
United States soured in the mid-1980s after the New York Times publicly ex-
posed his drug and arms trafficking and the fact that he had been receiving 
roughly $200,000 per year in covert pay from the CIA.142 Shortly afterward, 
Reagan initiated a campaign to oust Noriega through a combination of co-
vert political action and overt economic sanctions.143 However, Reagan did 
not invade. He feared this would have negative repercussions for Vice Pres-
ident Bush’s 1988 presidential campaign.144 In October 1989, however, US 
policymakers learned of a potential coup by Panamanian major Moises 
Giroldi. President Bush decided to help, arguing, “You’ve had me out there 
for the last couple of months begging these guys to start a coup. If someone’s 
actually willing to do one, we have to help them.”145 Toward this end, the 
United States offered minor logistical support to the plotters by establishing 
several roadblocks.146 Nevertheless, the coup was badly mangled, and soon 
after, American officials decided to opt for an overt intervention instead. 
Two months later, Reagan launched Operation Just Cause, in his words, to 
“safeguard the lives of Americans, to defend democracy in Panama, to combat 
drug trafficking and to protect the integrity of the Panama Canal treaty.”147 
The operation was successful, quickly overthrowing Noriega, with 80 percent 
approval from the American public.148

This chapter compared the theories introduced in the preceding four chap-
ters to America’s overall historical record during the Cold War. It put forth 
four main arguments. The first was that states use regime change to pursue 
three types of security interests. Offensive operations corresponded to the Cold 
War strategy of rollback; preventive operations corresponded to the strategy 
of containment; and hegemonic operations pursued a strategy that both pre-
dated and survived the Cold War—that is, achieving regional hegemony in 
the Western Hemisphere. In the context of the Cold War, this meant that the 
United States tried to prevent left-wing regimes from assuming power, out 
of fear that such takeovers would spark a series of defections from the 
American-led regional order. Second, I argued that states only conduct re-
gime changes in response to interstate disputes when the disputes are (1) 
driven by incompatible security policy preferences and (2) when policy-
makers in the intervening state can identify a plausible political alternative 
to the target regime. I then discussed how and when each of the three types 
of operations met those two prerequisites for intervention. Third came the 
argument that the United States had a clear preference for covert conduct to 
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minimize the missions’ potential military, economic, and reputational costs. 
Depending on the type of operation, different costs became more salient. 
For example, policymakers wanted to conduct offensive operations co-
vertly to avoid the potential security costs of war with the Soviet Union, 
whereas they preferred to conduct hegemonic operations covertly to mini-
mize economic costs and avoid the reputational costs associated with vio-
lating the sovereignty of states within the Western Hemisphere. Finally, I 
maintained that US policymakers intervened overtly on six occasions when 
a covert mission was either impossible to carry out within a short time hori-
zon or because policymakers believed they could achieve an easy victory 
that would demonstrate US resolve.
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chapter 6

Rolling Back the Iron Curtain

The political warfare initiative was the greatest mistake I ever 
made. . . . ​It did not work out at all the way I had conceived it.

—George Kennan testifying before the US Senate in 1975

Most accounts of America’s covert Cold War activities focus on a few well-
known cases, such as Iran, Guatemala, and Chile. Far less well known are 
American covert operations in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, which 
the United States launched to roll back Soviet influence following the Sec-
ond World War. Building on an array of declassified data, this chapter ex-
plores the causes, conduct, and consequences of these understudied mis-
sions. It proceeds as follows: In the first section, I explain why these cases 
were selected and compare this project’s predictions to the alternative ex-
planations. Next, I describe the collective context and objectives of these mis-
sions. Third, I ask why the Truman and Eisenhower administrations opted 
for covert—rather than overt—conduct. I then offer a comparative histori-
cal analysis of three cases: Albania, the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Repub-
lic, and Yugoslavia. I ask why the United States intervened in the first two 
cases, but not in Yugoslavia, even though all were communist regimes. The 
case studies also address the reasons the missions in Albania and Ukraine 
failed, and discuss the pros and cons of covert conduct. Finally, I conclude by 
drawing out the theoretical lessons of these cases.

Case Selection and Alternative Hypotheses

The United States launched thirteen offensive rollback operations in East-
ern Europe and the USSR during the 1940s and 1950s. The operations con-
tinued in the same manner across Truman’s Democratic and Eisenhower’s 
Republican administrations. All thirteen US missions were conducted 
covertly, and all thirteen failed at overthrowing their target. 
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Of all the places where the United States intervened behind the Iron Cur-
tain, I chose to focus on the Albanian, Ukrainian, and Yugoslavian cases for 
three reasons. First, although at first glance they seem to share much in com-
mon, they also vary in important ways that allow me to test the competing 
explanations. For instance, Washington only halted its regime change op-
erations in Albania and the Ukrainian SSR after years of failure finally con-
vinced US planners that the missions would not succeed. By contrast, after 
some initial debate, American policymakers decided that it was not in 
America’s interests to overthrow the Yugoslav government. If ideology alone 
drove American behavior, this variation should not exist, because all three 
states had communist governments. Instead, I argue that realpolitik consid-
erations drove US actions. After Stalin expelled Yugoslavia from the Comin-
form in 1948, Washington saw an opportunity to drive a wedge into the So-
viet bloc by supporting Tito’s government as a model of a non-Soviet-aligned 
communist regime in the hopes that other states would follow Yugoslavia’s 
example and withdraw from the Soviet bloc. Second, I have selected cases 
that had a wide variety of high-quality primary source information available. 
To accomplish this, I acquired archival records from the National Archives 
and Records Administration (NARA), National Security Archive (NSA), and 
Truman and Eisenhower presidential libraries, as well as a plethora of data 
made available through the Nazi War Crime Disclosure Act of 2007. Thou-
sands of primary source documents were identified for each operation, veri-
fying its planning and implementation. Finally, cases were selected that are 
representative of the covert offensive operations conducted by the United 
States during this time. Indeed, each of the other eleven missions launched in 
Eastern Europe shared the same objective, used the same tactics, and ulti-
mately suffered the same failure.1

alternative explanations

The four major competing explanations of regime change cannot adequately 
explain America’s offensive missions in Eastern Europe. The normative, eco-
nomic, regime type, and “rogue CIA” explanations each make specific pre-
dictions for US behavior that do not match the historical record. Instead, US 
officials focused on national security concerns while deciding if, when, and 
how to intervene.

Normative theories argue that international norms of justified interven-
tion govern state behavior and predict that the United States should not pro-
mote illiberal regimes or leaders likely to commit human rights abuses. In 
practice, however, I argue that when a state wants to do something that vio-
lates these norms, it simply does so covertly. This dynamic is reflected in 
America’s behavior during its rollback operations, wherein the United States 
not only promoted authoritarian regimes but also collaborated with many 
normatively unacceptable groups in the process, including numerous former 
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Nazis, multiple groups of Nazi collaborators, and other groups known to 
have committed mass killings.

Liberal theories of regime change predict that the United States should 
attempt to replace communist governments with liberal democracies. While 
US policymakers undoubtedly opposed communism, I found little evi-
dence that the United States used regime change to promote either liberal 
values or liberal regimes. On the contrary, the United States knowingly 
backed illiberal nationalist groups, many of whom had ties to the Nazis 
during WWII. It is possible that US policymakers felt that it was prag-
matic to support illiberal nationalist regimes in the short term in order to 
make democratization in the region possible later on. Because these opera-
tions failed, however, it is impossible to say for sure. However, it is worth 
noting that this is a different mechanism than is laid out in existing ideo-
logical accounts, and shows that, in the short term at least, security inter-
ests trumped ideological ones. Moreover, and contrary to the predictions 
of ideological accounts, I show that the United States actually backed 
Tito’s communist regime, following the Yugoslav-Soviet split, in an effort 
to create “two opposing blocs in the Communist world, a Stalinist group 
and a non-conformist faction, either loosely allied or federated under 
Tito’s leadership.”2 National Security Council Directive 58 explained the 
reasons why Washington actively supported Yugoslavia’s communist 
government:

None of the Eastern European countries, except Czechoslovakia, has ever 
known anything but authoritarian government. Democracy in the western 
sense is alien to their culture and tradition. . . . ​Were we to set as our im-
mediate goal the replacement of totalitarianism by democracy, an over-
whelming portion of the task would fall on us, and we would find our-
selves directly engaging the Kremlin’s prestige and provoking strong Soviet 
reaction, possibly in the form of war or at least in vigorous indirect aggres-
sion. . . . ​The more feasible immediate course, then, is to foster a heretical 
drifting-away process on the part of the satellite states. . . . ​And when the 
final breaks occur, we would not be directly involved in engaging Soviet 
prestige; the quarrel would be between the Kremlin and the Communist 
Reformation.3

There is also no evidence for the “rogue CIA” hypothesis. Instead, the ex-
ecutive branch carefully oversaw the planning and implementation of these 
missions. Both Truman and Eisenhower were involved in their planning and 
authorization, and the National Security Council continuously monitored 
the operations. Kennan, in particular, worked to protect his oversight, argu-
ing that as the State Department’s representative, he “would want to have 
specific knowledge of the objectives of every operation and also of the pro-
cedures and methods employed in all cases where those procedures and 
methods involve political decisions.”4
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Economic accounts also fare poorly. There is no evidence for hypothesis 
3a, that the missions sought to protect the interests of American multina-
tional corporations. Contrary to what these theorists would predict, the 
United States had virtually no direct investments in the region at the time. 
However, the case for hypothesis 3b—that the United States uses regime 
change to promote its position as the head of the global capitalist order—is 
more nuanced. One of America’s top foreign policy objectives during the era 
was to establish a global capitalist economic order open to US trade and in-
vestment, particularly in Western Europe and Japan. Nonetheless, eco-
nomic interests were not salient during the policymaking process for these 
operations. Although US officials undoubtedly would have liked to see the 
collapse of the region’s communist regimes, for the time being they were 
more concerned about strengthening Western Europe’s capitalist bloc. In fact, 
some policymakers argued that these operations would actually run counter 
to America’s economic interests. For instance, the Clifford-Elsey Report 
argued, “Cooperation by the Soviets can result in increased trade. The United 
States government must always bear in mind, however, that the questions 
of the extent and nature of American trade should be determined by the 
overall interests of this country.”5 Thus, to the extent that US planners dis-
cussed economic interests, it was usually in the context of how economic 
warfare could help facilitate the collapse of these regimes.

In contrast to these accounts, I find that national security concerns drove 
US behavior. Specifically, I argue that the United States employed regime 
change to decrease the military threat posed by the Soviet bloc and to 
secure a buffer zone in Eastern Europe.6

Historical Background

Because each of this chapter’s cases emerged from the same initiative, it 
makes sense to look first at their collective context; and to understand the 
origin of rollback, one must consider the condition of Eastern Europe in the 
1940s. At the time of the first intervention, much of Eastern Europe had been 
wrecked by more than a decade of conflict. In the Eastern European regions 
occupied by both the USSR and Nazi Germany, 14 million civilians died be-
tween 1933 and 1945 from intentional mass killings and the forced imposi-
tion of catastrophic agricultural policies.7 An additional 28 million Soviet citi-
zens are estimated to have died during World War II.8 After turning the tide 
of the war by destroying the German 6th Army at the Battle of Stalingrad in 
the winter of 1942–43, the Red Army spent the next twenty-eight months fe-
rociously driving the Wehrmacht back to Berlin, leaving the Soviet Union 
in control of most of Eastern Europe at the war’s end. Stalin took advantage 
of these conquests to install pro-Soviet communist regimes throughout 
the region in an effort to increase the Soviet sphere of influence and create a 
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buffer zone against a resurgent Germany.9 Stalin pointed out that the USSR 
had compelling reasons to want to do so:

The Germans made their invasion of the USSR through Finland, Poland, Ru-
mania, Bulgaria, and Hungary. The Germans were able to make their inva-
sion through these countries because at the time, governments hostile to the 
Soviet Union existed in these countries. . . . ​What can be surprising about the 
fact that the Soviet Union, anxious for its future safety, is trying to see to it 
that governments loyal in their attitude to the Soviet Union should exist in 
these countries?”10

Although Stalin may have felt that his actions were justified, British and 
American policymakers were more skeptical. Nonetheless, at the Yalta 
Conference in February 1945, Roosevelt and Churchill agreed to grant 
Stalin a sphere of influence within Eastern Europe in exchange for a prom-
ise that the newly liberated countries would hold free and fair elections 
following the war.11 After the war, however, the Soviet Union struggled to 
consolidate its control over a region devastated by war, massive ethnic 
relocations, and roaming partisan organizations. Over 60 million Europe
ans had been displaced from their homes.12 In the USSR alone, Russian 
historian Dmitri Volkogonov recounts, “Thousands of centres of popula-
tion lay in ruins . . . ​virtually the entire western part of the country was 
engulfed in partisan warfare which threatened to spread to the surround-
ing territory.”13

It was during this period that the British launched the first covert opera-
tions against the Soviet Union. Indeed, despite their wartime alliance, the 
United Kingdom began preparing for a postwar confrontation with Moscow, 
before the end of hostilities, by establishing contact with anti-Soviet partisan 
bands in the Baltic states. These groups were comprised of tens of thousands 
of dissidents, known as the “Forest Brothers,” who had organized them-
selves into armed bands to fight for the independence of Latvia, Lithuania, 
and Estonia.14 From 1945 through 1954, British intelligence maintained ex-
tensive connections with these groups, providing them with arms, intelli-
gence, and training for penetration missions against the Soviet Union in the 
hopes of inciting a major rebellion. However, little came of these opera-
tions. Unbeknownst to the British at the time, these operations “were in fact 
compromised in an elaborate Soviet design to turn agents from the West into 
deep-covert agents of the East.”15

Shortly after the war, US Army Intelligence (G-2) and the Army’s Counter 
Intelligence Corps (CIC) encountered similar partisan groups as Eastern Eu
ropean refugees poured into the US occupation zone in Bavaria. Displaced 
persons (DP) camps were particular hotbeds, and the American zone of Ger-
many alone housed 2.3 million refugees.16 It was in these camps that the 
United States first encountered many of the groups they would later use in 
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covert operations, including the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists 
(OUN) and a far-right Russian émigré group known as the Narodno-
Trudovoy Soyuz (NTS).17 US intelligence agents encountered similar dis-
sident groups throughout Soviet-controlled Eastern Europe. In Romania, 
the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) identified “guerilla warfare cadres to 
commit acts of sabotage behind enemy lines in the event of war between 
the Anglo-Americans and the USSR.”18 In Hungary, intelligence officials 
made contact with right-wing organizations and secretly helped politi-
cians threatened by communists escape from the country. In Austria, 
Czechoslovakia, and Soviet-occupied Eastern Germany, the US Army CIC 
operated clandestine intelligence networks to identify potential intelli-
gence assets.19

Meanwhile, Washington’s alliance with Moscow began to fray after a se-
ries of crises in late 1945 and 1946. Although Stalin wanted to consolidate a 
sphere of influence in Eastern Europe, officials within the Truman adminis-
tration worried that his real aims were far greater. It was into this apprehen-
sive environment that the US Deputy Chief of Mission in Moscow, George 
Kennan, sent his famous “long telegram” outlining his opinion of Soviet ide-
ology and postwar strategy. In the words of Clark Clifford, this dispatch 
would become “probably the most important and influential message ever 
sent to Washington by an American diplomat.”20 Kennan warned that So-
viet policy sought “to advance relative strength of USSR as [a] factor in in-
ternational society.”21 Cooperation with the Soviet Union was virtually im-
possible because its leaders were “committed fanatically to the belief that 
with the US there can be no permanent modus vivendi, that it is desirable and 
necessary that the internal harmony of [American] society be disrupted . . . ​
[and] the international authority of our state [must] be broken, if Soviet 
power is to be secure.”22 Further amplifying this threat were “governments 
or governing groups willing to lend themselves to Soviet purposes in one 
degree or another, such as present Bulgarian and Yugoslav Governments, 
North Persian regime, Chinese Communists, etc. Not only propaganda 
machines but actual policies of these regimes can be placed extensively at 
disposal of USSR.”23

To evaluate Kennan’s assessment, President Truman ordered Clark Clif-
ford and George Elsey to “prepare a summary of American relations with 
the Soviet Union.”24 The resulting report—officially titled “American Rela-
tions with the Soviet Union,” but also known as the “Clifford-Elsey Report”—
amassed the collective opinion of America’s foreign policy elite and was 
resolute in its findings. It declared that

unless the United States is willing to sacrifice its future security for the sake 
of ‘accord’ with the U.S.S.R. now, the government must, as a first step toward 
world stabilization, seek to prevent additional Soviet aggression. The greater 
the area controlled by the Soviet Union, the greater the military requirements 
of this country will be.25
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The Long Telegram and the Clifford-Elsey Report convinced Truman of the 
seriousness of the Soviet threat. Consequently, over the course of the next 
two years, the United States developed a two-pronged strategy to deal with 
the USSR. The first part of this strategy was known as “containment,” and 
sought to contain the Soviet threat by balancing Soviet power, preventing 
third parties from allying with Moscow, and rehabilitating the economies of 
Western Europe. The second major strategy was known as “rollback,” and 
aimed to reverse Soviet territorial gains through a program of covert eco-
nomic and psychological warfare.

Kennan, who had since been appointed the director of the State Depart-
ment’s Policy Planning Staff (PPS), began to design a foreign policy to achieve 
rollback. If a Soviet-American conflict was in the making, however, he real-
ized that the United States would require three things: the infrastructure to 
carry out the operations, far better intelligence on the Soviet Union, and a 
steady flow of covert funds. Kennan began by building an infrastructure ca-
pable of carrying out large covert missions. During WWII, the CIC and OSS 
had maintained covert contact with anti-Nazi resistance groups, most fa-
mously the French Resistance and the Polish Home Army.26 Following the 
war, however, Truman shut down the OSS, opting instead for a new peace-
time agency known as the Central Intelligence Group (CIG). However, the 
CIG quickly proved too small to handle the task.27 In an effort to reform 
America’s national security apparatus to handle the challenges of the new 
era, Congress passed the National Security Act of 1947. The act created 
many of the relevant policymaking bodies of the post-WWII era, including 
the National Security Council (NSC), the Department of Defense, and the 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to run “espionage and counter-espionage 
operations abroad.”28 To carry out “political warfare” initiatives, the Office of 
Policy Coordination (OPC) was established in September 1948 “to undertake 
the full range of covert activities incident to the conduct of secret political, 
psychological, and economic warfare together with preventive direct action 
(paramilitary activities)—all within the policy direction of the Departments 
of State and Defense.”29 For the next four years, the OPC, under the leader-
ship of Frank Wisner, carried out America’s covert missions behind the Iron 
Curtain. In 1952, however, the OPC officially merged with the CIA, which 
took over the handling of covert operations for the rest of the Cold War.

The second necessary component to launch rollback operations was better 
intelligence on Soviet activities in Eastern Europe.30 After the war, the US 
Army’s G-2 intelligence unit and the CIC set about collecting this data by 
interviewing German prisoners of war and Eastern European refugees. In 
May 1945, they received a major break when the former head of Nazi military 
intelligence for the Eastern Front, Reinhard Gehlen, approached US Army 
officials in the Wörgl POW camp. According to a declassified CIA history:

[Gehlen] indicated that he had—long prior to the end of the war—seen its 
inevitable conclusion and he had discussed with some key members of his 
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organization not only the preservation of his files—with the ultimate object 
in mind of turning them over to us—but that he had also arranged with some 
of his key personnel to attempt to contact them for the purpose of securing 
their cooperation with him in presenting us with as clear a picture of the 
Soviets as possible.31

In addition to this intelligence, Gehlen also offered ties to anti-Soviet groups 
behind the Iron Curtain. A major part of the Nazi war effort on the Eastern 
Front had been the use of local collaborators to police Nazi-held territory 
and infiltrate behind Soviet lines. Émigré groups on the German payroll in-
cluded the Russian Liberation Movement (aka the “Vlasov Army” after its 
leader, Andrei Vlasov), the Russian Narodno-Trudovoy Soyuz (NTS), the 
Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN), the Latvian Daugavas 
Vanagi, and the Albanian Balli Kombëtar (BK).32 Each of these groups has 
been implicated in mass killings. In fact, according to Holocaust expert Raul 
Hilberg, “The importance of these auxiliaries should not be underestimated. 
Roundups by local inhabitants who spoke the local language resulted in 
higher percentages of Jewish dead.”33

US Army officials agreed not to charge Gehlen or his associates with 
war crimes in exchange for his expertise, his files, and access to his con-
tacts. Although some officials found collaborating with “that bunch of 
Nazis” to be morally reprehensible, others argued he provided crucial intel-
ligence when they needed it most.34 Ultimately, strategic concerns trumped 
moral ones. Gehlen’s organization grew to include hundreds of ex-Nazis, 
who provided key intelligence, contacts to right-wing émigré groups 
throughout Eastern Europe, logistical support, and labor for America’s 
covert rollback missions.35 Over the next decade, the US government spent 
at least $200 million and employed around 4,000 staff to rebuild Gehlen’s 
organization.36

The final requirement for interventions was a covert source of funding for 
these operations. According to some accounts, the Marshall Plan gave 
5 percent of its funds to the OPC—roughly $685 million in total—to gather 
intelligence and covertly fund, train, and arm resistance fighters.37 As a re-
sult, between 1948 and 1952, the OPC’s budget grew from $4.7 million to over 
$200 million, of which more than half went to rollback operations in East-
ern Europe.38 To conceal the fact that this money came from the US govern-
ment, Kennan devised a plan to launder the money through “private inter-
mediaries.” One NSC directive explained this process:

General direction and financial support would come from the Government; 
guidance and funds would pass to a private American organization or organ
izations (perhaps “business” enterprises) comprised of private citizens of 
the approximate caliber of Allen Dulles; these organizations, through their 
field offices in Europe and Asia, would establish contact with the various na-
tional underground resistance representatives in free countries and through 
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these intermediaries pass on assistance and guidance to the resistance move-
ments behind the Iron Curtain.39

By November 1948, American policymakers identified regime change as one 
goal of these covert interventions. NSC 20, written by Kennan, declared that 
although the United States could not overtly overthrow the Soviet Union 
during peacetime, covert action could be used to make it difficult for the 
“present Soviet leaders . . . ​to retain their power in Russia.”40 NSC 20/4 elab-
orated: “To counter the threats to our national security and well-being 
posed by the USSR, our general objectives with respect to Russia, in time of 
peace as well as in time of war, should be . . . ​to encourage and promote the 
gradual retraction of undue Russian power and influence from the present 
perimeter areas around traditional Russian boundaries and the emergence 
of the satellite countries as entities independent of the USSR.”41 A NSC Staff 
Study explained the strategic importance of the satellites in the context of 
the Cold War: “The satellites are important in the current balance of power 
in Europe because they augment the political, military and economic power 
of the Soviet Union and extend Soviet power into the heart of Europe. The 
permanent consolidation of Soviet control in this area would represent a 
serious threat to the security of Western Europe and the United States. . . . ​The 
elimination of Soviet domination of the satellites is, therefore, in the funda-
mental interest of the United States.”42

A top-secret 1949 Policy Planning Staff (PPS) Paper, “U.S. Policy Toward 
the Soviet Satellite States in Eastern Europe,” further delineated the steps 
necessary to fracture the Soviet bloc. PPS 59 argued, “Our overall aim with 
respect to the satellite states should be the gradual reduction and eventual 
elimination of preponderant Soviet power from Eastern Europe without re-
sort to war.” To this end, it continued, “We should, as the only practical im-
mediate expedient, seek to achieve this objective through fostering Com-
munist heresy among the satellite states, encouraging the emergence of 
non-Stalinist regimes as temporary administrations, even though they be 
Communist in nature. It must, however, be our fixed aim that eventually 
these regimes must be replaced by non-totalitarian governments desirous of 
participating with good faith in the free world community.”43

America’s early rollback missions were timed to take advantage of the pe-
riod before Moscow had consolidated control over its satellites, by helping 
anti-Soviet dissident groups incite underground rebellions that would re-
place the fledgling Soviet-backed regimes with independent national gov-
ernments. Interestingly, US policymakers explicitly modeled these opera-
tions on those conducted by Nazi Germany during WWII. One declassified 
memo remarked, “A psychological offensive to subvert the Red Army is con-
sidered a primary objective. This type of offensive, as attempted by the Ger-
man Army in World War II, was known as the ‘Vlasov Movement’ [sic].”44 
To reinforce these efforts, the United States simultaneously launched a 
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major propaganda effort using pamphlet drops, sponsored publications, 
and radio broadcasts on Radio Free Europe, Radio Liberty, and the Voice of 
America.45 Many propaganda operations supported émigré groups—often 
identified and vetted by the Gehlen organization—radioing messages into 
their home states to incite resistance.

Why Did Policymakers Conduct Rollback Operations Covertly?

Washington preferred to conduct these early rollback operations covertly to 
minimize the danger that American actions could inadvertently spark a war 
with the Soviet Union. American planners understood that trying to over-
throw Soviet allies was an inherently provocative action. For instance, NSC 
20/1 warned, “We cannot say, of course, that the Russians will sit by and 
permit the satellites to extricate themselves from Russian control in this way. 
We cannot be sure that at some point in this process the Russians will not 
choose to resort to violence of some sort: i.e., to forms of military reoccupa-
tion or possibly even to major war, to prevent such a process from being 
carried to completion.”46 Consequently, Kennan argued that the United States 
“should do everything possible to keep the situation flexible and to make 
possible a liberation of the satellite countries in ways which do not create 
any unanswerable challenge to Soviet prestige.”47

US planners calibrated their actions to maximize the likelihood of success 
while minimizing the possibility of military retaliation. In theory, covert con-
duct minimized security costs in multiple ways. First, if the Soviets uncov-
ered an operation, they would hold the foreign dissidents responsible, and 
the US government could “plausibly deny” its role. Second, covert conduct 
allowed the United States to avoid any entangling alliance commitments to 
the foreign actors on the ground. If the Kremlin decided to crack down on 
one of these movements, American credibility was not on the line to come 
to their aid. Third, covert conduct allowed the United States to avoid pub-
licly challenging the credibility or prestige of the Soviet Union—even when 
the Soviets were aware of the operations—which decreased the likelihood 
that Soviet leaders would feel forced to respond in order to save face in front 
of domestic and foreign audiences.

In addition to these strategic rationales for covert conduct, American 
policymakers also had powerful normative reasons to keep their role secret. 
In this regard, there was an obvious divergence between America’s public 
statements and private actions. On the one hand, Truman publically called 
for the dissolution of the Soviet bloc. For instance, during his speech to 
Congress on what became known as the “Truman Doctrine,” he declared, “I 
believe that it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples 
who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside 
pressures.”48 Yet at the same time, Truman understood that the legitimacy 
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of this endeavor would be undermined if the American public became aware 
of the details of these operations, specifically the fact that, in many cases, 
the United States was supporting authoritarian groups known to have col-
laborated with the Nazis and committed mass killings.

Given the cost differences between covert and overt operations, policy-
makers never seriously considered the possibility of intervening overtly. In 
fact, NSC 58, “United States Policy toward the Soviet Satellite States in East-
ern Europe,” dismissed it out of hand: “Resort to war as a course of action 
is raised in this paper solely for the purpose of making clear that it should 
be rejected as a practical alternative. This course is rejected, if for no other 
reason, because it is organically not feasible for this Government to initiate 
a policy of creating a war.”49 Still, policymakers understood that all covert 
operations “must be carried out with the full acceptance of the risk of war.”50 
Immediately after WWII, US planners considered this risk low, given Amer
ica’s preponderance of power and nuclear monopoly.51 Kennan argued, 
“The danger of war is vastly exaggerated in many quarters. The Soviet Gov-
ernment neither wants nor expects war in the foreseeable future.”52 By 
1949, however, many in Washington feared that America’s relative power 
had declined as it demobilized its wartime armies, while the Soviet Union’s 
power had grown as it consolidated control over Eastern Europe and ac-
quired atomic weapons. The Joint Chiefs of Staff estimated that the Soviet 
Union possessed 175 Red Army divisions and 75 Eastern European divisions, 
compared to only a handful of battle-ready American divisions.53 Analysts 
even warned that the Soviet Union could possess a first-strike nuclear 
capability against the United States by 1954.54

To reverse this trend, the Truman administration released NSC Directive 
68 in April 1950. Although scholars often consider NSC 68 to be a pivotal 
point in the escalation of the Cold War, in terms of America’s covert opera-
tions, it simply reaffirmed previous policy. Toward that end, it called for the 
“intensification of affirmative and timely measures and operations by covert 
means in the fields of economic warfare and political and psychological war-
fare with a view of fomenting and supporting unrest and revolt in selected 
strategic satellite countries.”55 Following NSC 68, there was little change in 
US strategy in Eastern Europe between the Truman and Eisenhower admin-
istrations. Although Eisenhower had criticized the Democrats for not taking 
a hard enough line against the Soviets during the 1952 presidential election, 
after taking office, he was impressed to learn the scale of Truman’s covert 
initiatives.56 Eisenhower’s incoming secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, 
was also one of the earliest and most ardent proponents of covert warfare. 
This was reflected by the fact that the CIA conducted six times as many 
covert operations (of all types, not just regime change) in January 1953 
compared to January 1951.57

With more covert efforts came greater risks of Soviet retaliation, which in 
turn meant that the United States was under greater pressure to keep its 
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actions covert while trying to overthrow increasingly powerful regimes. 
As Soviet-backed forces consolidated control within the target states, Amer-
ican policymakers struggled to find plausible political alternatives to the tar-
geted regimes. For instance, The CIA’s European director, Frank Lindsay, 
argued in a declassified memo in 1952, “The instruments currently advo-
cated to reduce Soviet power are both inadequate and ineffective against 
the Soviet political system. The consolidated Communist state . . . ​has made 
virtually impossible the existence of organized clandestine resistance capa-
ble within the foreseeable future of appreciably weakening the power of 
the state.”58 In a similar vein, NSC 174 noted in December 1953, “Despite the 
widespread popular opposition to communism in each of the satellites, 
known underground groups capable of armed resistance have survived 
only as scattered remnants in a few areas, and are now generally inactive.”59 
Thus, officials in the Eisenhower administration began to accept that roll-
back in Eastern Europe was a lost cause.

Although many of America’s covert operations behind the Iron Curtain 
continued for several years—many still explicitly with the objective of regime 
change—in practice, the objectives for these interventions may have fallen 
short of regime change and instead sought to raise the costs for the Soviet 
Union of its continued domination of the region. For instance, NSC 174 ex-
plained, “Policy within that field would be determined with a view to contrib-
uting toward the eventual elimination of dominant Soviet power over these 
people, but its usefulness need not depend on its effectiveness in achieving 
this purpose within any given period of time.” Instead, the report continues, 
“the more immediate criteria for judging the desirability of any particular 
measures would be their effectiveness in slowing down Soviet exploitation of 
the human and material resources of the satellites, in maintaining popular re
sistance to and non-cooperation with Soviet policies, and in strengthening 
those forces which would minimize Soviet assets and maximize Soviet liabili-
ties in this area in case of war.”60 In July 1956, NSC 5608 officially scaled backed 
the objectives of America’s covert operations along these lines:

U.S. policy should be directed toward the weakening and the eventual elim-
ination of dominant Soviet power over these peoples, although the accom-
plishment of this goal in the near future cannot be expected. The more im-
mediate criteria for judging the desirability of any particular measures would 
be their effectiveness in promoting and encouraging evolutionary change 
toward the weakening of Soviet controls and the attainment of national in
dependence by the countries concerned.61

While the United States continued to run clandestine espionage and propa-
ganda missions in Eastern Europe throughout the Cold War, it was not until 
the 1980s, when declining Soviet power once again enabled new opposition 
groups to emerge, that the United States launched another covert regime 
change mission in the region.
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Case Study: Albania

Operation BGFIEND—America’s plan to overthrow the government of 
Albania—was one of the largest covert offensive missions of the early Cold 
War. Beginning in 1949, the OPC and CIA sought to topple the Soviet-backed 
regime of Enver Hoxha by infiltrating small groups of dissidents into the 
country so that they could incite a nationwide revolt. It was, in the words of 
OPC director Frank Wisner, “a clinical experiment to see whether larger roll-
back operations would be feasible elsewhere.”62 This section first provides 
a brief historical background of Albania, followed by a discussion of the re-
gime change mission and the reasons why it failed.

At the time of America’s intervention, Albania was considered the least 
developed country within the Soviet bloc. Before WWII, Albania had been 
a monarchy led by the dictatorial King Zog I.63 After Fascist Italy conquered 
Albania in April 1939, however, King Zog fled to London in exile, and Ital-
ian forces established a puppet regime led by the Albanian Fascist Party in 
his place. Italian rule was unpopular and provoked the emergence of nu-
merous Albanian dissident groups seeking to overthrow the fascist regime. 
Of these groups, three were most influential: (1) the National Liberation 
Movement (NLM), a communist group led by Enver Hoxha;64 (2) the Balli 
Kombëtar (BK), a nationalist group led by Midhat Frashëri, which opposed 
both communism and monarchy; and (3) the Legaliteti, a pro-monarchist 
group led by Abas Kupi, seeking the return of King Zog.65 In addition to their 
conflicting political views, the three groups differed along a variety of other 
fronts. The communist NLM was led by leftist intellectuals, and the group 
was comprised primarily of followers from Islamic or Eastern Orthodox 
backgrounds in southern Albania, who spoke the Tosk dialect of Albanian. 
Both the BK and Legaliteti, by contrast, were led by conservative business 
and landowning elites, and their followers included individuals from Ro-
man Catholic backgrounds from the northern part of the country, who spoke 
the Gheg dialect of Albanian.66

When Italy surrendered in July 1943, the NLM and Balli Kombëtar joined 
forces to topple Italy’s puppet regime in Albania.67 However, this collabora-
tion quickly broke down after the two groups disagreed over their conflict-
ing political aims and the postwar status of Kosovo. (The NLM wanted to 
return Kosovo to Yugoslavia, whereas the BK wanted to incorporate it into 
Albania.)68 Soon after, NLM and BK forces began to clash openly. In Octo-
ber 1943, Hoxha ordered NLM forces to “attack and destroy the force of the 
Balli Kombëtar wherever they may find them, even if it should mean sus-
pending operations against the Germans.”69 Midhat Frashëri gave similar 
instructions to his BK followers, and when Nazi Germany invaded Albania 
in September 1943, many Ballist (BK) units opted to collaborate with the 
German occupiers against the NLM. Afterward, many BK members held 
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prominent positions in the new fascist government. By early 1944, twenty 
Ballist battalions were fighting alongside Nazis against Hoxha’s partisans.70 
Some Ballists also joined the Nazi-organized Albanian SS Skanderbeg 
Division—a group known to have committed anti-Semitic purges.71 Over the 
course of 1944, however, Hoxha’s NLM slowly gained the upper hand. By 
November, the Nazi-backed regime fell, and the communists assumed 
power, with Hoxha serving as prime minister. The following spring, commu-
nists won seventy-seven out of a possible eighty-two seats during elections 
for a national assembly.72

As in the Baltic States, the British launched the first covert efforts to over-
throw the new communist government. Although the British Special Oper-
ations Executive (SOE) had covertly backed the NLM’s effort to expel Nazi 
forces during WWII, they objected to their creation of a communist state af-
terward. Anglo-Albanian relations deteriorated even further after Albania 
fired on British warships conducting a minesweeping mission in the Corfu 
Channel, claiming that the ships had invaded Albanian territorial waters.73 
Consequently, as early as 1946, British forces tried to destabilize Hoxha’s 
regime in favor of the exiled King Zog.74 However, as postwar Britain strug
gled to rebuild its economy, it lacked the resources to fund large overseas 
operations.75 Thus, in 1949, MI6 and the British Foreign Office (BFO) lob-
bied American policymakers to collaborate and finance their mission, code-
named Operation Valuable.

American policymakers were intrigued by the possibility. The operation 
meshed with the more aggressive rollback policies proposed in PPS 59, and 
offered the added benefit of indirectly supporting US objectives in Greece. 
OPC Deputy Frank Lindsay explained, “The Communists were supplying 
their guerrillas in Greece out of their bases in Macedonia, Bulgaria, and Al-
bania. The requirement came essentially out of State: we have to do some-
thing to relieve the pressure on Greece by stirring up a little trouble in their 
own back yard.”76 As a result, Secretary of State Dean Acheson later recalled 
that the British Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin “asked me if we would basi-
cally agree to bring down the Hoxha (Communist) government . . . ​I said 
yes.”77

In June 1949, the OPC formally approved the operation, which they code-
named BGFIEND.78 On July 1, 1949, the CIA Office of Confidential Funds 
approved $900,000 for the project through the end of 1950, broken down into 
$126,500 for personnel expenses, $100,000 for supplies, and $500,000 for 
equipment.79 A CIA report from October 1949 outlined Washington’s objec-
tives for intervention:

Current U.S. policy with regard to Albania has as its objective the restoration 
of Albanian independence through the overthrow of the Moscow-controlled 
regime and its replacement by an enlightened government acceptable to the 
people of Albania. Such a government would enjoy the support of the United 
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States as long as it remains friendly to the U.S. and its objectives and hostile 
to the Soviet Government and its objectives.80

To oversee the operation, an Anglo-American Special Policy Committee was 
set up with James McCarger and Frank Lindsay representing the OPC, Rob-
ert Joyce representing Kennan’s Policy Planning Staff, Lord Earl Jellicoe 
representing the BFO, and MI6’s Kim Philby acting as liaison between the 
British and American intelligence agencies.81

Albania made an appealing target. The state was diplomatically isolated 
compared to other Soviet-backed regimes, and after the Soviet-Yugoslav split 
of 1948, it no longer bordered the Soviet bloc. In addition, Albania’s moun-
tainous terrain facilitated guerilla operations, and opposition to Hoxha was 
considered widespread.82 Indeed, one State Department official estimated 
that the opposition “included almost everyone not directly involved in the 
regime.”83 As a result, American analysts predicted that “under proper cir-
cumstances, a successful revolt could be initiated by the United States with 
a force introduced from abroad of only 1000 to 2000 men.”84

At the same time, however, US planners acknowledged that Moscow’s 
control of Hoxha’s regime was “the most open and direct of any in the So-
viet orbit.”85 In addition, Hoxha had numerous Russian advisors oversee-
ing his 65,000-man army and 15,000-man security force. Thus, they feared 
that the mission could spark Soviet retaliation, and possibly even “risk start-
ing World War III inadvertently by placing the USSR in a position she feels 
she cannot accept.”86 Nevertheless, US planners considered that unlikely. 
One 1949 analysis stated, “The USSR will probably not use Soviet or Satel-
lite Armed Forces to put down a revolution in Albania” nor would they 
“attack any western nation or Yugoslavia as a result of an overthrow of the 
present Albanian regime.”87

National security concerns were paramount throughout the delibera-
tions. If successful, the operation would secure numerous national secu-
rity interests. For one, toppling Hoxha’s regime would result in a “world-
wide loss of USSR prestige,” which would help the United States to win 
the ideological contest of the Cold War. Second, US planners believed it 
would deny the Soviets access to the Adriatic Sea, thereby increasing the 
security of the US Navy’s Sixth Fleet, which operated in the area.88 Third, 
the mission would rid America’s newfound ally, Yugoslavian president Jo-
sip Broz Tito, of a potential adversary and pave the way for a regional alli-
ance of Albania, Yugoslavia, and Italy.89 Fourth, it would also “greatly aid 
the activation of widespread resistance in other satellites and in the Soviet 
Union as it would be proof that it is possible for an underground resistance 
group to throw off successfully a communist regime.”90 Finally, US policy-
makers believed that the operations could succeed at a low cost, some 
sources even claiming that “for peanuts the US could get a friendly gov-
ernment in Albania.”91
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None of the alternative theories offers a convincing account of American 
actions. For one, there is no evidence that planners foresaw either short-term 
or long-term economic gains from intervening. On the contrary, some US 
policymakers thought that the prospect of providing economic aid to a 
newly liberated Albania was an argument against intervention. In the words 
of one OPC document, the “economic value of Albania is practically negli-
gible. In fact, Albania is more a detriment than an asset.”92 Likewise, there 
is no evidence that the United States was trying to create a liberal regime 
within Albania. The operational plans do not mention establishing a de-
mocracy, and the groups supported by the United States were not demo
cratic. In fact, OPC director Wisner admitted, “Albania is not, nor was it, a 
democracy. It is only beginning to emerge from a tribal era. A new Alba-
nian regime probably could not provide a workable democracy; military 
dictatorship would probably result.”93 Finally, as discussed below, the 
United States violated norms of justified intervention by promoting illib-
eral groups known to have committed war crimes.

The first phase of the plan was to develop “a refugee Albanian Commit-
tee to serve both as a front and as a rallying point for subsequent activi-
ties.”94 The OSS had identified fifty-five different active resistance groups 
in Albania at the end of WWII.95 Of these, the two most influential were 
the Balli Kombëtar and King Zog’s Legaliteti. However, each group pre-
sented major problems. The BK had collaborated with both the Italian and 
German occupying governments, and numerous Ballist leaders could be 
tied to massacres as a result.96 Analysts also doubted their reliability and 
competency. One CIA report remarked that the “Balli Kombëtar was at all 
times so poorly organized and so confused by its own concurrent double-
dealings with Axis and Ally that it never became aware of its primary 
patriotic duty.”97 Conversely, members of the Legaliteti had collaborated 
with the Nazis, and their entire political agenda seemed to only amount to 
restoring the monarchy.98 In addition, the groups had problems with one 
another.99 Even so, after extensive negotiations, OPC/CIA agents per-
suaded the groups to join forces to form a new organization seated in New 
York, known as the National Committee for a Free Albania (NCFA). They 
agreed that the BK and Legaliteti would each comprise 40 percent of the 
NCFA’s membership while the remaining 20  percent could come from 
other groups.100 Midhat Frashëri, the BK leader, was selected to be the NC-
FA’s first leader.

On August 26, 1949, the NCFA made its debut in a press conference in 
Paris. The NCFA’s first proclamation declared, “A Committee for Free Alba-
nia is created to represent all those Albanians who wish to establish a gov-
ernment representative of the fundamental human rights in their country. . . . ​
All activities of the committee aim at the restoration of the full independence, 
sovereignty and territorial integrity of the Albanian nation.”101 Soon after, 
NCFA leaders were invited to visit the United States at the behest of the 
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Committee for Free Europe, an OPC-funded cover organization. However, 
many members of the NCFA had difficulty acquiring US visas, given their 
wartime collaboration with Nazi Germany.102 The State Department turned 
down their visas, ruling that the “political backgrounds of many of the Al-
banian exiles in Italy are somewhat checkered and . . . ​might sooner or later 
occasion embarrassment.”103 Thus, the OPC found itself in the uncomfort-
able position of promoting foreign leaders whom another branch of the US 
government did not even want in the country.104 Declassified documents 
from the Nazi War Crimes Act show that the United States conspired with 
numerous known war criminals as a part of this endeavor. For instance, they 
encouraged Hasan Dosti to become head of the NCFA following Frashëri’s 
death, despite knowing that he “served as a Cabinet Minister under the fas-
cists.”105 Likewise, the CIA collaborated with Xhaver Deva despite his be
havior during WWII as “a German agent and ‘prize quisling’ ” who had 
started “a pro-German movement.”106

The second stage of the plan called for a major psychological warfare ini-
tiative to “bolster the morale of the Albanian people and give them a sense 
of direct participation in a dynamic resistance movement supported by the 
West through the National Committee for Free Albania” and “stimulate 
passive resistance and active sabotage.”107 Toward this end, the CIA’s Psy-
chological and Paramilitary Staff funded NCFA publications, launched 
high-altitude balloon drops of anti-Hoxha leaflets, and created Radio Free 
Albania.108 According to a CIA report, the propaganda’s main objective was 
to “exacerbate Albania’s already difficult political and economic situation 
and consequently to weaken the present regime’s hold on the people. Pro-
paganda activities therefore should be geared to create among the Albanian 
population—and in some instances among the present regime—feelings of 
insecurity, chaos, resentment, and fear, keeping the hope for eventual liber-
ation alive.”109

The third phase of the operation involved covertly infiltrating local anti-
communist dissidents into Albania to incite a rebellion that would topple 
Hoxha’s government. With the help of the Gehlen Organization, the OPC/
CIA and British SIS began to recruit Albanian émigrés from within displaced 
persons camps in 1949. One Albanian dissident, Vasil Andoni, recalled, 
“Those were the golden days. They promised us the moon. They were going 
to protect us from our greedy neighbors and free us from the communists at 
the same time.”110 These dissidents—known as “pixies”—were to form the 
backbone of Albania’s anti-communist resistance. OPC case officer Michael 
Burke explained the process:

Each member committed himself to find among his political followers in the 
refugee camps and elsewhere suitable men who would volunteer to be path-
finders, who would parachute into their country in pairs, establish initial 
contacts and form the first resistance cadres. If the results were positive, a 
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larger body of men would be recruited for paramilitary training and would 
be infiltrated in commando-like units at some propitious time.111

Although Wisner initially wanted to train the émigrés at a US base in Libya, 
he agreed to switch to Malta, observing, “Whenever we want to subvert any 
place, we find that the British own an island within easy reach.”112 Each state 
had a preferred means to infiltrate the pixies. The British liked to use MI6 
and SIS boat incursions along Albania’s southern coast and overland mis-
sions from Greece. The Americans preferred OPC parachute drops into 
northern and central Albania.

In 1949, the joint Anglo-American team infiltrated three groups of pixies 
into Albania by sea with varying levels of success. Two missions success-
fully infiltrated their pixies into the country only for them to find that Alba-
nian security forces were hot on their trail, forcing them to cross over into 
Greece without having established a base of resistance.113 The third mission 
was a disaster. On September 16, 1949, nine pixies were dropped on the Kara-
buru Peninsula. Five men were killed shortly afterward, and four escaped 
to Greece.114 Other infiltrations had similar results throughout 1950 and 
1951.115 One Albanian dissident later recalled, “I parachuted into the Mati 
in 1950. . . . ​Others came to join us. Some across the frontier and some by sea. 
But the ones who came by sea never found us. They landed and the police 
were always there.”116 Discouraged by the operation’s poor record, the Brit-
ish government decreased its role, and from 1952 onward, the mission was 
an almost exclusively American affair.117

To replace their losses, the United States established a training camp for 
250 émigrés on a base near Heidelberg, Germany.118 These men, known as 
Company 4000, were involved in America’s first unilateral airdrop on No-
vember 11, 1950.119 Over the next year and half, Company 4000 launched over 
a dozen major pixie infiltrations. During these airdrop operations, the pixies 
were loaded onto C-54 cargo planes piloted by Polish exiles at a military air-
field outside of Athens and then parachuted into the Albanian countryside 
under the cover of darkness. Almost every mission failed. On November 19, 
for instance, two groups of pixies were dropped into the country. Albanian 
security forces immediately captured the first group while the second group 
struggled to survive because they could not locate the supplies dropped for 
them by the Polish pilots. Halil Nerguti, one of the pixies dropped in the op-
eration, later complained, “We had received instructions that as soon as we 
landed we had to signal to the pilot in order for him to throw the material. 
But the pilot did not wait for the signal and threw the material in the dark-
ness, without us knowing where it had fallen. . . . ​We looked in vain. The next 
day, the material was caught by the forces of Sigurimi and the frontier 
guards.”120 Eventually, the group fled to Yugoslavia.121

In January 1951, Hoxha’s security forces gunned down twenty-nine out 
of forty-three pixies that were smuggled into northern Albania to stir up 
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resistance among the Catholic population; the remainder were arrested.122 A 
group dropped the following month was arrested en masse by Albanian 
security forces.123 During another mission in July, the OPC dropped three 
groups of pixies, of which “one was obliterated on landing, one was sur-
rounded in a house and burned alive, while two pixies of the last group of 
four were killed and the other two captured, with an embarrassing public 
trial in Albania that fall.”124 On October 24, Radio Tirana reported the “an-
nihilation of thirteen spies dropped by parachute on Albanian territory by 
the United States Espionage services” and correctly identified seven OPC 
agents by name.125 The next day, the station followed up by announcing 
the elimination of “seven spies and diversionists parachuted into Albania 
by the British Intelligence Services.”126 Indeed, one study found that of 
forty-nine Albanian agents that had been infiltrated by the United State 
between November 1950 and October 1951, only two were still alive and 
in contact with the control center in Athens by the end of 1951.127

Given this poor record, or what the CIA euphemistically described as “ad-
verse developments in the infiltration program,” US planners began to 
worry that Albanian security forces were being forewarned of the operations 
and patrolling the pixie drop sites in advance.128 In July 1951, suspicion set-
tled on Kim Philby, a member of the Special Policy Committee that had 
been established to oversee rollback operations, who had served as the Brit-
ish liaison in Washington to the FBI, CIA, and OPC.129 Thanks to his strate-
gic position, Philby had been able to reveal to his Soviet handlers the co-
ordinates of OPC/CIA infiltrations into Albania.130 After two of his close 
associates defected to the Soviet Union in spring 1951, Philby was unable to 
shake the cloud of suspicion enveloping him and was dismissed from his 
position within the SIS in late July 1951.131

At the same time that US planners realized that the operation had been 
compromised, however, they also received word of growing unrest within 
Albania. “There is mounting evidence of active opposition to the Hoxha re-
gime,” one optimistic 1951 intelligence report declared. “A German POW 
who was repatriated from Albania in June 1950 had heard that the Balli Kom-
bëtar had an active underground organization and said its members rarely 
fell into the hands of the police and they nearly always received prior warn-
ing from the population.”132 A small group of pixies, infiltrated in early 1952, 
began to radio back to their OPC handlers that they had recruited Albanians 
who were sympathetic to their cause, and requested money, weapons, and 
additional training to help spread the growing rebellion.133 Inspired by similar 
reports, the CIA and OPC decided to continue the infiltration operations. 
1952 operational plans called for two types of agent operations: “penetration 
operations” with the goal of “the subversion of key figures so that the re-
quired degree of neutralization of the army and other vital branches of the 
Hoxha government is achieved at such time as the moment seems appro-
priate for the overthrow of the regime” and “harassment operations” with 

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



chapter 6

144

the “objective of maintaining the passive resistance of the Albanian people 
against the regime and developing dormant resistance potential.”134 Policy-
makers continued running covert operations of this nature into Albania 
until 1954.135

Despite these positive signs, however, Hoxha’s forces continued to in-
tercept the pixie drops. In December 1953, US analysts discovered the rea-
son why: the broadcasts were a ruse by the KGB and Hoxha’s secret police, 
the Sigurimi, to entrap additional partisans. Hoxha later claimed in his 
memoirs:

We force the captured agents to make radio contact with their espionage cen-
ters in Italy and elsewhere, hence to play our game, totally deceiving these 
centers, which showed themselves to be completely incompetent and short-
sighted. Things went so far that they dropped us whatever we dictated to 
their agents who had fallen into the trap. The bands of the criminals, who 
were dropped in by parachute or infiltrated across the border at our request, 
came like lambs to the slaughter, while the armaments and other materials 
which they dropped or brought with them went to our account. In a word, 
they came and we were waiting for them.136

In 1954, Hoxha’s administration launched a major show trial of eight of the 
captured pixies, revealing the American operation in remarkable detail.137 
Finally, on April 16, 1956, the CIA cancelled its remaining support for the 
NCFA due to “budgetary reasons and because of the relative ineffectiveness 
for political purposes of the existing arrangement.”138

Even without Philby’s espionage, however, there are many reasons to sus-
pect that Operation BGFIEND/Valuable was never going to succeed. In-
deed, Philby resigned from his intelligence role years before the operation 
was finally cancelled, suggesting that there were deeper reasons for its fail-
ure. To begin, policymakers undermined the credibility of their endeavor by 
ignoring the alleged past crimes of the NCFA leadership. For instance, Hasan 
Dosti, the second leader of the NCFA and a BK member, had served as Min-
ister of Justice during the Italian fascist regime. As a result, Hoxha’s govern-
ment was able to undermine the NCFA’s legitimacy by labeling Dosti a “war 
criminal” and tying him to “large-scale massacres, imprisonments and con-
finements of the people.”139 Second, planners underestimated the difficulty 
of inciting a mass nationalist uprising in a state whose population lacked a 
strong sense of national identity. In this regard, Albania was a particularly 
poor target for intervention. In the words of one CIA analysis, “Albania as 
an independent, national state is more an artificial creation of power than 
an expression of national will.”140 Instead, the Albanian population was split 
into two major ethnic groupings (the Gheg and Tosk) and across three 
major religions (70% Muslim, 20% Greek Orthodox, and 10% Catholic).141 
This, in turn, complicated Anglo-American efforts to unify disparate anti-
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communist groups and create propaganda messages with widespread ap-
peal. Third, Albania’s underdevelopment hindered America’s psychological 
warfare initiatives. Written propaganda was ineffective in a country where 
80 percent of the population was illiterate.142 Likewise, Radio Free Albania 
struggled because the population largely did not have radios or electricity.143 
Fourth, and perhaps because it was one of the OPC’s first missions, US 
planners repeatedly made amateurish mistakes, such as misdirecting their 
high-altitude weather balloons and accidentally dropping anti-Hoxha pro-
paganda in Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, and over the sea.144 On other occasions, 
they air-dropped émigrés into Albania without having given them proper 
parachute training.145 One Albanian recruit later recalled, “We asked for 
parachute training but the Americans refused. They said that one of us 
might break a leg. We replied that we would rather break a leg in Germany 
than while landing in Albania.”146 The lack of country-specific expertise 
also led to easily avoidable mistakes. For example, few in Albania heard 
the NCFA’s first radiobroadcast into Albania because it went on the air at 
4:00 p.m., and Albanian authorities did not switch on electricity in the 
country until 6:00 p.m.147

Most importantly, policymakers consistently overestimated their ability to 
keep the US role secret. Wisner lamented, “An operation that was supposed 
to be kept under the wraps of secrecy was known in all relevant details by 
anyone in the region that had an interest in Albania.”148 The operation’s cover 
was likely blown as soon as OPC and SIS agents began contacting Albanian 
émigrés to form the NCFA. Indeed, as early as September 1949, OPC ana-
lysts warned, “It is apparent that U.S. (OPC) intentions in Albania are no 
longer secret and that Soviet Intelligence is undoubtedly aware of con-
templated U.S.-British intervention in Albania. As a result the successful 
accomplishment of all the phases of project BGFIEND will become increas-
ingly difficult.”149 The mission’s cover was certainly blown by March 1950, 
when the New York Times reported that the United States was attempting to 
covertly destabilize Hoxha’s regime.150 The result, as CIA director Walter Be-
dell Smith explained in 1951, was that “somewhere in the process it be-
comes pointless to attempt to deceive the enemy on US participation, just as 
it would have been naïve for the USSR to expect the United States to believe 
it had no part in supporting and directing the Greek Communist guerillas.”151 
Consequently, the United States could not muster the requisite forces to 
overthrow the regime while maintaining plausible deniability. OPC agent 
Michael Burke lamented: “In the end, it was not possible to do without overt 
air and military support from England and the United States or somewhere. 
You couldn’t do it with just the locals.”152 OPC agent and future head of the 
CIA’s European division, Frank Lindsay, agreed: “The Kremlin wasted 
Philby on Albania. The operation went down the drain because we couldn’t 
maintain security in the DP camps and because the communist security 
apparatus was so damn strong.”153
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Case Study: Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic

America’s covert efforts to overthrow the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Repub-
lic unfolded in a similar manner to its mission in Albania, despite the fact 
that the Ukrainian partisan groups supported by the United States were 
older, larger, and more established than their Albanian counterparts. The 
origin of the Ukrainian partisans dates back to the Ukrainian War of Inde
pendence (1917–21), when Ukrainian nationalists fought Russian, Bolshevik, 
and Polish forces in an effort to establish an independent nation-state. By 
1921, however, the Soviet Union had conquered most of Ukraine, and Poland 
annexed the western regions of Galicia and Volhynia. Ukrainian national-
ists formed several independent underground movements in response, and 
in 1929, these groups merged to form the Organization of Ukrainian Nation-
alists (OUN), with the goal of reclaiming the lost territories and overthrow-
ing the Soviet regime. The 1930s, however, proved disastrous for their 
movement. Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan, implemented between 1928 and 
1932, devastated millions of lives through a policy of forced industrializa-
tion, deportation, and collectivization, and created the largest human-created 
famine in history, with an estimated 3.3 million Ukrainians deliberately 
starved to death in 1932 and 1933.154 The Great Terror of 1937–38 killed an 
additional 300,000 Polish and Ukrainian Soviet citizens within the region.155 
Given the brutality of Soviet rule, many Ukrainian nationalists began to look 
toward Nazi Germany as potential liberators.

In September 1939, Germany and the USSR invaded Poland following a 
secret agreement, known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, between the two 
countries to divide Poland between them. Afterward, Soviet Ukraine rein-
corporated the territories of Galicia and Volhynia. As a result, many Ukrai-
nian fighters who had been arrested by the Polish government were freed 
and then reunited with Ukrainian nationalists from within Soviet Ukraine. 
Two of these nationalists, Mikola Lebed and Stepan Bandera—hard-line 
members of the OUN who had been serving life sentences for their alleged 
role in the assassination of the Polish minister of the interior in 1934—would 
later become prominent.156 Within the OUN, however, tension grew between 
its established leadership and the more radical younger generation of Gali-
cian nationalists. In August 1940, Bandera split from the group, forming a 
new revolutionary faction (OUN-B).157

In the months leading up to Germany’s surprise attack against the Soviet 
Union, OUN-B leader Bandera met with Nazi leaders to establish two Ukrai-
nian battalions to assist the German Army during its invasion, codenamed 
Operation Barbarossa, and accepted 2.5 million marks to fund covert opera-
tions against the USSR.158 Consequently, two Ukrainian battalions fought 
alongside Nazi forces during Germany’s invasion on June 22, 1941. The 
Ukrainian auxiliaries proved to be willing and ready collaborators for the 
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Nazi mass killing program in Eastern Europe. In April 1941, OUN-B propa-
ganda had declared, “Jews in the USSR constitute the most faithful support 
of the Bolshevik regime and vanguard of Muscovite imperialism in 
Ukraine.”159 Likewise, at a July 1941 meeting, OUN-B forces ruled that Jews 
“have to be treated harshly. . . . ​We must finish them off. . . . ​Regarding the 
Jews, we will adopt any methods that lead to their destruction.”160 In the 
days following the German invasion, OUN-B troops launched pogroms 
throughout East Galicia, killing an estimated 12,000 Jewish civilians.161

On June 30, 1941, OUN-B proclaimed an independent Ukrainian state, 
with its capital in Lvov. However, Hitler had never intended for Ukrainian 
“subhumans” to actually achieve independence, and he promptly ordered a 
crackdown on the OUN-B within twenty-four hours.162 Bandera was sent to 
the Sachsenhausen concentration camp.163 Despite their leader’s imprison-
ment, OUN-B continued to survive underground, and consolidated control 
in Western Ukraine and Galicia. During this period, Lebed, OUN-B fighters, 
and other partisan groups around Galicia consolidated their forces into the 
Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA) to fight for Ukrainian independence from 
both the Nazi and Soviet regimes. To create a homogenous Ukrainian state, 
the UPA engaged in widespread terrorism, mass killing, and ethnic cleansing 
against the Polish, German, Soviet, and Jewish populations in the region. 
Their manifesto declared, “Long live greater independent Ukraine without 
Jews, Poles and Germans: Poles behind the San [River], Germans to Berlin, 
Jews to the gallows.”164

One of the UPA’s major targets was the Polish population in Western 
Ukraine. In April 1943, UPA leader Lebed declared that they should “cleanse 
the entire revolutionary territory of the Polish population.”165 The diary of 
a Ukrainian Jew who survived the war by hiding in an attic, Moshe Maltz, 
recounts that “Bandera men . . . ​are not discriminating about who they kill; 
they are gunning down the populations of entire villages. . . . ​Since there are 
hardly any Jews left to kill, the Bandera gangs have turned on the Poles. They 
are literally hacking Poles to pieces. Every day . . . ​you can see the bodies of 
Poles with wires around their necks, floating down the river Bug.”166 In the 
first half of 1943, UPA partisans and Ukrainian peasants murdered 40,000 
Poles in Volhynia. On a single day, July 11, 1943, the UPA killed 10,000 Poles 
in 167 separate locations.167

By July 1944, however, the Red Army returned to the region during its 
westward offensive against Nazi forces. Using arms and munitions left 
behind by the retreating Germans, the UPA redirected their attacks toward 
the Soviets.168 Maltz’s diary notes, “Most of the Bandera gangs, men and 
women, from the villages . . . ​are still hiding out in the woods, armed to the 
teeth, and hold up Soviet soldiers. The Soviets may be the rulers of the towns, 
but the Bandera gangs reign supreme in the surrounding countryside, es-
pecially at night. The Russians . . . ​have their hands full. . . . ​Hardly a day 
passes without a Soviet official being killed.”169 That same month, members 
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of the UPA, OUN-B, and several other nationalist groups came together to 
form the Supreme Ukrainian Liberation Council (UHVR), with the UPA act-
ing as its military branch. The UHVR’s manifesto called for the unity of “all 
leading political elements, irrespective of their ideological convictions or po
litical affiliation, who uphold the political sovereignty of the Ukrainian 
state.”170 By the end of 1945, Soviet sources estimate that the Ukrainian 
nationalists had killed over 30,000 Soviet soldiers and collaborators.171

After the Soviet front passed through Ukraine, approximately 40,000 UHVR 
partisans retreated into the Carpathian Mountains—forces that the United 
States would later look to as the potential source for a major anti-Soviet rebel-
lion.172 American officials first came into direct contact with the UHVR in 
April 1946.173 Over the next few months, the US Strategic Services Unit (SSU) 
and CIC gathered information on the Ukrainian resistance by interviewing 
Ukrainian émigrés within American displaced persons camps.174 Owing to 
the wartime collaboration between Nazi Germany and the Ukrainian parti-
sans, the Gehlen Organization played a decisive role in making many of the 
introductions. One 1947 CIC report notes, “The German Underground [aka 
Gehlen Organization], composed of former HJ [Hitler Youth] Leaders, SS 
[Schutzstaffel paramilitary forces] Officers and other high ranking NSDAP 
[National Socialist German Workers’ Party] members, are working in close 
connection with the Bandera movement, because he holds excellent connec-
tions through his network of agents and informants which are spread through-
out all four zones of occupied Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia, Russia and 
Poland.”175 Another December 1946 analysis declared that “after a thorough 
study of the Ukrainian problem and a comparison of information from several 
sources in Germany, Austria and Rome, source believes that UHVR, UPA and 
OUN-Bandera are the only large and efficient organizations among Ukraini-
ans.”176 Beginning in 1946, American intelligence forces began to use Ukrainians 
in Germany for espionage and counterespionage projects.177

One partisan introduced to American intelligence agencies was Mikola 
Lebed, the leader of the UHVR and chief of the Sluzba Bezpeka (SB), the se-
curity branch of the OUN-B. As mentioned earlier, Lebed had been an early 
and influential member of the OUN-B, had served time for the assassina-
tion of the Polish minister of the interior, and had encouraged the ethnic 
cleansing of Polish civilians in 1943. Indeed, one 1947 CIC report cites sources 
labeling Lebed a “well-known sadist and collaborator of the Germans.”178 
Nevertheless, in February  1947, Lebed approached the CIC about the 
possibility of collaboration. According to the CIC report,

The SB would be willing to offer the CIC the use of its nets in Germany and 
is prepared, upon request, to send agents into Soviet Occupied Europe. In 
support, the SB would expect guarantee of financial aid, assistance in solv-
ing of housing and transportation problems. . . . ​The fact that the SB was be-
ing used by U.S. authorities would be known only to BANDERA, no more 
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than three top agents of the SB, and the U.S. authorities making the contact. 
The agents in the net would continue to work as before, and would not 
know that their information was being forwarded to a U.S. agency.179

The CIC accepted the deal, and US officials moved Lebed and his family to 
Munich to avoid extradition by the Soviet Union.

The CIC got another major break on September 10, 1947, when German 
police alerted them to the presence of foreign fighters near Passau.180 Fear-
ing a Soviet invasion, the CIC formed a search party and located a band of 
men with Soviet uniforms and equipment. According to a CIA history of the 
event, “American troops disarmed and interned a detachment of thirty-five 
soldiers of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA) in the area of Passau. This 
UPA detachment, equipped with machine guns and automatic pistols, suc-
ceeded in forcing its way from the Carpathians through Czechoslovakia via 
Linz (Austria), to Wildernraan near Passau, in four weeks’ time.”181 After in-
terviewing the men for over three weeks, the CIC determined that they 
were members of the UPA that had been sent west to make contact with 
American forces. Along the way, the group reported twenty-two separate 
military engagements, including one that killed the Polish vice minister of 
defense.182

At the same time that the CIC was cultivating these ties with the Ukrai-
nian partisans, Kennan and other American policymakers back in Washing-
ton were developing the doctrine of rollback. In April 1948, a top-secret CIA 
report to the NSC, “Utilization of the Mass of Soviet Refugees in US National 
Interest,” suggested a more aggressive role for these groups:

During the past three years, CIA (and its predecessors) has systematically ex-
plored the potential intelligence value of numerous anti-Communist and 
anti-Soviet groups in Central and Eastern Europe. Contacts have been devel-
oped with the leading groups of the mass of Soviet émigrés, e.g. Ukrainians, 
Georgians, Balts and White Russians. Although these contacts were estab-
lished primarily for the purposes of procuring intelligence on Eastern Europe 
and USSR, sufficient overall information on these groups has been inevita-
bly gathered to permit a sound evaluation of their possible value to the US 
Government for the purposes of propaganda, sabotage and anti-Communist 
political activity.183

Toward this end, the CIA launched Operation AERODYNAMIC in 1948. The 
first stage of AERODYNAMIC involved “the successful establishment of 
courier contact with the resistance movement in the Ukrainian S.S.R.”184 The 
first covert airdrop into Ukraine occurred on September 5, 1949, when two 
Czech pilots in an unmarked C-47 flew from an American airfield in West 
Germany through East Germany, Poland, and into Soviet Ukraine. Although 
detected by Soviet radar, they dropped two partisans into Lvov. Soon after, 
in the words of a declassified CIA history, “The Soviets quickly eliminated 
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the agents.” Nevertheless, the report goes on to note that the “operation 
sparked considerable interest at headquarters and resulted in expanded CIA 
exploitation of the ZPUHVR [Ukrainian Supreme Council of Liberation].”185

Subsequent airdrops proved more successful. Indeed, one CIA report 
found that “the pouches received from the Ukrainian resistance movement 
as late as October 1950 comprise the largest single green of intelligence re-
ports received from inside the USSR in recent years.”186 In October 1950, the 
CIA reported that these couriers had revealed three things:

a.	 A well established and secure underground movement is active today 
in the Ukrainian SSR under the direction of the Ukrainian Supreme 
Council of Liberation (UHVR).

b.	 The UHVR’s Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA) is still capable of ensur-
ing the physical security of the underground’s headquarters and centers 
of political and propaganda activity. In addition, it carries out retaliation 
raids on MVD/MGB and Communist Party installations for morale, ha-
rassment and propaganda purposes.

c.	 Anti-Soviet activities conducted by the civilian elements of the move-
ment include the distribution of a wide variety of printed propaganda 
material, and the expansion of resistance cells throughout the Western 
and Eastern Ukraine.187

With this evidence of a plausible political opposition to support, the CIA de-
termined that “the support, development and exploitation of the Ukrainian 
Underground movement for resistance and intelligence purposes will be in-
creased on a priority basis.”188 OPC director Wisner noted, “In view of the 
extent and activity of the resistance movement in Ukraine, we consider this 
to be a top priority project.”189

One month later, policymakers drew up operational plans calling for “the 
exploitation and expansion of the Ukrainian resistance movement for the 
following purposes, either now or in time of war: a. political and psycho-
logical warfare; b. resistance and guerrilla warfare.”190 To establish a unified 
anti-Soviet émigré front, the United States provided Lebed’s UHVR with 
financial support to create propaganda leaflets, newspapers, radio pro-
grams, and books. At the same time as these American operations, British 
forces ran complementary missions to support Bandera’s OUN.191 Washing-
ton also worked to develop widespread anti-Soviet propaganda aimed at 
creating a unified Ukrainian nationalist movement. For example, one CIA 
proposal was to create an English-language periodical, tentatively titled The 
Nationalist, “to promote Nationalism as an ideological issue designed to 
counter the ideological drive of Soviet Communism.” Toward that end, the 
memo continues:

The Ukrainian nationalist movement in this country and in the world in gen-
eral could be utilized to serve as a spearhead of a drive to counter the Soviet 
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Communist ideology and to rally the forces of true nationalistic ideals on the 
side of the free world. The ideological and social forces behind nationalism 
represents an antithesis of the Soviet Communist ideology which is totali-
tarian and international in its political philosophy. True nationalism puts the 
emphasis on the individual character, of the nation and the country, it repre-
sents the centrifugal forces inherently opposed to the maxims and ideas of 
the Soviet Communist, and for this reason, could be effectively used in coun-
tering the Soviet drive to subvert and alienate the underdeveloped nations 
of the world.192

The second component of AERODYNAMIC was an aggressive offensive ef-
fort to support UHVR partisans within Ukraine. To do so, the OPC would 
“provide support through air drop to enable the resistance to expand its 
organization and potential for OPC-type clandestine activities. This support 
will include provision of such items as medical supplies, sabotage equip-
ment, limited supplies of specialized arms, printing presses, throw-away 
radios, etc.”193 Like the Albanian operation, America’s covert airdrops into 
Ukraine were disastrous, and many partisans lost their lives as a result. Kim 
Philby also played a role in the collapse of this operation. In March 1951, he 
notified Soviet forces that the United States planned to airdrop three teams of 
six men into Ukraine.194 However, as with Albania, Ukrainian partisans con-
tinued to be killed in missions following Philby’s dismissal in July 1951. A 
letter from one of the Ukrainian dissidents in September 1952 explains why:

I regret very much that all my efforts to contact the Leadership have so far 
failed; the efforts to make contact have cost many lives. I am sure you can 
understand my despair when I see couriers returning without success or 
sometimes not returning at all. In the time we have been fighting, the enemy 
has been able to discover the points in the structure of our organization which 
are most vulnerable to attack, and has used every means to paralise [sic] 
contact between different groups of the organization with the purpose of 
neutralizing the organization’s activities. These tactics were well known to 
us but, of course, strength is on the side of the enemy.195

By 1954, the CIA had lost all contact with UHVR forces in Ukraine, and after 
five years of “abortive missions,” the CIA ended AERODYNAMIC’s para-
military efforts.196 A CIA history of the operation concluded, “In the long run, 
the Agency’s effort to penetrate the Iron Curtain using Ukrainian agents was 
ill-fated and tragic.”197

As in Albania, US planners found that the Soviet security forces in Ukraine 
always seemed to be one step ahead of them. Indeed, they were. Archival 
evidence shows that Soviet intelligence officials knew of the Anglo-American 
connections to Ukrainian nationalists as early as 1946. For instance, Histo-
rian Jeffrey Burds uncovered a top-secret letter from the Soviet Deputy 
Minister of Internal Affairs from December 1946 that states,
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The character and direction of OUN espionage demonstrates that their re-
connaissance activity has been incited by foreign intelligence services. Other 
OUN documents and materials [obtained] by intelligence-investigative op-
erations of the MVD SSSR provide grounds for supposing that in its espio-
nage the OUN presently is oriented toward the English and Americans.

I hereby order: 1. Notify all operations personnel in the organs of the Ukrai-
nian MVD that work in the struggle against the OUN rebels is simultaneously 
a struggle against agents of foreign intelligence services.198

This order is noteworthy because it shows that any hope of “plausible deni-
ability” was blown before the mission began, and that Soviet officials already 
associated nationalist movements with American espionage in 1946. This pro-
vides some support for the claims made by Soviet spymaster Pavel Sudopla-
tov that “the origins of the Cold War are closely interwoven with Western 
support for nationalist unrest in the Baltic areas and Western Ukraine.”199 It 
also highlights the difficulty of maintaining the secrecy of a covert opera-
tion against a powerful state like the Soviet Union. In addition to their 
agents in Ukraine, the Soviet Union also maintained an extensive spy net-
work in the American displaced persons camps and among the Ukrainian 
émigré community at large. In the words of Sudoplatov, “There was nothing 
we didn’t know about Ukrainian emigrant organizations and the Bandera 
movement.”200 Owing to these connections, the Soviet NKVD had largely 
eliminated many partisan forces within Ukraine by the time AERODYNAMIC 
got off the ground, suggesting that the covert mission never stood a chance 
of success.

Case Study: Yugoslavia

In the context of the early Cold War, American behavior toward Yugoslavia 
seems like an anomaly. US policymakers never tried to “roll back” Tito’s 
government—unlike every other communist regime in Eastern Europe. What 
was different about Yugoslavia? Contrary to the predictions of the ideologi-
cal and normative theories of regime change, the United States actually sup-
ported Tito in a strategic effort to fracture the Soviet bloc. This section first 
provides a brief background on Yugoslavia, followed by a discussion of the 
reasons why US officials decided not to intervene in this case.

As with Albania and Ukraine, to understand America’s Cold War policy 
in Yugoslavia, one must first look at the political situation within the coun-
try during WWII. The Axis powers conquered Yugoslavia within two weeks 
in April 1941. In response, two major Yugoslavian resistance movements 
quickly emerged to combat the occupying forces: the Yugoslav Partisans, a 
communist group led by Josip Broz Tito, and the Chetniks, a Serbian nation-
alist and pro-monarchy movement.201 Initially the two groups collaborated 
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against the Axis forces; however, they split in 1941 because of their incom-
patible postwar aims. In their bid to establish an independent Serbian state, 
the Chetniks went on to collaborate with both the Italian and German oc-
cupying forces against the Partisans and other non-Serbian groups.202 
Eventually, Tito’s Partisans gained the upper hand in the bloody civil war. 
Over the next four years, the Partisans successfully defeated their Nazi and 
Italian occupiers as well as the fascist puppet regimes in Croatia and Mon-
tenegro. In March 1945, Tito was appointed prime minister of the newly 
liberated state of Yugoslavia.

Given the covert missions that the United States launched in Albania, 
Ukraine, and eleven other places in Eastern Europe, it is reasonable to ex-
pect that American policymakers would want to do the same in Yugoslavia. 
If ideology alone drove US policy, we would expect American policymak-
ers to have targeted Tito’s Communist regime as it did the other communist 
states behind the Iron Curtain. Many of the prerequisites for intervention 
appear to be there. In the “long telegram,” Kennan identified the Yugoslav 
government as a “propaganda machine” whose policies “can be placed exten-
sively at the disposal of the Soviet Union.”203 Likewise, Truman denounced 
Tito for his covert support of communist forces in the Greek Civil War.204 
Additionally, US intelligence agencies spent the years following WWII cul-
tivating similar contacts with anti-Communist Yugoslavian émigré groups 
as they had with other dissident groups throughout Eastern Europe. De-
classified documents from the Nazi War Crime Disclosure Act reveal that 
the CIC, CIA, SIS, and the Gehlen Organization all maintained contact with 
the Serbian Chetniks and former members of the Croatian Ustaša regime 
because of their opposition to Tito’s government.205

Why didn’t American policymakers try to overthrow Yugoslavia? The an-
swer lies in Tito’s relationship with Moscow. Yugoslavia and the USSR re-
mained allies after WWII. Over the next three years, however, tension grew 
between the two regimes. Stalin objected to Tito’s independent foreign pol-
icy, and he criticized Tito for unnecessarily provoking Western powers by 
trying to incorporate Italian territory into Yugoslavia and openly support-
ing the Greek communists during their civil war. The rift deepened in 1948 
when Tito announced that Yugoslavia would be following an independent 
economic plan compared to the rest of the Soviet bloc. In retaliation, the 
Cominform expelled Yugoslavia on June 28.206 This came as a shock to Amer-
ican policymakers. Before the split, many assumed that Eastern European 
communist leaders would always heed Soviet orders. However, Kennan 
quickly realized the diplomatic opportunities that the split offered. Tito’s ex-
pulsion suggested that nationalist interests could trump transnational com-
munist forces; the Soviet bloc was not monolithic. Two days later, he wrote,

A new factor of fundamental and profound significance has been introduced 
into the communist movement by the demonstration that the Kremlin can 
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be successfully defied by one of its own minions. By this act, the aura of mys-
tical omnipotence and infallibility, which has surrounded the Kremlin 
power has been broken. The possibility of defection from Moscow, which has 
heretofore been unthinkable for foreign communist leaders, will from now 
on be present in one form or another in the mind of every one of them.207

What’s more, Kennan felt that the defection could be repeated. The Soviet 
Union was “so overbearing and so cynical” in its treatment of its satellites 
that “conditions are therefore favorable to a concerted effort on our part de-
signed to take advantage of Soviet mistakes and of the rifts that have ap-
peared, and to promote the steady deterioration of the structure of moral in-
fluence by which the authority of the Kremlin has been carried to peoples 
far beyond the reach of Soviet police power.”208

For these reasons, Kennan argued that it was in America’s best interest to 
support Yugoslavia. To do so, the United States provided Tito with suffi-
cient aid to prevent the collapse of his regime while also trying to persuade 
him to abandon his support for Greek communist guerillas. The United 
States also relaxed its trade restrictions with Yugoslavia and offered Marshall 
Plan aid to Tito, war materiel, and munitions—provided they did not 
threaten US security.209 Policymakers later increased their aid in response to 
Stalin’s covert efforts to overthrow Tito’s regime.210 By demonstrating the 
feasibility of a non-Stalinist communist regime, US planners hoped to “fos-
ter a heretical drifting-away process on the part of the satellite states.”211 
Ultimately, they felt that “such a development could conceivably grow to 
the point where there would be two opposing blocs in the Communist 
world—a Stalinist group and a non-conformist faction either loosely allied 
or federated under Tito’s leadership.”212

Contrary to the predictions of many ideological theories of regime change, 
America’s decision to support Tito shows that when its strategic and ideo-
logical interests clashed, strategic interests prevailed. Policymakers clearly 
believed that Yugoslavia was communist. For instance, NSC 58 argued in 
1949, “Yugoslavia’s state philosophy, like that of the U.S.S.R. and its satel-
lites, is Marxism-Leninism. Furthermore, Tito rose to power and retains it by 
sedulous application of the Leninist-Stalinist blueprint for totalitarianism. It 
is only in the third ideological stratum that of subservience to the interests of 
the U.S.S.R. that Tito openly deviates ideologically from the satellites.”213 
However, as long as Yugoslavia remained an adversary to the Soviet Union, 
it could be a potential ally to the United States. Kennan explained, “Much as 
we may dislike him, Tito is presently performing brilliantly in our interests 
in leading successfully and effectively the attack from within the communist 
family on Soviet imperialism. Tito is being perhaps our most precious asset 
in the struggle to contain and weaken Russian expansion. He must be al-
lowed to prove on his own communist terms that an Eastern European 
country can secede from Moscow’s control and still succeed.”214 Subsequent 

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Rolling Back the Iron Curtain

155

US policy reviews affirmed the utility of supporting Tito’s regime. For in-
stance, NSC 174 argued in 1953, “Tito’s establishment of an independent 
communist regime . . . ​has brought valuable assets to the free world in the 
struggle against Soviet power. It proves a standing example of successful 
defiance of the Kremlin and is proof that there is a practical alternative for 
nationalist communist leaders to submission to Soviet control.”215

This chapter first examined the emergence of rollback and the role of covert 
regime change within US grand strategy during the early Cold War. I then 
compared American actions in Albania, the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Re-
public, and Yugoslavia, and found strong support for many of the theoreti-
cal claims developed in chapters 2, 3, and 4.

To begin, the Ukrainian and Albanian cases fulfill this study’s two prereq-
uisites for regime change. By the time of the first interventions, Moscow 
and Washington’s conflicting visions for the region meant that Soviet-
American dispute had reached an impasse. US leaders considered the dis-
pute to be irreconcilable by means short of regime change due to the struc-
ture of the international system and the obstinacy of Soviet leaders. 
Nonetheless, Washington only intervened when policymakers could iden-
tify a plausible political alternative with “reasonable prospects of survival.”216 
When these opposition forces disappeared in the mid-1950s, US planners 
scaled back the objectives of these operations. Covert regime change did not 
resume in Eastern Europe until the 1980s, when the emergence of the Soli-
darity movement in Poland once again provided policymakers with a plau-
sible anti-Soviet group to support.

Second, US leaders opted for regime change because they believed that 
by installing groups with whom they shared a deep mutual interest—namely, 
those countries’ independence from the USSR—they increased the odds that 
the two states would cooperate with the United States in the future. Because 
these groups unambiguously shared America’s primary goal, officials within 
the Truman and Eisenhower administrations were willing to overlook their 
past war crimes and authoritarian tendencies. Interestingly, the extent to 
which US officials actively promoted nationalist groups and nationalist 
beliefs in their propaganda for these missions shows that, although the 
Cold War is often portrayed as a battle between the two great transna-
tional ideologies—communism and liberalism—early US foreign policy 
was premised on harnessing the power of another powerful ideology—
nationalism—in the fight against the Soviet Union.

Third, US policymakers focused on national security concerns during their 
deliberations, specifically the military threat posed by the combined forces 
of the Soviet bloc. Security concerns were paramount in each major policy-
making statement discussed in this chapter: the “long telegram,” the Clifford-
Elsey Report, the Truman Doctrine, as well as NSC reports 10/2, 20/4, 58, 
68, 74, and 5606. The main objective behind these operations was to decrease 
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the military threat posed by the USSR by fracturing the Soviet bloc and 
preventing Soviet control over strategically valuable territory in Eastern 
Europe.

Fourth, the alternative arguments do not offer a persuasive account of 
these missions. Normative accounts cannot explain why the United States 
agreed to promote groups known to have committed human rights viola-
tions or why they were willing to collaborate so closely with former Nazis 
in the process. Rather, strategic concerns dominated normative ones. In the 
words of CIA agent Harry Rositzke, “We knew what we were doing. It was 
a visceral business of using any bastard as long as he was anti-Communist . . . ​
the eagerness or desire to enlist collaborators meant that sure, you didn’t 
look at their credentials too closely.”217 Similarly, ideological accounts cannot 
explain why the United States failed to promote democratic groups during 
these missions or why Washington supported Tito’s communist regime. In-
stead, I argued that communist regimes did not inherently threaten Ameri-
can planners on their own, but Soviet control over these states did. Or in the 
words of CIA director Walter Bedell Smith, “The United States does not fear 
communism if it is not controlled by Moscow and not committed to aggres-
sion.”218 Likewise, in contrast to the rogue CIA hypothesis, Kennan worked 
hard to ensure that the missions had executive approval and that the NSC 
had “specific knowledge of the objectives of every operation and also of the 
procedures and methods employed.”219

Fifth, US policymakers decided to intervene covertly to minimize costs. 
Covert conduct lowered security costs by allowing the United States to de-
flect blame for its actions onto others, eschew entangling commitments to 
its foreign allies, and avoid directly challenging Soviet prestige. As a result, 
US policymakers minimized the chance of military escalation with the So-
viet Union. Moreover, covert conduct allowed the United States to avoid the 
reputational costs that it would have suffered had the unsavory details of 
these operations become publicly known.

Finally, the Albanian and Ukrainian cases illustrate the difficulty of co-
vertly overthrowing a powerful state. All early covert rollback operations 
yielded similar results. The Anglo-American operations in Latvia, Lithua-
nia, and Estonia, introduced earlier, were doomed to failure from the start. 
As early as October 1945, MGB (Russian Ministry for State Security) counter
intelligence officers captured Latvian infiltrators carrying Secret Intelli-
gence Service (SIS) codebooks and radios. Forcing the infiltrators to collab-
orate, the MGB was then able to provide false intelligence and identify the 
time and location of future infiltrations.220 Ultimately, Soviet forces set up 
two fictional resistance movements, which the United States and the United 
Kingdom covertly supported until 1954. The same thing happened in Poland, 
where the United States ran a large covert operation to support another 
partisan group deeply penetrated by Soviet spies, the Freedom and Indepen
dence Movement (WIN Inside). In Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, and the 
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Soviet Union, Soviet forces repeatedly intercepted covert airdrops of parti-
sans, leading one CIA official to remark in 1957, “The path of experience in 
attempts at the legalization of black infiltrated bodies into the USSR has 
been strewn with disaster.”221 Likewise, little came from the covert opera-
tions to support Czech, Slovak, and East German émigré and dissident 
groups in their bids to foment popular revolutions. In summary, as CIA 
agent Rositzke recounted, “These cross-border operations involved enor-
mous resources of technical and documentation support, hundreds of train-
ing officers, thousands of safe-houses, and, above all, hundreds of coura-
geous men who preferred to fight the Russians or the communists rather 
than linger in DP camps or emigrate to Brazil. Scores of agents paid with 
their lives for our concern.”222
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chapter 7

Containment, Coup d’État, and the 
Covert War in Vietnam

They started on me with Diem, you remember? “He was corrupt and 
he ought to be killed.” So we killed him. We all got together and got a 
goddamn bunch of thugs and we went in and assassinated him. Now, 
we’ve really had no political stability since then.

—Lyndon Johnson, February 1, 1966

Whereas the “rollback” operations discussed in the previous chapter aimed 
to weaken the Soviet bloc on its own terrain, “containment” missions sought 
to prevent foreign governments from joining the Soviet camp in the first 
place. Toward this end, Washington launched one overt and twenty-five co-
vert regime changes. Containment was also behind America’s longest and 
bloodiest confrontation of the Cold War—the Vietnam War, a conflict that 
claimed the lives of between 1.2 and 3.2 million Vietnamese as well as 58,220 
Americans.1 This chapter investigates how and why Presidents Eisenhower, 
Kennedy, and Johnson escalated America’s role in Vietnam and the role that 
America’s covert operations in North and South Vietnam between 1954 and 
1964 played in that process. I argue that US leaders launched these opera-
tions in an effort to pave the way for an honorable withdrawal from the re-
gion. Paradoxically, however, the missions had precisely the opposite effect 
of their intentions: rather than strengthening the South Vietnamese state and 
enabling an American pullback, they destabilized the government in Saigon 
and complicated American military efforts in the north.

This chapter proceeds in four parts. First comes a discussion of case selec-
tion and alternative explanations. Next is an analysis of the emergence of the 
containment strategy in Southeast Asia and America’s escalating involve-
ment in Vietnam. The third section details how top-level US policymakers 
debated launching regime changes against North and South Vietnam at five 
key points between 1954 and 1963. Finally, the chapter concludes by investi-
gating why policymakers preferred to conduct these operations covertly and 
why the United States later limited its efforts to overthrow Ho Chi Minh.2
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Case Selection and Alternative Explanations

Over the course of the Cold War, the United States conducted over two dozen 
preventive regime change missions in Western Europe, the Middle East, 
Southeast Asia, and Africa. Although each of these operations is interest
ing, I have chosen to analyze the Vietnamese case in detail because it allows 
me to test several of this project’s predictions.

The case is well suited for process-tracing American behavior because the 
United States gradually escalated its role in Vietnam over two decades. This 
is particularly useful given the potential for selection bias and the problem 
of identifying “negative cases” that often confronts causal arguments.3 If this 
project is correct, the United States should only launch regime changes when 
two conditions are met: (1) It is embroiled in a security-based dispute with 
another state driven by irreconcilable policy preferences, and (2) it can iden-
tify a plausible alternative to the target government. If I were to look only at 
known instances of regime change, these two conditions may occur in every 
case. Logically, however, it does not follow that these two conditions were 
the decisive factor causing the operations. Thus, to avoid “selecting on the 
dependent variable,” it is important that I identify cases where these nec-
essary conditions did not occur. The Vietnamese case allows me to do so 
because on several occasions between 1954 and 1964, Eisenhower and 
Kennedy seriously considered—but ultimately decided against—regime 
change. What accounted for this variation? As my theory would predict, I 
find that the United States only intervened when the conditions on the ground 
precluded it achieving its objectives via means short of regime change, and 
policymakers believed they could identify a plausible alternative to the 
existing regime.

The case also allows us to analyze why American leaders preferred to in-
tervene covertly. For instance, Kennedy preferred to covertly intervene in 
both North and South Vietnam because he believed that it decreased both 
operations’ military, economic, and reputational costs. If the United States 
intervened overtly, Kennedy feared American prestige would be on the line, 
and he would be forced to further escalate America’s military involvement. 
For these same reasons, Johnson ended the modest covert mission that Ken-
nedy had launched against North Vietnam in 1964, after determining that 
the mission’s low odds of success did not warrant the risk that it would com-
plicate America’s efforts to withdraw from the region.

Moreover, the Vietnamese case also allows comparison of the relative 
short-term effectiveness of different covert tactics and types of operations. 
In other words, why are some governments easier to replace than others? 
For instance, why did a hastily arranged coup overthrow South Vietnam’s 
Ngo Dinh Diem in the fall of 1963, whereas covert efforts to build a resis
tance movement in North Vietnam never came close to succeeding? This 
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discrepancy points to the fundamental limitations of covert action. The pre-
ventive operation in South Vietnam succeeded because the coup plotters 
were strong relative to Diem, and the mission was easy to conceal because 
Americans were welcome in the country. By contrast, the offensive opera-
tion in North Vietnam failed because the anti-communist fighters covertly 
backed by the United States were never any match for Hanoi’s powerful se-
curity apparatus, and the United States faced a limit to the amount of covert 
assistance it could provide to them without committing ground troops above 
the 17th parallel. Consequently, more than three-quarters of the agents who 
the United States covertly infiltrated in the north as part of these efforts were 
captured or killed by North Vietnamese forces, and the remaining agents 
went missing in action before they could destabilize Ho’s regime. The cases 
also reveal some of the longer-term impacts of covert interventions. Although 
the quantitative analyses in chapter 4 are useful for identifying the recur-
rent effects of regime change across many cases, often the blowback of 
covert operations is case specific and not easily captured by quantitative 
measures. For instance, although the 1963 US-backed coup in South Viet-
nam successfully overthrew Diem’s government, it still did not produce 
the results that planners had hoped for. Contrary to policymakers’ predic-
tions, the leaders who took over after Diem were unstable, unpredictable, 
and incompetent, which in turn hampered South Vietnam’s ability to de-
fend itself without US assistance and encouraged the Viet Cong to escalate 
their attacks.

The cases also allow us to test the competing explanations. The interven-
tion in South Vietnam is inconsistent with the normative, liberal, and eco-
nomic hypotheses. For one, US actions in South Vietnam clearly violated 
norms of justified intervention by supporting a military coup that targeted 
a long-standing ally. The case also contradicts hypothesis 2b that the United 
States should promote democracy during its regime changes. Throughout 
its dealings with Saigon, American policymakers’ primary concern was to 
ensure that a strong government capable of combating the growing commu-
nist insurgency ruled South Vietnam. For this reason, the United States 
stood by Diem’s autocratic government up until the point that he was deemed 
too self-serving and incompetent for this task, at which point Washington 
switched its support to the generals who overthrew him, in the hopes that 
they would better manage the country’s counterinsurgency efforts. Similarly, 
economic accounts fare poorly in this case. I found no evidence for hypoth-
esis 3a, that the United States intervened to protect the economic interests 
of any specific American multinational corporation. As with all of the case 
studies, however, the case for hypothesis 3b, that the United States inter-
vened to protect its position as the head of a capitalist international order, is 
more complicated. American leaders undoubtedly did not want South Viet-
nam to switch from a Western-oriented capitalist economy to a communist 
one, and these economic interests were part of the reason that the United 
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States was involved in the Southeast Asia in the first place. However, secu-
rity concerns dominated policymaking deliberations, and it was a security-
oriented dispute over Diem’s counterinsurgency efforts—not his economic 
policy—that caused the United States to turn against his regime in 1963.

Scholars continue to debate America’s role in the assassination of South 
Vietnamese Prime Minister Ngo Dinh Diem. Some argue that the coup was 
largely a Vietnamese affair and that the United States did not play a deci-
sive role. Others claim that Kennedy personally did not intend to overthrow 
Diem, but that the CIA, State Department, and America’s ambassador to 
Vietnam, Henry Cabot Lodge Jr., overstepped their bounds by encouraging a 
coup without the president’s approval. Key to this argument is a cable sent 
by State Department officials on August 24, 1963, in which its authors—
Harriman, Hilsman, and Forrestal—appear to give US approval for a coup.4 
At the time, however, Kennedy and other top policymakers were out of town 
on holiday and approved the cable over the phone. As a result, JFK and his 
top advisors appear not to have fully considered its ramifications, leading 
some scholars to claim that the president had not approved of the operation. 
If this account is true, the cable supports a variant of the “rogue CIA” hy-
pothesis in that lower-level government officials are alleged to have launched 
the coup without presidential approval, although the key actors in this case 
were mainly State Department officials, not CIA.

Contrary to this account, however, I argue that Kennedy played a deci-
sive role in the operation. Although mid-level State Department policymak-
ers sent the cable, the president chose not to rescind it, and two months later 
he held multiple high-level meetings to debate the pros and cons of an inter-
vention, and supported a new coup plan. As part of this new operation, US 
officials provided intelligence and logistics to the coup plotters, including 
$42,000 in covert aid through a CIA intermediary on the day of the opera-
tion. This meant that, although Vietnamese generals staged the actual coup, 
the United States was deeply complicit in its plot. Indeed, Robert Kennedy 
said to his brother days before the coup, “I mean it’s different from a coup 
in the Iraq [sic] or [a] South American country; we are so involved in this.”5 
Similarly, Robert McNamara, who served as Secretary of Defense for Ken-
nedy and Johnson, later recalled, “The CIA has often been called a ‘Rogue 
Elephant’ by its critics, but I consider that to be a mischaracterization. 
During my seven years in the Defense Department (and I believe throughout 
the preceding and following administrations), all CIA ‘covert operations’ 
(excluding spying operations) were subject to the approval of the president 
and the secretaries of state and defense, or their representatives. The CIA had 
no authority to act without that approval. So far as I know, it never did.”6 
Nonetheless, although Kennedy was actively involved in the coup plotting, 
I find no evidence that he supported Diem’s assassination. On the contrary, 
JFK appears never to have considered what would happen to Diem or his 
brother after the coup, and he was distressed to hear of their murders.
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The reasons for America’s covert missions in North Vietnam are less con-
troversial. Virtually all scholars agree that the United States intervened for 
strategic reasons—to contain the spread of Soviet and Chinese influence 
into the region, to signal American resolve, and to simply bleed their 
opponents. Instead, academic debate over the causes of the Vietnam War 
focuses on specific details of the case. For instance, some scholars argue 
that US involvement in the war would not have escalated if Kennedy had 
not been assassinated. Others debate whether Johnson knowingly or unin-
tentionally misled the American public with the Gulf of Tonkin Resolu-
tion. This project speaks to these case-specific debates and shows how and 
why America’s covert activities contributed to its decision to escalate 
America’s role in the conflict.

US Foreign Policy and Regime Change in Southeast Asia

At the dawn of the Cold War, Vietnam appeared of little concern to Ameri-
can policymakers. Kennan, for instance, excluded Southeast Asia on his orig-
inal 1948 list of the five vital areas of industrial and military power where 
the United States should focus its efforts to contain the Soviet Union.7 Within 
six years, however, Washington would debate launching a regime change 
in Vietnam. A decade after that, the United States had sent over half a 
million troops to the region. How did this happen? The answer lies in the 
region’s shifting power dynamics brought about by the Second World War, 
the “loss” of China, and the growth of communist forces in North Vietnam. 
This section follows US strategy in Vietnam between 1945 and 1965. After 
first providing a brief background on the conflict, I discuss five separate 
points between 1954 and 1963, when the United States debated launching 
either a preventive mission in South Vietnam or an offensive operation 
against North Vietnam. The section analyzes why US policymakers decided 
against intervention in three of these cases and why they opted for covert 
conduct in the remaining two.

historical background

Vietnam had been part of the larger French colony known as Indochina from 
1887 until the Second World War. Following Nazi Germany’s defeat of France 
in June 1940, Germany installed a puppet regime to rule France, which, in 
turn, ordered French colonial administrators in Indochina to collaborate with 
Germany’s wartime ally, Japan. The result of this political maneuvering was 
that the French colonial administration in Indochina remained intact for most 
of World War II, but Japan directed its policy from behind the scenes.

During the war, several groups of Vietnamese nationalists emerged to 
combat their Japanese occupiers and the French colonial authorities. Of these 
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forces, the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP) was the best prepared for 
an armed confrontation. Under the leadership of Ho Chi Minh and Vo 
Nguyen Giap, ICP fighters infiltrated into the region from China to establish 
underground resistance networks, build secret bases, and gather intelligence. 
In 1941, Ho and Giap joined forces with several non-communist groups to 
form the “League for the Independence of Vietnam” or “Vietminh,” and for 
the next four years, the Vietminh waged a guerilla war against the Japanese 
and the French colonial administration. US intelligence agents in Southeast 
Asia watched these developments with interest, and in early 1945, the 
OSS enlisted Ho to establish an underground intelligence network in Indo-
china and to help rescue allied pilots shot down over China.8 In exchange 
for Ho’s cooperation, the OSS trained Vietminh forces and provided them 
with equipment and weapons.9 The collaboration was largely successful. 
Later, US government documents admitted, “Whatever else he was, Ho was 
a leader and organizer par excellence, an astute manipulator of men. . . . ​
He came to power in North Vietnam under the aegis of the Allies, and by 
popular acclaim.”10

In March 1945, as the Allies appeared poised for victory in Europe, Japan 
feared a direct Allied invasion of Vietnam. In an attempt to retain control, 
Japan expelled the remaining French advisors and established a short-lived 
puppet government known as the Empire of Vietnam, led by Emperor Bao 
Dai. After Japan surrendered in August, however, the Empire of Vietnam 
collapsed, and Vietminh forces quickly moved to fill the power vacuum left 
in its wake. The result, as the Pentagon Papers recount, was that “when the 
allies arrived, the Viet Minh were the de facto government in both North and 
South Vietnam: Ho Chi Minh and his DRV in Hanoi, and an ICP-dominated 
‘Committee of the South’ in Saigon.”11 Nevertheless, the Vietminh’s control 
of Vietnam was similarly short lived. In September 1945, French troops 
returned to reestablish France’s colonial rule. Unable to reach a negotiated 
settlement, the French and Vietminh came to blows in November 1946. The 
conflict degenerated into full-scale war one month later.

Truman opposed France’s bid to reestablish its colonial empire, but he 
hesitated to get directly involved.12 Officials in his administration were 
similarly torn, and US policy during 1947 and 1948 reflects this indecision. 
Despite America’s cooperation with the Vietminh during World War II, Tru-
man ignored at least eight requests from Ho for US support for Vietnamese 
independence.13 At the same time, however, he also rejected French calls for 
financial aid and pushed Paris to grant greater autonomy to Vietnamese 
leaders.14 To avoid committing to either position, Washington deemed the 
“war as fundamentally a matter for French resolution.”15

US policy changed abruptly in 1949 following the “loss” of China to com-
munism, which reignited American fears of Soviet encroachment into South-
east Asia. At the time, however, US policymakers had no indication that the 
Soviet Union intended to intervene. For instance, a State Department report 
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admitted that the “dept. has no evidence of direct link between Ho and 
Moscow.”16 Even if no direct evidence was available, however, the paper 
concluded that the United States should “assume it [a Soviet-Vietminh 
alliance] exists.”17 The Pentagon Papers would later describe American 
policymaking at the time as being

dominated by the tendency to view communism in monolithic terms. The 
Viet Minh was, therefore, seen as part of the Southeast Asia manifestation of 
the worldwide communist expansionary movement. . . . ​This strategic per-
ception of the communist threat was supported by the espousal of the dom-
ino principle: the loss of a single nation in Southeast Asia to communism 
would inexorably lead to the other nations of the area falling under commu-
nist control.18

For these reasons, Truman officially recognized Bao Dai’s regime in Feb-
ruary 1950, despite his wartime collaboration with Imperial Japan.19 After-
ward, US aid to the French war effort grew steadily. In March 1950, Truman 
approved $15 million in military aid for Indochina and $10 million for 
Thailand.20 In 1952, Indochina alone received $100 million per year, and 
by 1953, the United States was paying a full 40  percent of France’s war 
budget in Vietnam.21 Nevertheless, US economic aid failed to turn the tide 
in Vietnam. For, as a CIA history would later recount, “No amount of 
material aid could compensate for anachronistic colonial policies and in-
competent leadership.”22

march–july 1954:  overt intervention  
following french collapse?

Eisenhower first debated regime change during the Dien Bien Phu crisis and 
the subsequent collapse of French rule in Indochina.23 In late 1953, Vietminh 
leader Vo Nguyen Giap laid siege to a French fortress at the remote Vietnam
ese village of Dien Bien Phu. By February 1954, American analysts feared a 
French surrender and began to weigh their options. One potential was for 
the United States to intervene directly in support of the embattled French 
garrison. While seriously considering the possibility, Eisenhower feared a 
direct intervention would bring China into the war and therefore ruled that 
if the United States were to intervene, it would have to do so covertly, and 
“we would have to deny it forever.”24 Doubting the feasibility of such a plan, 
however, Eisenhower decided against a covert intervention, and on May 7, 
1954, France surrendered at Dien Bien Phu. Immediately afterward, Eisen-
hower again faced the question of whether the United States should launch 
an overt regime change to reinstate French rule and prevent the Vietminh 
from consolidating control of the entire country. In preparation, the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff (JCS) developed several operational plans for intervention.25 
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The State Department also drafted a congressional resolution to permit the 
United States to assist its allies “to maintain their authority . . . ​against 
subversive and revolutionary efforts fomented by Communist regimes.”26

Eisenhower, however, decided not to launch an overt regime change, 
fearing that such an action would involve the United States in a protracted 
military conflict. Indeed, as early as 1951, Eisenhower had written in his diary, 
“I am convinced that no military victory is possible in that kind of theater.”27 
Part of his reluctance stemmed from the fact that throughout the crisis, his 
administration carefully monitored US public opinion, which showed 
68 percent opposition to US military involvement.28 Eisenhower therefore 
ruled there was “no possibility whatever of U.S. unilateral intervention in 
Indochina, and we had best face that fact.”29 Instead, he preferred a policy 
that would secure US interests “at the least cost,” and argued, “There are 
plenty of people in Asia, and we can train them to fight well. I don’t see any 
reason for American ground troops to be committed in Indochina.”30 In lieu 
of US troops, his administration instead developed a twofold plan for Viet-
nam: a negotiated settlement in the South and covert warfare in the North.

For the first step, Eisenhower encouraged the French and Vietnamese to 
reach a negotiated armistice. In July 1954, the Geneva Accords did so, by 
effectively partitioning Vietnam into two countries at the 17th  parallel: 
North Vietnam (the Democratic Republic of Vietnam—DRV), controlled by 
the Vietminh and led by Ho Chi Minh, and South Vietnam (the Republic 
of Vietnam—RVN), governed by Emperor Bao Dai. The Accords envisioned 
this partition to be temporary and called for democratic elections in 1956 to 
reunify Vietnam under a single government. Publicly, US officials supported 
the accords; privately, they lamented their results. A Defense Department 
history later concluded, “Its grant of Vietnamese territory above the 17th par-
allel to the communist Ho Chi Minh was a painful reminder of the scari-
fying French defeat by the Viet Minh, the first defeat of a European power 
by Asians (Asian communists at that), a defeat shared by the United States 
to the tune of more than $1.5 billion in economic and military assistance 
granted France and the Associated States of Indochina.”31

While the CIA had been covertly aiding the French war effort since 1950, 
after the accords, Eisenhower escalated covert missions into North Vietnam.32 
On January 21, 1954, Eisenhower shifted the CIA mission to include anti-
communist guerilla warfare in North Vietnam.33 To direct the program, the 
NSC dispatched General Edward Lansdale to South Vietnam to head a team 
known as the Saigon Military Mission (SMM).34 Lansdale’s mission was 
barely off the ground, however, when French colonial rule collapsed, and in 
August 1954, he received a new order. NSC 5429/2 called on the United 
States to “make every possible effort, not openly inconsistent with the U.S. 
government position as to the armistice agreements, to defeat Communist 
subversion and influence and to maintain and support friendly non-
Communist governments” including to “conduct covert operations on a 
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large and effective scale in support of the foregoing policies.”35 Three months 
later, NSC 5429/3 again ordered the United States to “utilize all feasible overt 
and covert means, consistent with a policy of not being provocative of war, 
(at the risk of but not provocative of war) to create discontent and internal 
divisions within each of the Communist-dominated areas of the Far East, and 
to impair their relations with the Soviet Union and with each other.”36

Toward these ends, Eisenhower ordered Lansdale and the SMM to de-
velop a spy ring and underground guerilla network in North Vietnam.37 As 
part of the Geneva Accords, North and South Vietnam had agreed to allow 
a three-hundred-day period where Vietnamese civilians could resettle to 
their preferred region. Lansdale’s first objective was to exploit this period 
and “train, equip, and infiltrate a handful of small paramilitary teams into 
North Vietnam.”38 To establish these networks, the CIA turned to two anti-
communist nationalist groups: the Dai Viet and the Vietnam Nationalist 
Party [aka Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang—VNQDD].39 Each group had a ques-
tionable past. The Dai Viet had collaborated with Japan during World War II, 
and the CIA suspected that members of the VNQDD were reporting US 
actions to the French and Chinese.40 Little came of these initial covert opera-
tions. CIA agent Lucien Conein later recounted:

I recall having about twenty paramilitary stay-behind agents from the 
North . . . ​I continued to send more agents into the North until as late as 
1956. . . . ​Very few of them returned. Several stay-behind agents did transmit 
by radio from the North, but then, suddenly, everything went silent up North. 
It was as if the bottom had fallen out. This was in 1956. It became obvious 
that our agents had been captured, but I never figured out who talked.41

By 1956, Washington’s first round of covert missions into North Vietnam 
ended in failure. Unfortunately for US policymakers, the same cannot be said 
of the Vietminh’s covert efforts in South Vietnam. During the resettlement 
period, Ho ordered 10,000 Vietminh fighters to form an underground net-
work in South Vietnam to “destabilize the fledgling South Vietnamese na-
tion through political agitation and propaganda, and provide the seeds of 
an ‘indigenous’ southern insurgency should Ho order one.”42 These “stay-
behind” fighters later formed the backbone of the Viet Cong that would wage 
an insurgency in South Vietnam from 1959 onward.

Simultaneous with these early covert forays in the North, Eisenhower took 
several steps to strengthen the South Vietnamese state. This was a tall order. 
According to one CIA report, in South Vietnam “there existed neither a sense 
of nationhood nor an indigenous administration.”43 To help overcome these 
problems, the United States pressured Emperor Bao Dai to assume a more 
ceremonial leadership role and to appoint Ngo Dinh Diem as the acting pre-
mier of South Vietnam.44 US planners preferred Diem to Bao Dai because 
of his staunch anti-communism, nationalist credentials, and ability to speak 
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fluent English. Once in power, the US plan called for “Diem to establish a 
government of national union representative of [the] dominant elements on 
the political scene. After bringing some stability to the nation, a Constituent 
Assembly would be called and a constitution drafted to herald the legal de-
throning of Emperor Bao Dai and inauguration of democracy.”45 To protect 
Diem’s new regime, the United States joined several Western states, the Phil-
ippines, and Thailand in forming a mutual defense pact—the Southeast 
Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO)—“to prevent further losses to commu-
nism” in the region and approved a huge political, military, and economic 
aid program for South Vietnam.46 Consequently, the Pentagon calculated, “in 
the years 1955 through 1960, more than $2 billion in aid flowed into Viet-
nam, and more than 80% of that assistance went toward providing security 
for the Government of Vietnam.”47

december 1954–may 1955:  covertly 
overthrow south vietnam?

Despite American policymakers’ initial hopes for Diem, US support for his 
regime waned during the first months of his rule. Shortly after assuming of-
fice, Diem moved to exclude potential rivals from influential roles in his 
regime. However, these moves proved insufficient, and it soon became clear 
that he would face major opposition from various military elites, the Cao 
Dai and Hoa Hao religious sects, and the Binh Xuyen—a group that the Pen-
tagon Papers described as “a fairly sophisticated organization of 6000 big-
time gangsters and river pirates.”48 In November, America’s ambassador to 
Vietnam wrote to the State Department, “Diem, despite his integrity and 
intense patriotism, may not be up for the job. His lack of personality, his 
stubbornness, his narrowness, and dislike of bold action may be greater 
than all support and guidance we give him and a possible successor must 
be sought.”49

In December 1954, US officials first began to call for Diem’s removal. Sent 
to Saigon “to coordinate and direct a program in support of Diem’s govern-
ment,”50 US General J. Lawton Collins wrote to Eisenhower, warning of the 
“lack of unity among Vietnamese and lack of decisive leadership on [the] 
part of Diem.”51 Thus, Collins argued the United States should “consider 
urgently, as [a] possible alternative, the early return of Bao Dai.”52 However, 
State Department officials were reluctant to do so, writing, “We recognize 
the dangers posed by the above policy, but [given] the lack of more useful 
alternatives that we will continue to support Diem, because there is no one 
to take his place who would serve US objectives any better.”53 Secretary of 
State Dulles explained, “We have accepted him because we knew of no one 
better. Developments have confirmed our fear as to his limitations but no 
substitute for him has yet been proposed.”54 Given these conditions, US 
planners decided to “maintain flexible policy and proceed carefully” with 
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respect to Diem, and in January 1955, they began to investigate alternatives 
to his rule.55

The situation reached a breaking point in the spring of 1955. In March, Cao 
Dai and Hoa Hao leaders joined forces, forming a group called the “United 
Front of National Forces” and calling on Diem to form a more representa-
tive government. Meanwhile, armed clashes broke out between the Binh 
Xuyen and paratroopers loyal to Diem. The two sides reached a strained 
ceasefire on March 31, but US officials in Vietnam seriously doubted Diem’s 
ability to maintain stability. Once again, Collins requested that the United 
States consider alternatives to Diem. On April 25, Dulles replied to Collins 
that the matter was being debated “at the highest level,” and that Collins 
“should be prepared for [the] possibility that this might involve some changes 
in relations to Diem.”56 Two days later, Dulles acquiesced, agreeing that the 
“U.S. will consider a change in regime.”57

Before the United States could put any plans in place, however, Diem 
moved against his opponents. On April 28, Diem ordered the National Army 
to attack the Binh Xuyen, and after a nine-hour battle that claimed hundreds 
of lives, he emerged victorious. According to the Pentagon Papers, “Wash-
ington responded with alacrity to Diem’s success, superficial though it was. 
Saigon was told to forget Dulles’s earlier message about US willingness to 
see a change in government. Policy had not changed after all: the United 
States supported Diem. The Saigon embassy burned the first message.”58 
Dulles informed Collins on May 1, “For us at this time to participate in a 
scheme to remove Diem would not only be domestically impractical but also 
highly detrimental [to] our prestige in Asia.”59

Dulles’s rationale for reversing his position on regime change is consis-
tent with my theory. After Diem reestablished control, neither of my theo-
ry’s two necessary conditions were present. For one, Washington’s griev-
ances with Diem at this point were not rooted in him having irreconcilable 
policy differences with the United States—just that he appeared to be los-
ing power to those who did. Although American policymakers would have 
preferred a stronger leader, this project’s second condition—a plausible 
alternative to Diem—also did not exist at the time. As a result, as Dulles 
concluded:

Diem is the only means US sees to save South Vietnam and counteract the 
revolutionary movement underway in Vietnam. US sees no one else who can. 
Whatever US view has been in past, today US must support Diem whole-
heartedly. US must not permit Diem to become another Karensky [sic].

Bao Dai . . . ​had irretrievably lost capacity to be anything but titular head 
of government. . . . ​Cao Dai and Hoa Hao could be used but not Binh 
Xuyen. . . . ​With support (of France and US), Diem could sit on top of revo-
lution. Diem is only force of moderation. . . . ​US was giving funds to sup-
port Vietnamese army and could not see anyone else to give funds to but 
Diem for that purpose.60
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With regime change off the table, the United States continued to back Di-
em’s government for the rest of the decade. For his part, Diem took the op-
portunity to consolidate his power, and cancelled the 1956 national election 
that had been mandated by the Geneva Accords to reunify the country. Con-
trary to common belief, however, Diem did not cancel the elections on 
Washington’s orders. Instead, the Pentagon Papers note, “The U.S. did not—
as is often alleged—connive with Diem to ignore the elections. U.S. State De-
partment records indicate that Diem’s refusal to be bound by the Geneva 
Accords and his opposition to pre-election consultations were at his own ini-
tiative.”61 Nevertheless, the cancelled elections served US interests. The 
1956 elections had long been a source of anxiety in Washington because policy
makers believed that communists were likely to win. If South Vietnam can-
celled the election, however, the communists would be able “to pose as the 
sole champions of national unification,” and “world public opinion and, for 
that matter, domestic opinion would have difficulty in understanding 
why the United States should oppose in Vietnam the democratic procedures 
which it advocated for Korea, Austria, and Germany.”62 Given these conflict-
ing interests, the Eisenhower administration struggled to form a coherent 
policy throughout 1954 and 1955. Before a decision in Washington was made, 
according to Kathryn Statler, “Diem made the choice for the United States 
by refusing to cooperate and ignoring the July 1955 deadline to begin con-
sultations with the North. The Eisenhower administration considered using 
the threat of cutting American aid in order to force Diem to consider con-
sultations, but in the end chose not to. Against its better political instincts, 
but fearful above all of the collapse of the anticommunist government in the 
South, the Eisenhower administration decided to support Diem.”63

With the challenges to his rule temporarily overcome, Diem became an in-
creasingly autocratic and unpopular ruler. Not only was he a Catholic in a 
predominantly Buddhist country, he was also, as the CIA noted, “a hope-
lessly incompetent administrator who always lost the forest in the trees.”64 
General Collins lamented that Diem suffered from an “apparent incapacity 
for creative thinking and planning.”65 Further exacerbating things, Diem was 
deeply suspicious of all elites outside of his immediate family. Instead, he 
turned almost exclusively to family members for advice. Chief among these 
were his brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, and sister-in-law, Madame Nhu—both of 
whom had made many enemies on their own.

Lacking domestic support himself, Diem relied heavily on US aid to re-
tain power. “Up to 1960,” the Defense Department calculated, “Vietnam was 
one of the largest recipients of U.S. economic and military assistance in the 
world: the third ranking non-NATO recipient of aid, [and] the seventh rank-
ing worldwide.”66 A key part of this aid was assistance through the US 
Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) to strengthen the Army of the 
Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) and an internal South Vietnamese security 
force, the Civil Guard. Despite the massive aid, however, South Vietnam’s 
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position continued to deteriorate, and Diem continued to face significant 
internal threats to his rule.67 He barely survived a military coup attempt in 
November  1960, which left him shaken, increasingly paranoid, and even 
more reliant on his brother and sister-in-law for advice.

Hoping to capitalize on Diem’s weakness, the Communist Lao Dong (or 
Vietnamese Workers Party) met in Hanoi in early 1959 and announced its 
intention “to overthrow the ruling power of the imperialists and the feudal-
ists and establish a revolutionary government of the people.” The group 
understood the potential costs of such actions, warning that “because the U.S. 
imperialists are the most warmongering of the imperialists, the uprisings of 
the people in the south has the possibility of becoming a protracted armed 
struggle.”68 In June 1959, communist forces began to smuggle weapons and 
supplies into South Vietnam, using an elaborate camouflaged supply net-
work through Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, known as the “Ho Chi Minh 
Trail.” The consequences were felt immediately. US intelligence reports re-
corded, “2,500 assassinations took place in 1959, more than double the pre-
vious year” and “sabotage, previously localized, became widespread.”69 Ho 
also ordered the Vietminh fighters who had remained behind in South Viet-
nam following the Geneva Accords to unite. On December 20, 1960, they did 
so, forming the National Liberation Front (NLF), or Viet Cong, with the aim 
of launching a “people’s war” to win independence from the “U.S. Imperi-
alists” and “Diem and his clique.”70

january 1961–january 1964:  
covert operations in north vietnam

As one of his last duties in office, Eisenhower’s secretary of defense, Thomas 
Gates Jr., sent General Lansdale back to Vietnam on a fact-finding mission 
to assess the NLF insurgency. Lansdale wrote a twelve-page report on the 
matter, warning that Vietnam was in “critical condition” and in need of 
“emergency treatment.”71 Shortly after Kennedy’s inauguration, JFK’s new 
deputy national security advisor, Walt Rostow, passed this report to Ken-
nedy. JFK was stunned. “Walt, this is going to be the worst one yet,” he 
reflected. “I’ll tell you something. Eisenhower never mentioned the word 
Vietnam to me.”72

Kennedy was quick to act. Within the week, he convened his administra-
tion’s first National Security Council meeting and asked Lansdale to brief 
the council on his findings. Lansdale recommended that the NSC authorize 
a “Basic Counterinsurgency Plan for Vietnam,” which the US embassy in Sai-
gon had recently submitted to deal with the rise in Viet Cong attacks. This 
plan called for the United States to train an additional 20,000 men for the 
ARVN and 38,000 for the Civil Guard.73 Kennedy supported the counterin-
surgency plan but wanted to know what the United States could do to 
weaken the North Vietnamese regime.
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In fact, plans to do that were already underway. Since late 1960, the CIA 
had begun training paramilitary teams to infiltrate North Vietnam. CIA Sta-
tion Chief of Saigon (1959–62) and Chief of the Far East Division (1962–67) 
William Colby later described the objective of these missions: “Our strategy 
had been to just get the framework up there. Just get some kind of frame-
work up there upon which you can build resistance or sabotage, or what
ever you need to do, psychological or whatever.”74 By the time of JFK’s in-
quiry, however, the mission had made little progress. Only four out of eight 
proposed teams had been formed, and none were yet deployed.75 Kennedy 
was dissatisfied. On January 28, he ordered the CIA to send “guerrillas to 
operate in the North.”76 One month later, he checked on the CIA’s efforts and 
once again was displeased with their progress. To speed things up, JFK 
issued NSAM 28 to the director of Central Intelligence, instructing “that we 
make every possible effort to launch guerilla operations in Viet Minh terri-
tory at the earliest possible time.”77

In early 1961, the CIA initiated a program to insert Vietnamese operatives 
into North Vietnam to create an espionage and resistance network. Colby 
modeled the missions after ones that he had run in Norway as an OSS agent 
during the Second World War.78 Colby explained:

Flights left Danang in the dusk headed north with Vietnamese trained and 
equipped to land in isolated areas, make cautious contact with their former 
home villages and begin building networks there. Boats went up the coast 
to land others on the beaches, and we started leaflet drops and radio pro-
grams designed to raise questions in North Vietnamese homes about their 
sons being sent to South Vietnam to fight and about the vices of communist 
rule.79

To maintain plausible deniability of America’s role in the operations, 
agents were airdropped into the country from a small airline created by the 
CIA and manned by Nationalist Chinese aircrews known as Vietnamese Air 
Transport.80 Yet, not everyone on the American side was convinced of the 
wisdom of such operations. In spring 1961, for instance, Robert Myers, who 
headed the Far East Division’s North Vietnam Task Force, questioned Colby 
whether the US-backed forces stood a chance against Ho Chi Minh’s regime, 
having seen similar operations fail in China in the 1950s.81 According to a CIA 
history, “Colby disagreed, arguing that suitable safe areas could be found, 
at last in lightly populated areas where black teams could set up reasonably 
secure bases.”82

The CIA’s first infiltrations succeeded—to an extent. In March and Febru-
ary 1961, the CIA infiltrated two singleton agents into North Vietnam by sea, 
and a team of four, code-named ATLAS, by air. According to CIA records, 
the singleton agent infiltrated by sea in March “stayed four days, observing 
communist police controls and ‘various minor military installations.’ Still 
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using fabricated documentation, he took a bus south to Vinh Linh, then 
walked to the Ben Hal River, crossing back into South Vietnam, apparently 
again under cover of darkness.”83 Encouraged by this initial success, the CIA 
inserted another Vietnamese agent in April 1961. After recruiting his brother, 
this agent “dispatched the first of an initial series of 23 messages that in-
augurated the longest and most prolific radio correspondence from any 
penetration of the North run either by CIA or by its successor, the Special 
Operations Group of the Military Assistance Command Vietnam (MACV).”84 
Unfortunately for the CIA, however, these early infiltrations would be 
the high point of the program.

Subsequent air and sea drops failed entirely. Agent after agent was killed 
in action, went missing, or was captured by North Vietnamese forces. By the 
end of 1963, four teams—code-named REMUS, TOURBILLON, BELL, and 
EASY—and the singleton agent inserted in February  1961, code-named 
ARES, were still reporting from North Vietnam. However, the reporting from 
these groups was sporadic, and some of their CIA handlers began to ques-
tion whether North Vietnamese forces had compromised them.85 Indeed, 
these suspicions were confirmed by a 1968 MACVSOG study that found 
that all of the groups still reporting from North Vietnam had been captured 
by North Vietnamese forces and were acting as double agents.86 Of the at 
least 250 individuals sent into North Vietnam between 1961 and 1963, rec
ords suggest that the CIA only exfiltrated one (and that agent had completed 
only four days of cursory intelligence collection).87 All others failed. Of those 
whose records are available, North Vietnamese security forces captured 
roughly two-thirds; 20  percent disappeared without explanation; and 
10 percent died in action.88 This pattern continued for America’s infiltration 
missions into the North until they were eventually cancelled in 1968. All told, 
over five hundred agents were lost in the fiasco.89

Given this poor record, it did not take long for US officials began to ques-
tion the wisdom of the infiltrations. In October 1961, Lansdale complained 
that the entire CIA effort lacked cohesion and purpose, writing:

Consideration should be given to a longer-range policy towards North Viet-
nam. If the Communists can wage subversive war to capture a country, then 
it is high time that we paid them in the same coin. Admittedly, it is a long 
and arduous task to free a country behind the Iron or Bamboo Curtain. But, 
if our objective was to create a situation akin to that in Hungary, and then be 
prepared to help, with the end objective of uniting Viet-Nam again under a 
Free Government, there would be a considerably larger program to be 
planned for actions against North Vietnam.90

After several more failures, CIA headquarters began to demand that its 
agents in Saigon improve operational security. Despite their poor record, 
however, some CIA field agents were optimistic that the mission could be 
salvaged. A typical CIA cable to headquarters from this time declared:
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We [are] not locating, recruiting, training, dispatching and directing . . . ​teams 
[merely] to obtain low level or even high level [order of battle intelligence]. . . . ​
[We] have emphasized potential resistance, contacts with families to build 
up Intel assets, examination of potential harassment targets such as roads, 
reports of political controls, attitude of population, etc.91

As the infiltration effort was getting off the ground in the spring of 1961, 
however, events back in Washington brought the future of the CIA program 
into question. In April 1961, the CIA launched the ill-fated Bay of Pigs inva-
sion of Cuba. The mission’s disastrous results incensed Kennedy, who had 
campaigned heavily on Cuba during the 1960 election, and he blamed the 
CIA in large part for the invasion’s failure. CIA Director Allen Dulles, Dep-
uty Director Charles Cabell, and Deputy Director of Plans Richard Bissell 
were forced to resign, and in June 1961, Kennedy signed three executive 
orders—NSAMs 55, 56, and 57—curtailing the CIA’s role in paramilitary op-
erations by shifting responsibility for the conduct of large unconventional 
covert programs from the CIA to the Pentagon.92 This process, known as Op-
eration Switchback, gradually transferred control of various CIA opera-
tions in Vietnam to a newly created DOD joint-service command known as 
Military Assistance Command Vietnam (MACV). In practice, this meant that 
the CIA would continue to run its covert programs in North Vietnam dur-
ing the 1961–63 period, at which point they would be handed over to the 
Pentagon.

With the infiltrations making little progress, in December 1962, Colby deci
ded to shift the focus of US efforts to psychological warfare. He explained, 
“The agent operations did not work. It was my thesis that if we worked 
reasonably hard on psychological operations, which included radios and 
things like that, you could have an impact because the communists are so 
hyper about the danger of resistance that if you suggest that there was any 
opposition group within their ranks, it would drive them crazy.”93 Toward 
this end, US agents launched an extensive effort to use leaflets, fake radio 
programming, forged documents, and the creation of a fictitious resistance 
movement, the Sacred Sword of the Patriots League (SSPL) to convince North 
Vietnamese civilians that there was an active resistance movement within 
their country and to serve as a cover for US and South Vietnamese actions.94 
In March 1963, CIA officer Herbert Weisshart was sent to Saigon to help es-
tablish the SSPL based on his experiences running psychological warfare 
operations in China during the 1950s.95 According to declassified reports, the 
back story for the SSPL was that they were “a group of dissident, national-
istic Vietnamese striving to free their beleaguered country from the grip of 
all that oppress her” and that the group was formed in April 1953 by a group 
of former Vietminh led by Le Quoc Hung, who opposed both communist 
and foreign rule for their country and sought its eventual liberation.96 As 
part of this effort, the CIA airdropped a variety of leaflets and small gifts 

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



chapter 7

emblazoned with the SSPL logo into North Vietnam.97 Psychological war-
fare infiltration teams were also airdropped into the country in the second 
half of 1963 to “spread SSPL leaflets while collecting intelligence and hit-
ting sabotage targets.”98 As with the early infiltration efforts, however, 
most teams were never heard from again.99 Thus, the situation by the end 
of 1963, when the CIA was to turn operations over to the Pentagon as part 
of Operation Switchback, was bleak. After three years of operations, the CIA 
had not made any significant progress toward establishing guerilla resis
tance in the country.

What accounts for the persistence of the failed CIA covert campaign in 
North Vietnam between 1961 and 1963? A subsequent CIA review points to 
three things. First, “the short, easy answer—and one with a good deal of 
force—is that the CIA had to do something to respond, first to the original 
Kennedy mandate in the spring of 1961, and then to pressures that increased 
in proportion to the decline of South Vietnamese fortunes in 1963.”100 
Second, the CIA had few alternatives. Without a large resistance group in 
North Vietnam to support, and facing tight border security, air and sea infil-
trations were the only way to get into the north. Further complicating efforts, 
the CIA relied on South Vietnamese intelligence to recruit the agents to be 
infiltrated north, which raised questions about their reliability.101 Weisshart 
later explained this failure: “[We] were never invited in, there was no resis
tance up there. . . . ​There was no one to hook up with and start a resistance 
operation. Certainly it was not possible in terms of the way we were trying 
to do it.”102 Finally, the report notes that infiltrations were simply standard 
practice in the CIA. Colby and others in the agency had gotten their posi-
tions of leadership based on their experience on OSS paramilitary operations 
against Nazi Germany. As a result, a CIA history recounts, there existed, “a 
managerial mindset in the Directorate of Plans (DDP) that almost reflex-
ively applied the techniques of World War II partisan warfare to denied-
area operations in the Cold War. . . . ​[Many agents] were aware of the slim 
results produced by the teams infiltrated into Eastern Europe and the Soviet 
Union, in the early years of the Cold War, and then into China and North 
Korea, but they accepted this modus operandi as ‘the way we do things.’ ”103 
In that regard, the failure of the infiltration missions should not have sur-
prised the CIA. Indeed, Colby would later acknowledge, “You know we 
got involved in supporting a Polish resistance organization that turned out 
to be totally manipulated. The East Germans have said that many of our so-
called agents were really being run by them. The Cubans have recently said 
the same. So [North Vietnam] isn’t a novel situation.”104

january–december 1961:  
covertly overthrow south vietnam?

Kennedy took office during a period of growing turmoil in South Vietnam. 
The Viet Cong, multiple political factions, religious sects, and disgruntled 
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military officers all had Diem in their sights. Many US planners considered 
Diem stubborn and inept, but they could not identify a better alternative. 
As a result, Kennedy continued Washington’s tense but supportive relation-
ship with Saigon. Shortly after taking office, JFK authorized $28.4 million to 
expand the South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) and $12.7 million to increase 
the size of Diem’s Civil Guard.105 He increased this support on April 29 by 
approving NSAM 52, which called for “a series of mutually supporting ac-
tions of a military, political, economic, psychological and covert character” 
to bolster South Vietnam’s internal security.106 As part of this program, JFK 
ordered additional US military advisors sent to Vietnam to help train the 
ARVN, the Civil Guard, and Special Forces, causing the number of US ad-
visors to grow from 685 in 1959 to more than 11,000 in 1962.107 During this 
same period, US aid grew from $59 million to $140 million.108

As US aid to South Vietnam grew, however, many US officials began to 
question the wisdom of backing Diem. He was seen as unpopular, aloof, 
and incompetent. One CIA report noted, “Diem never placed real impor-
tance on winning the voluntary allegiance of the peasantry, and his own 
sporadic efforts with Nhu to mobilize the population against the Commu-
nists were clumsy and halfhearted.”109 Moreover, Diem’s efforts to insulate 
himself from another coup were inhibiting the MAAG-ARVN’s fight against 
the Viet Cong insurgency.110 A declassified CIA history recounted, “Like 
any authoritarian ruler, Diem fully understood the potential of his security 
services to be used against him by ambitious or disgruntled underlings, 
and he chose their leaders with attention more to personal loyalty than 
to competence.”111 This frustrated US military planners, who argued that 
Diem’s actions were reducing ARVN effectiveness and thus aiding the Viet 
Cong insurgency.

In Washington, calls to overthrow Diem mounted throughout 1961. Ken-
nedy’s trusted advisor John Kenneth Galbraith reasoned, “The only solution 
must be to drop Diem. . . . ​It is a cliché that there is no alternative to Diem’s 
regime. . . . ​This is an optical illusion arising from the fact that the eye is fixed 
on the visible figures. It is a better rule that nothing succeeds like succes-
sors.”112 Likewise, Rostow warned, “Diem’s practices, intended to guard him 
against a military coup, thus help create frustrations driving the military to 
stage one. The vicious circle needs to be broken. It could be broken by a suc-
cessful coup against Diem, but for us to encourage one would involve grave 
risks.”113 To prepare for the possibility of a coup, the State Department asked 
the embassy in Saigon to provide it with a list of the plausible alternatives 
to Diem.114

Even so, Diem survived these challenges. Faced with the choice of launch-
ing a coup or increasing the US support to Diem, the president chose the 
latter. Kennedy based this decision, in mid-November 1961, on recommen-
dations provided to him by General Maxwell Taylor, whom he had sent on 
a fact-finding mission to Vietnam. Taylor made several arguments against 
the coup. For one, he did not believe the United States had identified a 
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plausible alternative to Diem, and thus “it would be dangerous for us to 
engineer a coup under present tense circumstances, since it is by no means 
certain that we could control its consequences and potentialities for Com-
munist exploitation.”115 Furthermore, he wrote, “Engineering or backing a 
coup involves large risks in both the local situation and in the broader 
framework of world opinion. It is not something we do well.”116 Addition-
ally, Taylor did not believe that America’s dispute with Diem was irrecon-
cilable. Instead, he maintained, “We are convinced that a part of the com-
plaint about Diem’s administrative methods conceals a lack of first-rate 
executives who can get things done. . . . ​The proposed strategy of limited 
partnership is designed both to force clear delegation of authority in key 
areas and to beef up Vietnamese administration until they can surface and 
develop the men to take over.”117 The logical end of these arguments was 
that rather than overthrowing Diem, the United States increased its support 
for his government.

On November 22, 1961, Kennedy ordered the United States “to join the 
Viet-Nam government in a sharply increased joint effort to avoid a further 
deterioration of the situation in South Vietnam.”118 One month later, Wash-
ington launched “Operation Beef-Up,” dramatically increasing US financial 
and military aid to Diem. Paradoxically, every time Kennedy increased 
America’s involvement in South Vietnam, he asserted that his ultimate ob-
jective was to withdraw US forces. The result, according to one CIA memo 
in January 1963, is that “the war remains a slowly escalating stalemate.”119 
As the president fumbled to find a way out of Vietnam, one potential path-
way appeared on January 19, 1963, when US military planners submitted 
the “Comprehensive Three Year Plan for South Vietnam” to the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff. It called for a temporary buildup of US military assistance to enable 
the “Vietnamization” of the war effort. To strengthen the ARVN, the United 
States would prove $405 million in military aid in 1963 and 1964, and $673 
between 1965 and 1968. Strengthening the ARVN, in turn, would allow the 
United States to reduce the number of US military advisors in Vietnam from 
12,200 in 1965 to 1,500 in 1968.120

may–november 1963:  covertly overthrow south vietnam?

American plans to draw down forces were overtaken by events. Two days 
after Kennedy’s foreign policy team met to settle the details of the “U.S. Com-
prehensive Plan South Vietnam,” a major crisis broke out in South Vietnam.121 
On May 8, 1963, ARVN forces opened fire on Buddhist civilians protesting 
against a governmental ban on flying religious flags. Nine Buddhists died. 
Diem, a staunch Roman Catholic, denied the government’s role, instead blam-
ing the Viet Cong for the attack.122 The claim was implausible, and tension 
rose between Diem’s regime and the predominantly Buddhist population. 
“By June it was clear that the regime was confronted not with a dissident 
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religious minority, but with a grave crisis of public confidence,” the Pen-
tagon Papers explained. “The Buddhist protest had become a vehicle for 
mobilizing the widespread popular resentment of an arbitrary and often 
oppressive rule.”123

The Buddhist uprising caught Kennedy off guard. International audiences 
overwhelmingly sided with the Buddhists, particularly after the New York 
Times published disturbing images of a monk self-immolating in protest of 
Diem’s anti-Buddhist policies. Washington urged Diem to address the situ-
ation. The Pentagon Papers note, “The U.S. made repeated attempts to per-
suade Diem to redress the Buddhist grievances, to repair his public image, 
and to win back public support. The Ngos were unwilling to bend. Diem, in 
true mandarin [sic] style, was preoccupied with questions of face and 
survival—not popular support.”124 US planners viewed Diem’s brother, Ngo 
Dinh Nhu, as one of the main obstacles to resolving the crisis, as noted in a 
July 1963 CIA report:

In the negotiations with the Buddhists, Nhu urged his brother to take a firm 
line and is, by his own statement, wholly out of sympathy with the conces-
sions made. On the basis of past performance, we think it unlikely that he 
will help to implement the settlement; his influence on Diem will be rather 
in the direction of delaying and hedging on commitments, a tendency to 
which Diem himself is already disposed.125

The behavior of Diem’s sister-in-law, Madame Nhu, was perhaps even more 
problematic. A CIA history noted, “If Nhu’s behavior suggested paranoia, 
his wife showed signs of megalomania.”126 Known as the “Dragon Lady,” 
Madame Nhu stirred tensions further after writing that she would “clap 
hands at seeing another monk barbecue show, for one cannot be responsi-
ble for the madness of others.”127

Frustrated with Saigon’s intransigence, the United States decided to take 
a harder line with Diem. Kennedy replaced America’s ambassador to South 
Vietnam, Fredrick Nolting, whom he viewed as too conciliatory toward 
Diem, with Henry Cabot Lodge Jr., a hard-line Republican. During Lodge’s 
introductory tour, however, the already tenuous situation in South Vietnam 
unraveled. On August 21, Diem declared martial law, allegedly in response 
to Buddhist protests. The next day, his brother Nhu launched a major syn-
chronized attack, using ARVN troops, against Buddhist pagodas through-
out South Vietnam. Nhu’s forces arrested 1,400 monks and wounded at least 
30.128 These attacks, the Pentagon Papers recount, were “a direct, impudent 
slap in the face for the U.S. Nhu expected that in crushing the Buddhists he 
could confront the new U.S. Ambassador with a fait accompli in which the 
U.S. would complainingly acquiesce, as we had in so many of the regime’s 
actions which we opposed.”129 For many US policymakers, these acts were 
the final straw.
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Disgruntled Vietnamese military leaders had first told CIA agent Lucien 
Conein on July 8 that there was discussion of a military coup against Diem.130 
Washington’s response at the time, however, was noncommittal, and the 
coup plotters backed down.131 Following the pagoda raids, however, several 
Vietnamese generals approached their American contacts again to ask what 
the US position would be toward a military coup. Seeking advice, Ambas-
sador Lodge cabled Washington on August 24: “Suggestion has been made 
that U.S. has only to indicate to ‘Generals’ that it would be happy to see Diem 
and/or Nhus go, and deed would be done.”132 Nevertheless, he was hesi-
tant. “Situation at this time does not call for that, in my judgment, and I 
believe we should bide our time, continuing to watch situation closely.”133

Lodge’s cable arrived in Washington on Memorial Day weekend, when 
many top policymakers were out of town. As a result, mid-level State De-
partment officials—W. Averell Harriman, Roger Hilsman, and Michael 
Forrestal—drafted a cable in reply. Afterward, Forrestal called Kennedy, who 
was vacationing at the time, for approval. “Can’t we wait until Monday, 
when everybody is back?” Kennedy asked.134 Forrestal replied that they 
“really want to get this thing out right away.” Kennedy replied, “Well, go 
and see if you can get it cleared.” With this go-ahead, Harriman and Hils-
man contacted George Ball, Dean Rusk, Roswell Gilpatric, and representa-
tives of the Defense Department and CIA for their approval. Each agreed. 
Rusk replied, “Well, go ahead. If the president understood the implications, 
[I] would give a green light.” According to historian Howard Jones, “The 
most noteworthy feature of this bizarre decision-making process was that 
no one made a decision but merely signed off on one that they all thought 
someone else had made.”135 Consequently, many cite this message, Cable 
243, as the key piece of evidence that Kennedy was not intimately involved 
in the coup. It stated:

It is now clear that whether military proposed martial law or whether Nhu 
tricked them into it, Nhu took advantage of its imposition to smash pagodas 
with police. . . . ​Also clear that Nhu has maneuvered himself into a command-
ing position. U.S. government cannot tolerate position in which power lies 
in Nhu’s hands. Diem must be given chance of removing Nhu and his cote-
rie and replace them with best military and political personalities available. 
If, in spite of all your efforts, Diem remains obdurate and refuses, we must 
face the possibility that Diem himself cannot be preserved. . . . ​We must at 
the same time tell key military leaders that U.S. would find it impossible to 
continue to support GVN [government of South Vietnam] militarily and 
economically unless above steps are taken immediately which we recognize 
requires removal of the Nhus from the scene.136

Harriman, Hilsman, and Forrestal sent Cable 243 on Saturday, August 24, 
1963. At a White House meeting the following Monday morning, Kennedy 
was surprised to find his top foreign policy staff at odds over the weekend’s 
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developments. Neither Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara nor Direc-
tor of Central Intelligence John McCone had seen Cable 243. Secretary of 
State Dean Rusk and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Maxwell 
Taylor had each signed off on it, but based on the assumption that the pres-
ident had already approved it.

Although Kennedy was displeased with the State Department for its 
handling of Cable 243, he chose not to retract it. Before the United States pro-
ceeded, however, he wanted more information on the plot.137 JFK reiterated 
these points during meetings on Wednesday: “We should ask Ambassador 
Lodge and General Harkins how we can build up military forces which 
would carry out a coup.”138 The next day, Lodge and Harkins each indicated 
that they thought the war was unwinnable with Diem as premier. “Any 
course is risky, and no action at all is riskiest of all,” Lodge replied.139 “We 
are launched on a course from which there is no respectable turning back: 
The overthrow of the Diem government. There is no turning back in part 
because U.S. prestige is already publicly committed to this end in large mea
sure and will become more so as facts leak out. . . . ​We should proceed to 
make all-out effort to get Generals to move promptly.”140 Harkins was more 
hesitant. He preferred simultaneously supporting the generals’ plans and 
giving Diem an ultimatum to remove Nhu from power. However, he noted 
that the generals would “not move without U.S. support and until detailed 
practical plans are drawn, and forces aligned.”141

When deciding whether to support the coup, US policymakers focused 
on two things: (1) the probability that the coup plotters’ plan would succeed, 
and (2) whether the generals offered a plausible political alternative to Diem. 
For example, in a cable to Saigon, Rusk told Lodge, “The USG [United States 
government] supports the movement to eliminate the Nhus from the gov-
ernment, but that before arriving at specific understandings with the Gen-
erals, General Harkins must know who are involved, resources available to 
them and overall plan for coup. The USG will support a coup which has 
good chance of succeeding.”142 To evaluate the plausibility of Diem’s alter-
natives, Kennedy asked for biographies of the Vietnamese generals and an 
official assessment of which ARVN military units would likely side with the 
generals during the coup.143

In contrast to the rogue CIA hypothesis, Kennedy was intimately involved 
throughout the deliberations. In fact, he personally cabled Lodge that night, 
saying, “I have approved all the messages you are receiving from others 
today, and I emphasize that everything in these messages has my full sup-
port. We will do all that we can to help you conclude this operation success-
fully.”144 He continued, “Until the very moment of the go signal for the op-
eration by the Generals, I must reserve a contingent right to change course 
and reverse previous instructions. While fully aware of your assessment of 
the consequences of such a reversal, I know from experience that failure is 
more destructive than an appearance of indecision.”145
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Despite support from Washington, the coup was losing momentum. 
CIA agents reported that the Vietnamese generals were being noncommit-
tal during meetings throughout the last week of August.146 For their part, 
the generals feared that the United States would sell them out to Nhu, and 
they therefore wanted the United States to demonstrate its commitment by 
cutting off aid to Diem’s regime.147 US policymakers were reluctant to do 
so, fearing that if they cut aid prematurely, Nhu would recognize the sig-
nal and move against the plotters.148 Kennedy instead authorized Lodge 
to cut US aid when he saw fit.149 Still, the generals hesitated. The National 
Security Council concurred on August 30: “All agreed that from the evi-
dence now available it looked as if the Generals were either backing off 
or were wallowing.”150 Rusk told Lodge the plotters seemed to have “no 
plan and little momentum” and recommended that the United States de-
velop contingency plans. “Obviously, an abortive effort inspired by or 
attributed to the United States will be disastrous.”151 Finally, on Au-
gust 31, CIA agents in Saigon cabled Washington: “This particular coup 
is finished. . . . ​Generals did not feel ready and did not have sufficient 
balance of forces.”152

After the August coup flamed out, policymakers were divided about how 
to proceed. According to the Pentagon Papers, “a month-long policy review 
took place in Washington and in Vietnam. It was fundamentally a search for 
alternatives.” On the one side, “the military and the CIA both in Saigon and 
Washington” saw no “realistic alternatives to Diem.” On the other side, the 
White House staff, embassy staff, and State Department felt “the war against 
the VC would not possibly be won with Diem in power and preferred there-
fore to push for a coup of some kind.”153 To overcome this impasse, Kennedy 
authorized two fact-finding missions to South Vietnam. The first, headed by 
General Victor Krulak and the State Department’s Joseph Mendenhall, was 
inconclusive; Krulak and Mendenhall came to diametrically opposed con-
clusions about the situation in Vietnam.154 The second, headed by Secretary 
McNamara and General Taylor, was more consistent.

The McNamara-Taylor Report, submitted on October 2, evaluated the 
viability of a coup. While agreeing that Diem had been a major impedi-
ment to the US war effort, the report noted, “The prospects that a replace-
ment regime would be an improvement appear to be about 50–50.”155 
Thus, the lack of a plausible alternative to Diem led them to advise against 
a coup:

Obviously, clear and explicit U.S. support could make a great difference to 
the chances of a coup. However, at the present time we lack a clear picture of 
what acceptable individuals might be brought to the point of action, or what 
kind of government might emerge. We therefore need an intensive clandes-
tine effort, under the Ambassador’s direction, to establish necessary contacts 
to allow the U.S. to continuously appraise coup prospects. If and when we 
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have a better picture, the choice will still remain difficult whether we would 
prefer to take our chances on a spontaneous coup (assuming some action by 
Diem and Nhu would trigger it) or to risk U.S. prestige and having the U.S. 
hand show with a coup group which appeared likely to be a better alterna-
tive government.156

In place of a coup, McNamara and Taylor recommended several measures 
to pressure Diem into complying with US wishes. Of these, “the most power
ful instrument at our disposal is the control of military and economic 
aid.”157 Kennedy quickly adopted the recommendations, and issued a press 
release announcing the withdrawal of 1,000 US personnel.158

The next day, the generals approached their CIA contacts about the pos-
sibility of a coup.159 Kennedy’s foreign policy team once again met on Octo-
ber 5 to debate whether to support the generals’ plans.160 Ultimately, they 
decided to stick with the McNamara-Taylor plan, wiring to Lodge, “Presi-
dent today approved recommendation that no initiative should now be taken 
to give any active covert encouragement to a coup. There should, however, 
be urgent covert effort . . . ​to identify and build contacts with possible al-
ternative leadership as and when it appears.”161 That same day, CIA agent 
Lucien Conein met with the leader of the plotters, General Duong Van 
Minh, who requested clarification of the US position.162 Washington 
obliged him, saying, “U.S. will not thwart such a move if it offers prospects 
of a more effective fight against the VC. Security and deniability of all con-
tacts is paramount.”163

On October 23, CIA agent Conein once again met with the generals, who 
informed him that the coup was imminent. Two days later, Ambassador 
Lodge cabled Washington in support of the plan. Lodge argued that no new 
government could “bungle and stumble as much as the present one has.”164 
Even if the coup failed, he said, “our involvement to date through Conein 
[makes the US role] within the realm of plausible denial.”165 Kennedy, how-
ever, was hesitant to support the coup unless it would succeed. He had 
Bundy cable Lodge, “We are particularly concerned about hazard that an un-
successful coup, however carefully we avoid direct engagement, will be 
laid at our door by public opinion almost everywhere. Therefore, while shar-
ing your view that we should not be in position of thwarting coup, we 
would like to have option of judging and warning on any plan with poor 
prospects of success.”166

Lodge cabled back, “We believe balance would tip in favor of coup group 
in event. . . . ​Chances of this would be greatly enhanced if at critical juncture 
U.S. publicly announced that all aid through the Diem government had 
ceased. . . . ​However, believe I should have standby authority to make dec-
laration to this effect, implying termination of aid to present GVN [govern-
ment of Vietnam] if in my judgment it is necessary to success coup.”167 Once 
again, on October 29, Kennedy’s team met to debate the coup. Key to the 
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debate was the balance of forces between the coup plotters and Diem. Based 
on CIA estimates, Colby noted, “The key units come out about even. There’s 
enough, in other words, to have a good fight.”168 Kennedy hesitated, say-
ing, “The burden of proof should be on the coup promoters to show that they 
can overthrow the Diem government.”169

Although still expressing reservations, Kennedy made the crucial decision 
to defer authority to Lodge. On October 30, Bundy cabled Lodge, “We do 
not accept as a basis for US policy that we have no power to delay or dis-
courage a coup. In your paragraph 12 you say that if you were convinced 
that the coup was going to fail you would of course do everything you could 
to stop it. We believe that on this basis you should do everything you can 
to stop or delay any operation, which in your best judgment, does not give 
better than even prospect of success.”170

With this action, Kennedy effectively approved the coup. He knew that 
the coup was imminent and that Lodge strongly favored it. Thus, by leav-
ing the decision up to Lodge to estimate whether the coup’s odds of success 
were sufficiently high to justify continued US support, he essentially gave 
Lodge permission to proceed. Indeed, Kennedy acknowledged this point 
four days after the coup: “While this was a Vietnamese effort, our own ac-
tions made it clear that we wanted improvements, and when these were not 
forthcoming from the Diem Government, we necessarily faced and accepted 
the possibility that our position might encourage a change of government.”171 
Two subsequent US governmental investigations confirmed Washington’s re-
sponsibility for the operation. In 1976, the Church Committee determined 
that “American officials offered encouragement to the Vietnamese generals 
who plotted Diem’s overthrow, and a CIA official in Vietnam gave the gen-
erals money after the coup had begun.”172 In a similar vein, the Pentagon 
Papers concluded:

For the military coup d’état against Ngo Dinh Diem, the U.S. must accept its 
full share of responsibility. Beginning in August of 1963, we variously autho-
rized, sanctioned and encouraged the coup efforts of the Vietnamese gener-
als and offered full support for a successor government. In October, we cut 
off aid to Diem in a direct rebuff, giving a green light to the generals. We 
maintained clandestine contact with them throughout the planning and exe-
cution of the coup and sought to revise their operational plans and proposed 
new government. Thus, as the nine-year rule of Diem came to a bloody end, 
our complicity in his overthrow heightened our responsibilities and our com-
mitment in an essentially leaderless Vietnam.173

The generals launched their coup on November  1. Although they had 
promised the United States two days’ warning, they gave only a few hours’ 
notice. Shortly afterward, CIA agent Lucien Conein delivered $42,000 
in American currency to one of the generals.174 The CIA had planned this 

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Containment, Coup d’État, and the Covert War in Vietnam

183

action one week earlier, by authorizing “inducements (financial, politi
cal or otherwise) to opportunists or recalcitrants in support of coup 
group.”175

By late afternoon, the plotters had cornered Diem and Nhu in the presi-
dential palace. Hoping to summon US support, Diem telephoned Lodge, 
asking, “What is the attitude of the U.S.?” Lodge was noncommittal. “I do 
not feel well enough informed to be able to tell you,” he replied. “I have 
heard the shooting, but am not acquainted with all the facts. Also it is 4:30 
a.m. in Washington and the U.S. government cannot possibly have a view.” 
Pressed further by Diem, he added, “As I told you only this morning, I 
admire your courage and your great contributions to your country. For no 
one can take away from you the credit for all you have done. Now I am 
worried about your physical safety. I have a report that those in charge of 
the current activity offer you and your brother safe conduct out of the coun-
try if you resign. Had you heard this?” Diem replied, “No.” After a pause, 
“You have my telephone number.” This would be Diem’s last recorded con-
versation with an American.176

Two hours later, someone in the palace waved a white flag. Believing that 
this signaled that the brothers wanted to peacefully surrender, General Duong 
Van Minh—the head of the coup plotters—and his forces descended on the 
palace. To their surprise, however, they learned that Diem and Nhu had 
fled the compound. Unbeknownst to either the generals or the Americans, 
Diem had secretly built tunnels beneath the palace to allow for an easy es-
cape in the event of an emergency. The brothers fled, first to the home of a 
supporter and later to a Catholic church. However, their luck soon ran 
out. Minh’s forces were hot on their trail and apprehended the brothers the 
next morning. Diem and Nhu were arrested; their hands were tied behind 
their back; and they were placed in the back of an armored car. Then, for 
reasons that are still unclear, Minh’s personal aide and bodyguard, Captain 
Nhung, murdered the brothers en route to headquarters. According to an-
other Vietnamese officer present:

As we rode back to the Join General Staff Headquarters, Diem sat silently, 
but Nhu and the [captain] began to insult each other. I don’t know who 
started it. The name-calling grew passionate . . . ​[Nhung] lunged at Nhu with 
a bayonet and stabbed him again and again, maybe fifteen or twenty times. 
Still in a rage, he turned to Diem, took out his revolver and shot him in the 
head. Then he looked back at Nhu, who was lying on the floor twitching. He 
put a bullet into his head too. Neither Diem nor Nhu ever defended them-
selves. Their hands were tied.177

In an effort to cover up the murders, the generals announced that the brothers 
had committed suicide. However, it quickly became clear that this was 
not the case. That night, the CIA station in Saigon cabled Washington to 
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announce the brothers’ deaths. They noted that there were reports of a dual 
execution.178

Kennedy was shocked to learn of their deaths. According to Taylor, who 
was present at the time, “Kennedy leaped to his feet and rushed from the 
room with a look of shock and dismay on his face which I had never seen 
before. He had always insisted that Diem must never suffer more than exile 
and had been led to believe or had persuaded himself that a change in gov-
ernment could be carried out without bloodshed.”179 Shortly afterward, 
Bundy cabled Lodge: “Deaths of Diem and Nhu, whatever their failings, has 
caused shock here and there is danger that standing and reputation of incom-
ing government may be significantly damaged if conviction spreads of their 
assassination at direction of one or more senior members of incoming re-
gime.”180 Any remaining doubt as to the cause of the brothers’ deaths was 
removed on October 4 when the CIA obtained photographs of their bodies, 
shot in the head, with their hands tied behind their backs.181 A summary 
of that day’s National Security Council meeting notes, “Bundy said this was 
not the preferred way to commit suicide, and regretted that the coup lead-
ers still insisted that it was.”182

Meanwhile, back in Saigon, the generals dismissed Diem’s cabinet, and 
on November 5, they announced a new government, led by General Minh 
as president and chief of the Military Committee. Despite the fact that his 
personal aide had murdered the Diem brothers, US officials in Saigon 
were initially quite optimistic about the possibility of working with Gen-
eral Minh. MACV commander Harkins cabled to Washington, “The hope 
is for early upsurge in tempo and effectiveness of the military counterin-
surgency efforts.”183 Shortly afterward, the State Department declared, 
“There is better assurance than under Diem that the war can be won.”184 
Likewise, Lodge wrote, “We should not overlook what this coup can mean 
in the way of shortening the war and enabling Americans to come home.”185 
Although he was deeply upset by Diem’s death, Kennedy was also optimis-
tic about working with the new regime. He wrote back to Lodge, “Your 
own leadership in pulling together and directing the whole American op-
eration in South Vietnam in recent months has been of the greatest impor-
tance, and you should know that this achievement is recognized here 
throughout the Government. . . . ​With renewed appreciation for a fine job, 
John F. Kennedy.”186

johnson administration: consequences

Diem’s death preceded Kennedy’s own assassination by just three weeks. It 
is therefore impossible to say what long-term effects the 1963 Vietnamese 
coup would have had on Kennedy’s foreign policy. By the time Johnson as-
sumed office, however, US planners began to realize the drawbacks of their 
actions.
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The first major problem was that the coup had upended the existing 
political power structure in South Vietnam. Minh’s government suffered 
from a “lack of decisiveness and vigor . . . ​[and] general uncertainty as to 
their authority.”187 What’s more, the Pentagon Papers note, “As efficient as 
the military coup leaders appeared, they were without a manageable base 
of political support.”188 However corrupt and incompetent Diem’s regime 
had been, it at least possessed a system for delegating authority. A declas-
sified CIA history recounts:

Seeing the government’s failure solely in terms of Diem’s weaknesses as a 
leader, both the Americans and the generals had concentrated exclusively on 
the mechanics of the coup, giving no attention to the structure or policy di-
rection of a successor government. . . . ​Had the effort been made, it would 
have revealed that Diem and his coterie were only part of the problem. An 
ill-led army and a sclerotic bureaucracy, both still practicing the authoritar-
ian style of their decayed dynastic and colonial predecessors, presided over 
a body politic divided along religious, ethnic, and class lines.189

Minh’s government did not improve South Vietnam’s political stability, as 
US policymakers had predicted. On the contrary, the Pentagon Papers state, 
“[T]he GVN did not succeed in achieving political stability. Its military forces 
did not stem the pattern of VC successes. Rather, a series of coups produced 
‘revolving door’ governments in Saigon.”190 In January  1964, General 
Nguyen Khanh ousted General Minh. The result, McNamara noted, was “a 
sharp drop in morale and organization, and Khanh has not yet been able to 
build these up satisfactorily. There is a constant threat of assassination or of 
another coup, which would drop morale and organization nearly to zero.”191 
Not surprisingly, additional coups in September 1964, January 1965, and Feb-
ruary 1965 further exacerbated the deteriorating situation.

A second problem, compounding the first, was that the NLF decided to 
take advantage of the confusion caused by Diem’s demise to increase its at-
tacks against the regime. After learning of the coup, NLF leader Nguyen Huu 
Tho described it as “a gift from Heaven for us.”192 Five days after Diem’s as-
sassination, the NLF issued a manifesto, demanding, “The U.S. government 
must end its armed aggression against South Vietnam.”193 Viet Cong attacks 
increased steadily over the next few months. CIA intelligence analyst George 
Carver explained:

When Diem was overthrown, his overthrow came as a surprise to the 
Communists. . . . ​[They were] faced with a great opportunity and a great 
risk. The risk was that after the inevitable period of shake-up, they would 
get a post-Diem government that had Diem’s strengths without his weak-
nesses and that to them spelled disaster. The opportunity was to strike while 
the iron was hot and before [the successor government] could get settled. 
They began in 1963 really escalating their level of military activity.194
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Although Johnson had inherited a rapidly deteriorating situation in South 
Vietnam, US planners hoped to reverse that trend by escalating their covert 
operation in the North. On November 20, 1963, just two days before JFK’s 
assassination, Kennedy’s top advisors—including McNamara, Rusk, Ball, 
Bundy and McCone—met with high-level military and CIA officials work-
ing on Vietnam at a conference in Honolulu to discuss the recent develop-
ments. High on the agenda was the question of CIA covert missions in North 
Vietnam, which were scheduled to be handed over to the Pentagon as part 
of Operation Switchback. Three years of failed infiltrations had convinced 
CIA leaders of the futility of such actions given the strength of Ho’s regime 
and the lack of significant organized indigenous resistance in the country, 
and the CIA planned to shut down the infiltration and sabotage operations 
by 1965. Speaking to the group, Colby admitted, “It isn’t working, and it 
won’t work any better with the military in charge.”195 Secretary of Defense 
McNamara disagreed with Colby’s assessment. He believed the failure of 
the CIA operation resulted from its small scale, and hoped that with the ad-
ditional resources that MACV could provide, they would get a “bigger bang 
for the buck.”196

Four days later, President Johnson—newly sworn into the job following 
Kennedy’s assassination—met with Kennedy’s advisors in Washington to be 
brought up to date on the situation in Vietnam, and concurred that the United 
States “would pursue the policies agreed to in Honolulu adopted by the late 
President Kennedy.”197 As part of this meeting, US military planners briefed 
Johnson on Operation Plan 34A (OPLAN 34A), which the Pentagon Papers 
described as “an elaborate program of covert military operations against the 
state of North Vietnam.”198 OPLAN 34A called for “progressively escalating 
pressure” of four types of missions over a “12-month period under condi-
tions short of limited war.” First were “harassing” missions including “small 
unspectacular demolition operations, moderate level psychological opera-
tions, [and] small-scale intelligence collection actions.” Next were “attri-
tional” missions including “small-scale resistance operations, airborne and 
seaborne raids by small forces on important military and civilian installa-
tions.” Third were “punitive” attacks including “raids by company and 
battalion size forces, covert where possible, but attributable to Republic of 
Vietnam (RVN) if they became overt.” Last were “aerial attacks” against 
“DRV installations.”199 OPLAN 34A also intensified America’s ongoing co-
vert regime change effort in North Vietnam. Toward that end, the plan called 
for a “continuation of the already approved . . . ​covert programs” with “an 
expansion of that effort” to “include a buildup to support resistance move-
ment operations (both real and notional).”200

Johnson was initially excited about the covert program. McNamara later 
wrote, “Grasping for a way to hurt North Vietnam without direct US mili-
tary action, President Johnson wanted the covert action strengthened.”201 Mc-
Namara agreed, arguing that the plans “present a wide variety of sabotage 
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and psychological operations against North Vietnam from which I believe 
we should aim to select those that provide maximum pressure with mini-
mum risk.”202 On November 26, he signed NSAM 273, which authorized in-
creased covert operations against North Vietnam while also declaring, “The 
objectives of the United States with respect to the withdrawal of U.S. mili-
tary personnel remain as stated in the White House statement of October 2, 
1963.”203

By December, however, LBJ’s enthusiasm for escalating the covert war in 
North Vietnam began to wane. He feared that OPLAN 34A would interfere 
with his ability to withdraw US forces, by provoking North Vietnam to “re-
taliate by stepped-up activity against SVN [South Vietnam]” or that the ac-
tions might “evoke a strong international reaction.”204 Thus, on December 21, 
1963, LBJ ordered Viktor Krulak and the 303 Committee to evaluate OPLAN 
34A and “select from it those actions of least risk.”205

Krulak’s committee dramatically reduced OPLAN 34A. In mid-
January 1964, they submitted a “Program of Actions” to LBJ that “contained 
a total of 72 [categories of] actions which if implemented over a 12-month 
period, would produce a total of 2,062 separate operations. Out of the 72 [cat-
egories of] actions proposed . . . ​33 were ultimately approved for imple-
mentation during Phase 1.”206 Krulak’s committee suggested that OPLAN 
34A exclude any covert efforts to topple Ho Chi Minh by creating a resis
tance movement in North Vietnam, judging such actions too dangerous. Ac-
cording to historian Robert Gillespie, “Thanks to the intervention of the 
State Department’s representative (a protégé of W. Averell Harriman named 
William H. Sullivan) on the interdepartmental committee, the most contro-
versial aspects of the plan had been toned down or eliminated. Gone was 
any mention of creating a resistance movement with North Vietnam, notional 
or otherwise. The possibility of destabilizing the communist regime in 
Hanoi brought nasty visions of Chinese intervention and a repeat of the 
Korean stalemate.”207 Instead, the committee recommended focusing its 
efforts on strengthening South Vietnam and dissuading the North from 
continuing its attacks against the South. On January 19, 1964, Johnson ap-
proved the Krulak committee’s revised version of OPLAN 34A. With this 
action, Johnson ended the CIA’s modest covert effort to overthrow the 
North Vietnamese regime.

Nonetheless, the CIA and MACV would each continue to run large covert 
operations north of the border with goals short of regime change. Their 
objective, according to OPLAN 34A, was “to convince the DRV leadership 
that its current support and direction of war in the Republic of Vietnam and 
its aggression in Laos should be reexamined and stopped.”208 In a reversal 
of its previous policy, OPLAN 34A also ordered that US agents “develop spe-
cial psychological operations designed to assure that the DRV correctly 
evaluates operations carried out under the plan as being primarily retribu-
tional in nature and not as an attempt by the United States or RVN to 
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invade or conquer the DRV.”209 Somewhat ironically, this meant that the same 
agencies that had used psychological operations to convince Hanoi that it 
faced serious internal threats to its rule were now using psychological op-
erations to assure Hanoi that its rule was secure. The result was that although 
the United States continued to run major covert missions into North Viet-
nam, it did not do so for the purpose of regime change. This continued even 
after MACV assumed control over America’s paramilitary operations.

Not everyone agreed with the administration’s decision to end the regime 
change efforts against Hanoi. On several occasions, the Special Operation 
Group (SOG) of MACV requested permission from LBJ’s administration to 
create a covert resistance movement in North Vietnam. According to a 1970 
MACVSOG study, “the authors of OPLAN 34A intended that the formation 
of resistance groups in NVN [North Vietnam] would be fundamental to the 
success of the program.”210 Consequently, MACSOG “made three concert 
efforts in the years following the promulgation of 34A to gain acceptance of 
the resistance concept.”211 The first of these efforts sought to create a resis
tance movement comprised of “country and hill tribal groups.”212 It was dis-
approved in September  1965 over concerns that the “operation might be 
outside the power of our government to control” and “that if they got into 
trouble, there would be no way to help them and they would be left to be 
slaughtered.”213 The Joint Chiefs of Staff rejected a second proposal in 1966, 
arguing, “The formation of the front would almost inevitably be attributed 
to the US and because its aims are contrary to US policy, would result in em-
barrassment to the U.S. government.”214 A final attempt in 1968 sought to 
“broaden base and increase viability, as well as credibility, of notional resis
tance group (SSPL).”215 This proposal too was rejected because “the bomb-
ing halts and negotiations commencing 1 April 1968, brought all serious pro-
posals for increased action against the North to a standstill.”216

Johnson’s rationale for cancelling the covert efforts to create a resistance 
movement was fourfold. First, by the time of its cancellation, it was clear that 
America’s covert effort to create an indigenous resistance movement in North 
Vietnam was neither effective nor something the United States could plau-
sibly deny. Second, the United States did not have a viable alternative to Ho 
Chi Minh. Even if it could somehow topple Ho, without a non-communist 
alternative party, his replacement would almost certainly also come from his 
party, the Lao Dong. Ambassador Lodge explained, “I welcome exerting in-
creased pressure on North Vietnam with the double aim of bringing about 
a cease-fire by the VC and Pathet Lao and neutralizing North Vietnam, turn-
ing it into an oriental Yugoslavia. I do not think it profitable to try to over-
throw Ho Chi Minh, as his successor would undoubtedly be tougher than 
he is.”217 Third, Johnson’s overall strategy in Vietnam had two main objec-
tives: to create stability in South Vietnam and to force North Vietnam to halt 
its support of communist insurgents. Regime change was counterproduc-
tive to both of those tasks because it increased Hanoi’s incentives to escalate 
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the conflict and decreased the likelihood of a negotiated settlement. Fourth, 
the plan was incoherent. Even if the United States could have somehow cre-
ated an indigenous resistance movement that threatened Ho Chi Minh, this 
development would only have encouraged China and/or the Soviet Union 
to enter the war to protect the DRV, thereby hindering Johnson’s ability to 
withdraw US troops.

Johnson’s foreign policy during 1964 reflects his desire to find a middle 
way in the conflict. On the one hand, he feared a conservative backlash if 
he withdrew US advisors from Vietnam. A retreat from Vietnam, he feared, 
would jeopardize his “Great Society” domestic agenda, which he viewed as 
the most important goal of his presidency. Thus, he declared, “I’m not going 
to lose Vietnam. I am not going to be the President who saw Southeast Asia 
go the way China went.”218 At the same time, however, Johnson did not want 
to escalate America’s role in Vietnam. He lamented, “Losing 190 lives in the 
period that we have been out there is bad, but it is not like the 190,000 that 
we might lose the first month if we escalated that war.”219 Faced with two 
undesirable options, Johnson sought to avoid both escalation and with-
drawal. “We are not,” he said, “about to start another war and we’re not 
about to run away from where we are.”220

Believing himself to be in a lose–lose situation, Johnson’s lesser evil was 
to continue to support South Vietnam in the hope that they could regain 
enough stability to fight off the Viet Cong insurgents. Toward this end, he 
continuously increased American aid to Saigon throughout 1964. Never
theless, as the Pentagon Papers point out:

It is clear with the advantage of hindsight that these steps were grossly in-
adequate to the magnitude of the tasks at hand. . . . ​But such hindsight misses 
the policymakers’ dilemma and the probable process by which the approved 
actions were decided upon. President Johnson had neither a congressional 
nor a popular mandate to Americanize the war or to expand it dramatically 
by ‘going north.’ U.S. hopes were pinned on assisting in the development of 
a GVN strong enough to win its own war.221

Johnson believed that his only hope for victory was to re-stabilize the South 
Vietnamese government that the United States had destabilized when it en-
couraged the generals to overthrow Diem. By the summer of 1964, however, 
it was clear that Saigon was not up to the task. McNamara wrote, “It is now 
necessary to add further US military assistance to counter the Viet Cong 
offensive. We have never made the statement since September 1963, that we 
believed that we could bring the bulk of the training forces out by the end 
of 1965, because the actions in November [1963] and January [1964] made it 
quite clear that would not be possible.”222

Perhaps the ultimate irony of LBJ’s policy is that congressional approval 
to escalate America’s overt role in Vietnam may have come thanks to a 
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covert US operation gone awry. This authorization, known as the Gulf of 
Tonkin Resolution, was made after a series of events that began on Au-
gust 2, 1964, when two North Vietnamese torpedo boats attacked an Ameri-
can destroyer, USS Maddox, in international waters in the Gulf of Tonkin. 
Unbeknownst to Congress at the time, however, was the fact that the North 
Vietnamese assault had probably been provoked by an earlier attack on two 
DRV facilities by South Vietnamese raiders who were working with the 
United States as part of OPLAN 34A, using boats supplied by the US 
Navy and attacking targets selected by the CIA.223 Further complicating 
the question of culpability, the North Vietnamese boats had been ordered to 
attack at a time when the USS Maddox was still in North Vietnamese territo-
rial waters on an intelligence mission. The situation deteriorated further 
two days later when another US warship, the USS Turner Joy, reported a 
similar North Vietnamese attack. However, military officials soon began to 
doubt whether the second attack actually occurred or whether the USS 
Turner Joy had misinterpreted radio signals. Nevertheless, even after John-
son received word of this confusion, he still used both attacks as justifica-
tion to seek congressional authorization “to take necessary steps, including 
the use of armed force, to assist any member or protocol state of the South 
Asia Collective Defense Treaty requesting assistance in defense of its free-
dom.”224 On August 7, 1964, the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution passed 416–0 in 
the House and 88–2 in the Senate, thereby paving the way for Johnson to 
rapidly escalate the number of US troops in Vietnam and commit the US to 
open warfare against North Vietnam.

Why Did the United States Prefer Covert Conduct?

In Vietnam and elsewhere, US officials clearly preferred covert conduct dur-
ing preventive operations because, in the words of William Colby, it “held 
out the promise of frustrating Soviet ambitions without provoking con-
flict.”225 Covert action thus became the preferred middle option between 
doing nothing and sending in the Marines. As a result, Washington ini-
tially attempted every preventive operation covertly for three mutually 
reinforcing reasons.

First, although the states targeted in preventive regime changes did not 
pose a direct military threat to the United States, US policymakers under-
stood that a war with them was still potentially costly—especially if it esca-
lated to involve the USSR or China. In the Vietnamese case, a 1961 National 
Intelligence Estimate predicted that if the United States overtly intervened, 
North Vietnam would “begin to receive increasing military assistance from 
the Soviet Union and Communist China openly and in unconcealed viola-
tion of the [Geneva] Agreements, and to build up an air force which would 
include jets.”226 Not surprisingly, security considerations were central in the 
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policymaking debates over whether the United States should intervene co-
vertly or overtly. For instance, the JCS pointed out to Kennedy in 1961:

Formal commitment of United States forces in this [overt] manner would 
probably generate Communist Chinese overt countermeasures, the magni-
tude of which would be determined by the degree to which Communist 
China desired to become openly committed to aggression in Southeast Asia 
and subject herself to further countermeasures.

In [the] event the United States does not desire to commit its own forces 
openly to interdiction, there are covert, unconventional and guerrilla-type op-
erations, as well as other measures, which can be made more effective.227

Because direct conflict with either the Soviet Union or China was Kennedy’s 
worst-case scenario, it is not surprising that he preferred to intervene covertly 
to decrease the likelihood of escalation. Covert conduct also fit nicely into 
Kennedy’s overall defense policy, which was based on the principle of “flex-
ible response.” Unlike Eisenhower, who sought to deter Soviet expansion 
by threatening “massive retaliation” using nuclear weapons in response to 
conventional Soviet attacks, Kennedy believed that America’s deterrent 
threats would be more credible if the United States could retaliate propor-
tionately to any aggressive move by the Soviets. Consequently, he saw co-
vert and unconventional warfare as attractive tools to combat the unconven-
tional tactics used by the communist insurgents.228

A second reason why the United States preferred to conduct its preven-
tive operations covertly is that covert conduct lowered the missions’ mate-
rial costs significantly. Compared to the billions of dollars that the United 
States spent in Vietnam between 1950 and 1975, the costs of America’s co-
vert regime change missions were negligible. For instance, Lansdale’s “Ba-
sic Counterinsurgency Plan for Vietnam” listed under costs for covert op-
erations: “There may be small amounts required annually for the continuation 
of ongoing activities; these amounts would not be significant in terms of the 
overall magnitude of costs of the plan.”229 Indeed, these costs were so low 
that Kennedy wrote “Why so little?” in the margin of the plan next to the 
$660,000 that it allocated for “Psychological Operations” in North Vietnam.230 
America’s direct costs in the coup that toppled Diem came to the $42,000 that 
Conein delivered to the generals on the day of the coup. Tellingly, however, 
this amount could have been higher, but Conein could only fit $42,000 into 
his bag, and thus he left an additional $28,000 behind in his safe.231

The third reason why American policymakers favored covert conduct is 
that it allowed the United States to pursue actions that third parties were 
unlikely to view as normatively acceptable. For instance, Kennedy preferred 
to conduct the operation against North Vietnam covertly because it allowed 
him to avoid international criticism for undermining the Geneva Accords 
by sending in “combat troops in the generally understood sense of the 
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word.”232 Indeed, the CIA had estimated that overt “action would cause the 
DRV to try to gain ‘compensation’ in some manner, such as possibly declar-
ing the 1954 Geneva Agreements, or certain articles of the Agreements, ab-
rogated.”233 Similarly, Kennedy worried about the international backlash fol-
lowing Diem’s death. For instance, on the day of the coup, he requested 
“that a paper be prepared on the subject” of “how we can square recogni-
tion of the Vietnamese rebel government which had overthrown a constitu-
tional government with our position of not recognizing the rebel government 
which had overthrown the constitutional government in Honduras.”234

This chapter put forth three main arguments. First, I argued that security 
considerations drove American decision-making in Vietnam. Washington 
turned against Diem because he was seen as too incompetent to combat the 
growing NLF insurgency in his country, and feared that if he remained in 
power, the entire region would fall to communism. Similarly, US policy
makers targeted the North Vietnamese regime to prevent it from reunifying 
the country under communist rule, to contain the spread of Soviet and Chi-
nese influence in the region, and to deter other potential aggressors. At the 
same time, I found that the major alternative arguments could not explain 
the case. Normative and liberal accounts cannot explain US behavior. 
Contrary to what these theorists would predict, the United States first 
promoted a colonial regime, then an authoritarian one, and repeatedly col-
laborated with the groups with poor human rights records as part of its 
covert interventions. Likewise, the argument that Kennedy did not person-
ally approve the 1963 coup is overstated. Although mid-level State De-
partment officials may have overstepped their bounds by sending the infa-
mous Cable 243 in August 1963, Kennedy had plenty of time to retract the 
cable, which he did not. Instead, his administration decided to pursue the 
cable’s objectives two months later.

Second, the chapter investigated five separate periods—three negative and 
two positive cases—when the United States debated launching a regime 
change in North or South Vietnam and showed that the United States was 
only willing to intervene when this project’s two preconditions for interven-
tion were met. In the case of South Vietnam, Washington’s inability to find 
a plausible alternative to Diem explains why Washington stuck by its prob-
lematic ally for so long and rejected multiple earlier calls for his ouster. In 
the case of North Vietnam, Lansdale, Colby, and other high-level CIA offi-
cials appear to have dramatically overestimated the plausibility of opposi-
tion forces in North Vietnam during the 1961–63 period. According to Col-
by’s deputy, Robert Myers, “The totality of communist control measures 
made such operations impossible. The reason for our failure lay in the think-
ing of our superiors that it was World War II all over again.”235 Once policy-
makers came to grips with this fact in 1964, however, the goals of America’s 
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covert missions in North Vietnam were explicitly limited to exclude regime 
change.

Finally, neither of the covert regime changes worked as US policymakers 
intended. Operations in the North, which shared much in common with 
America’s earlier rollback operations, demonstrated the difficulty of over-
throwing a consolidated communist state. Overthrowing Diem was far eas-
ier, but it too ultimately proved counterproductive. Instead of bringing sta-
bility to South Vietnam, Diem’s assassination weakened the South Vietnamese 
regime, thereby leading the United States to escalate its involvement. It is 
impossible to say how differently the situation in Vietnam would have turned 
out if the United States had not launched its covert regime change operations. 
What is clear is that top US policymakers—including Johnson, Taylor, Harkins, 
Lansdale, and McNamara—have each pointed to these covert operations as 
one of the main reasons for America’s failed strategy in Vietnam. After the 
1963 coup, for instance, White House adviser William Bundy wrote, “Americans 
in both public and policy circles were bound henceforth to feel more respon-
sible for what happened in South Vietnam.”236 Colby agreed: “I consider 
the worst mistake of the Vietnam War: the American-sponsored overthrow of 
Diem.”237
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chapter 8

Dictators and Democrats in the 
Dominican Republic

Any unilateral American intervention, in the absence of an external 
attack upon ourselves or any ally, would have been contrary to our 
traditions and to our international obligations. But let the record show 
that our restraint is not inexhaustible. If the nations of this hemisphere 
should fail to meet their commitments against outside Communist 
penetration then I want it clearly understood that this government 
will not hesitate in meeting its primary obligations which are to the 
security of our nation.

—John F. Kennedy, April 20, 1961

Located only five hundred miles off the coast of Florida, the Dominican Re-
public has always conducted its political affairs in the shadow of the United 
States. In fact, Congress nearly annexed the country in 1870, and US troops 
twice occupied it in the early twentieth century.1 To combat the country’s 
chronic political volatility, Washington backed General Rafael Trujillo’s au-
thoritarian regime after he seized power in a 1930 coup. By the late 1950s, 
however, US leaders began to question Trujillo’s increasingly erratic and bru-
tal rule. Concerned that his regime might spark a popular revolt similar to 
the one that had recently toppled Fulgencio Batista in Cuba, Eisenhower 
authorized a covert campaign to overthrow Trujillo in 1960. But the operation 
misfired. Trujillo was assassinated in 1961, but his fall brought his equally 
cruel son to power, which in turn led to a series of coups. Fearful that com-
munists could come to power amid this mayhem, Kennedy and Johnson 
launched multiple covert and one overt regime change operation in the Do-
minican Republic in hopes of creating a stable, pro-US regime. This chapter 
analyzes the causes, conduct, and consequences of those interventions. Un-
like in the previous case studies, I argue that Eisenhower, Kennedy, and 
Johnson did not foresee a direct Soviet threat in the country when they deci
ded to intervene. Instead, America pursued a goal that preceded the Cold 
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War and continues to this day—the maintenance of a hierarchical regional 
order in the Western Hemisphere. With this end in view, US policymakers 
feared that if a socialist or communist regime came to power in the Domini-
can Republic, its success could spark left-wing revolts in neighboring coun-
tries, leading to a cascade of defections from the US-led order and poten-
tially the collapse of US regional hegemony.

Case Selection and Alternative Hypotheses

Although the United States launched eighteen covert hegemonic regime 
changes in twelve countries during the Cold War, the Dominican Republic 
is a particularly interesting case for several reasons. For one, proponents 
of the “rogue CIA” and economic alternative explanations have each sin-
gled out the Dominican case as good evidence for their theories, thus 
making it a harder test for mine. Second, covert operations in the Dominican 
Republic involved a variety of tactics, including assassination, coup d’état, 
covertly backing dissident groups, and secretly funding selected candidates 
in the country’s democratic elections, thus allowing me to evaluate the pros 
and cons of each tactic. Third, the case is unique in that the United States 
pursued regime change covertly in 1961 and 1962, and overtly during the 
1965 civil war, before returning to covert conduct to influence Dominican 
elections in 1966 and 1968. This within-case variation allows me to test 
whether my theory’s prerequisite conditions for covert and overt interven-
tion were met across time. Finally, Washington’s actions in the Dominican 
Republic mirrored its behavior toward several other states in the Western 
Hemisphere, providing a clearer picture of how US leaders used covert re-
gime change to manage the political affairs of client states.

Existing theories of regime change cannot fully explain US behavior in the 
Dominican Republic. There is little support for normative and liberal ac-
counts, and though the “rogue CIA” hypothesis has some traction in ex-
plaining Trujillo’s assassination in 1961, it cannot explain later covert actions 
in 1962, 1966, or 1968. Moreover, the evidence is against those who claim the 
United States acted to protect American business interests. Instead, Wash-
ington’s overarching goal during each mission was to maintain its position 
as a regional hegemon.

Numerous normative and ideological accounts of justified intervention 
predict that the United States should promote democracy or, at the very least, 
respect democratic processes during its regime changes. In the case of the 
Dominican Republic, however, US leaders appeared willing to support a va-
riety of regime types—both liberal and autocratic—as long as they served 
US interests: For instance, Washington worked with military strongman Ra-
fael Trujillo from 1930 to 1960 despite his well-established record of human 
rights abuses. After Trujillo proved a liability, however, Eisenhower and 
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Kennedy supported a military coup to replace him. When these plans back-
fired and Trujillo’s son Ramfis seized power, Kennedy ranked his options as 
follows: “In descending order of preference: a decent democratic regime, a 
continuation of the Trujillo regime, or a Castro regime. We ought to aim for 
the first but we can’t really renounce the second until we are sure we can 
avoid the third.”2 Following this ranking, Kennedy reluctantly worked with 
Ramfis Trujillo’s autocratic regime until it began to implode in late 1961, at 
which time he publicly called for democratic elections while successfully us-
ing coercive diplomacy to hasten the younger Trujillo’s departure. Rather 
than actually promoting free and fair elections after Ramfis Trujillo’s regime 
collapsed, however, JFK ordered the CIA to covertly support two moderate 
political parties during the 1962 elections in order to prevent a communist or 
socialist victory. After a US-supported candidate, Juan Bosch, won the elec-
tion, Kennedy backed Bosch’s government for several months before decid-
ing that he was incompetent and switching US support to the military junta 
that overthrew him. In 1965, Johnson overtly intervened during the Domini-
can Civil War to prevent a communist victory. But like Kennedy, he did not 
promote entirely free elections afterward. Instead, Johnson authorized the 
CIA to covertly support right-wing candidates in 1966 and 1968 elections. 
Taken as a whole, these actions suggest that although the United States was 
decidedly anti-communist, it was only willing to actively support democ-
racy in the Dominican Republic when it brought a pro-US party to power.

The case also allows us to test the proposition that modern Western states 
have embraced a norm against assassinating foreign leaders.3 I find that al-
though US policymakers viewed assassination as distasteful, the normative 
constraint against launching this type of operation was not sufficiently strong 
to prevent Washington from supporting the 1961 Dominican plot to oust 
Rafael Trujillo, even though they understood that Trujillo was likely to be 
assassinated during the coup. Instead, US officials justified this action as the 
lesser of two evils. For instance, America’s consulate general in the Domini-
can Republic, Henry Dearborn, reasoned in a cable to Washington, “Politi
cal assassination is ugly and repulsive, but everything must be judged in its 
own context. The United States used the atom bomb on Hiroshima and that 
was ugly and repulsive—unless one stops to consider that it was used to 
save thousands of lives in the long run.”4 Still, US officials understood that 
international audiences would view the United States negatively for sup-
porting an operation that resulted in Trujillo’s death and thus preferred to 
do so covertly—suggesting that while the normative constraint against 
killing foreign leaders was not powerful enough to cause Washington to 
call off the regime change attempt, it was strong enough to drive the operation 
underground.5

Related to this is the question of whether Kennedy intended for Trujillo 
to be assassinated and whether the CIA overstepped its bounds during the 
operation. On the one hand, declassified documents reveal that the dissidents’ 
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assassination plot was discussed and approved in meetings with high-level 
officials in the Kennedy administration, including Bissell, Bowles, Bundy, 
Dulles, Gilpatric, McNamara, and Rusk. Although there is a lack of direct 
evidence that Kennedy was briefed on the assassination, officials in his 
administration requested that memoranda on the assassination plot “be 
prepared for higher authority on the subject.”6 When asked later why his 
briefings to Kennedy did not specifically mention assassination, CIA Deputy 
Director for Plans Richard Bissell testified, “I don’t know whether it was 
because this was common knowledge and seemed to me unnecessary to in-
clude it, or as you are implying, there was an element of concealment here. 
I would be very surprised if it were the latter, in this case.”7 On the other 
hand, Kennedy’s office cabled the Dominican CIA station the day before the 
attack that “as a general policy [the United States] could not condone politi
cal assassination,” but that the US would continue to support the Domini-
can dissidents.8 Despite this warning, the dissidents assassinated Trujillo 
the following day. Some have taken this as evidence that the CIA intention-
ally acted against JFK’s orders by not stopping the operation. Although the 
historical record is still murky, available evidence suggests that the CIA 
did not interpret the cable as a shift in US policy, just that the US did not want 
to be directly involved in Trujillo’s death. Moreover, although the CIA pro-
vided material goods to the coup plotters, it did not believe it had enough 
control over their actions to call off the operation. Given the ambiguity re-
garding US intentions created by the cable, I have erred on the side of caution 
throughout this study and classified America’s involvement in Trujillo’s as-
sassination as inadvertent.

Some proponents of the economic rationale for regime change argue that 
the United States turned against Dominican leader Juan Bosch in 1963 to pro-
tect the economic interests of US corporations.9 For instance, one charge is 
that the United States acted to protect the interests of Central Romana, an 
American sugar company that ran the largest agricultural complex in the Do-
minican Republic, La Romana. By these accounts, the management of La 
Romana was upset to lose the preferential treatment that it had received 
under the Trujillo regime, during which time the company had paid its 18,000 
Dominican workers approximately $1 per day. After the Trujillos left power, 
La Romana employees were able to organize and demand higher wages, and 
by 1962, the average worker’s pay had grown to $3.25 per day.10 During Juan 
Bosch’s seven-month term in 1963, La Romana employees went on strike, 
and their wages increased an additional 30 percent.11 According to economic-
oriented accounts, the final straw causing Washington to turn against 
Bosch came in June of that year when Bosch informed the US ambassador 
of his plans for land reform, which would nationalize many Central Romana 
holdings.12

Nonetheless, there is little reason to believe that the United States inter-
vened in the Dominican Republic to protect the interests of any American 
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corporation. For one thing, although records of executive-level policymak-
ing meetings show a great deal of concern about the threat of communism 
in general, they very seldom discuss the specific holdings of any US firm. 
Second, US leaders repeatedly took actions that hurt the economic interests 
of American sugar producers in the Dominican Republic. For example, 
Eisenhower imposed economic sanctions on the Dominican Republic in 1960 
to retaliate for Trujillo’s assassination attempt on the Venezuelan president, 
and in 1962, Kennedy ended US subsidies on Dominican sugar, decreasing 
its value to the market price.13 US policymakers were willing to take these 
actions—contra to the interests of American multinational corporations in 
the country—because sugar comprised over half of the Trujillo family’s busi-
ness holdings and thus offered a unique source of leverage over the re-
gime.14 Finally, though Bosch’s plan for land reform briefly distressed US 
policymakers, they did not consider it a major threat. In fact, the US ambas-
sador persuaded Bosch to drop his plans before he had a chance to make 
them public.15 In sum, there is scarce evidence that US planners viewed the 
Dominican Republic as posing a major economic threat to its interests or that 
the United States acted to protect the economic interests of Central Romana 
or any other American firm through its covert activities.

Regime Change in the Dominican Republic, 1960–68

From its independence in 1844 until 1930, Dominican politics were a remark-
ably violent and volatile affair. Indeed, the country had 123 separate rulers 
during its first eighty-six years of existence.16 Throughout this time, Wash-
ington’s relationship with Santo Domingo was guided by two principles. 
First was the Monroe Doctrine of 1823, which stated that any European effort 
to colonize or interfere with any state in the Western Hemisphere would be 
considered an act of aggression by the United States and would warrant a 
military response.17 The second, known as the “Roosevelt Corollary,” was 
introduced by Theodore Roosevelt in 1904 and granted the United States the 
authority to intervene to enforce legitimate contractual claims made by Eu
ropean powers and to combat domestic political disturbances within Latin 
American countries.18

In keeping with these principles, US forces intervened in the Dominican 
Republic in 1904 to establish a Customs’ Receivership after the Domini-
can government failed to repay its significant debt to European and Amer-
ican creditors.19 Ten years later, amid a bloody civil war, President Wilson 
again ordered US Marines to occupy and stabilize the country.20 As a part of 
this mission, US forces dissolved the Dominican Army and established a na-
tional guard, known as the Dominican National Police (Policia Nacional 
Dominicana—PND). In 1918, an ambitious twenty-five-year-old named Ra-
fael Trujillo joined the PND. Despite his criminal record and having been 
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court-martialed in 1920 (and later acquitted) for holding a man hostage and 
raping his teenage daughter, Trujillo made a favorable impression on the 
Marines who trained him.21 Reports from the period describe him as “calm, 
even-tempered, forceful, active, bold, and painstaking . . . ​one of the best in 
the service.”22 By the time US forces withdrew following the election of 
President Horacio Vásquez in 1924, Trujillo had been promoted to the rank 
of major. In 1927, Vásquez reorganized the PND as the National Army and 
put Trujillo in command as a brigadier general.23 With this new authority, 
Trujillo soon found himself in position to challenge Vásquez to become the 
most powerful man in the country.

the rise and fall of rafael trujillo (1930–61)

Trujillo grasped his opportunity to gain power during a 1930 uprising against 
Vásquez. Early in the uprising, Trujillo made a deal with the rebel leader, 
Rafael Estrella Ureña, that his forces would not defend Vásquez’s regime if 
Trujillo could run for president in the May 1930 elections. The deal worked 
as planned. For his part, Estrella Ureña captured Santo Domingo in Febru-
ary. After Vásquez fled, however, Trujillo sidelined his opponents and won 
the sham election in May with over 95 percent of the vote.24 After taking of-
fice, Trujillo soon assumed dictatorial powers. He adopted titles like “Gen-
eralissimo,” “the Benefactor,” and “El Jefe.” He renamed the country’s cap-
ital Ciudad Trujillo and embezzled billions of dollars into family bank 
accounts.25 For many years, Trujillo’s political party, the Dominican Party 
(Partido Dominicano—PD) was the only party allowed to compete in elections, 
and the PD received 100 percent of the vote in nearly every election between 
1936 and 1957.26

Through all of this, Washington reluctantly accepted Trujillo’s rule because 
of his strong opposition to communism and, in 1954, even worked with the 
dictator to covertly overthrow Jacobo Arbenz’s leftist regime in Guatemala.27 
CIA Station Chief Henry Dearborn explained the feeling during this time: 
“He had his torture chambers, he had his political assassinations, but he kept 
law and order, cleaned the place up, made it sanitary, built public works and 
he didn’t bother the United States. So that was fine with us.”28 By the late 
1950s, however, officials in the Eisenhower administration began to ques-
tion America’s relationship with Trujillo. “About the time I got there,” Dear-
born continued, “his iniquities had gotten so bad that there was a lot of 
pressure from various political groups, civil rights groups and others, not 
only in the United States, but throughout the hemisphere, that something 
just had to be done about this man.”29

Two events in particular were crucial in turning Washington against the 
dictator. First was Trujillo’s role in the 1956 disappearance of a Basque aca-
demic living in New York City, Jesús de Galíndez, who had attracted Tru-
jillo’s ire by writing his PhD dissertation at Columbia University on the 
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regime’s human rights abuses. After Galíndez turned down an offer from 
Dominican agents to sell his dissertation for $25,000, Trujillo allegedly or-
dered his kidnapping.30 According to later CIA and FBI investigations, Do-
minican security agents kidnapped Galíndez on the night of March 12, 1956, 
from a Manhattan subway station. A twenty-three-year-old American pilot 
named Gerald Lester Murphy then flew a drugged Galíndez from Ami-
tyville, New York, to Ciudad Trujillo, where he was tortured and killed on 
arrival.31 Although the FBI investigated Galíndez’s kidnapping, it was not 
until the American pilot who had flown him to the Dominican Republic also 
disappeared nine months later that the case began to unravel. According to 
State Department files, “Murphy told his American fiancée that in March, 
1956 he flew an apparently drugged man in a light plane non-stop from New 
York to Ciudad Trujillo. He later ‘learned’ the man was Jesus de Galíndez, 
anti-Trujillo Spanish exile . . .”32 After the FBI pressured Trujillo’s regime for 
information on Murphy’s disappearance, they announced that an internal 
investigation had revealed that Murphy was murdered by a Dominican 
pilot named Octavio de la Maza. Before US agents could interview de la 
Maza, however, he too died under mysterious circumstances. A US State 
Department inquiry into Murphy’s death summarizes the explanation 
provided by Dominican authorities: “Our Charge was informed that de la 
Maza had hanged himself in his cell at 4 A.M. that morning. The charge 
was shown an alleged suicide note in which de la Maza said he had met 
Murphy the evening of December 3rd, that they went to the site near the 
sea where Murphy’s automobile was later found, that Murphy had made 
‘improper advances,’ that there was a struggle during which Murphy fell 
into the sea, and that de la Maza had decided to kill himself out of re-
morse.”33 US authorities were highly suspicious of the story, and the FBI 
later determined that de la Maza’s suicide note had been a forgery.34

The second major event to turn the United States against Trujillo was Cas-
tro’s rise to power in Cuba. Although Trujillo was avowedly anti-communist, 
US officials feared that his brutal regime could spark a communist revolu-
tion similar to the one that overthrew Cuba’s Fulgencio Batista in 1959. The 
United States had good reason to worry. Long-standing dictators were fall-
ing throughout the region. In 1954, dictators ruled twelve out of twenty Latin 
American states. By 1961, however, only Trujillo and Paraguay’s Alfredo 
Stroessner remained.35 Washington’s fear of a popular revolution increased 
after Castro declared his intention to overthrow the Dominican Republic—a 
threat that was taken seriously given Trujillo’s unpopularity among his coun-
try’s rural poor.36 Given these concerns, Eisenhower feared that continued 
US support for Trujillo would encourage anti-Americanism throughout the 
region and undermine the US-led order. America’s ambassador to the Do-
minican Republic, Joseph Farland, wrote, “We are under directives to seek 
to avoid giving any impressions that US favors dictatorships in Latin Amer
ica. A part of the picture is that anti-Trujillo attitude in Latin America is 
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considerably high.”37 Eisenhower concurred, “American public opinion 
won’t condemn Castro until we have moved against Trujillo.”38

American fears of “another Cuba” escalated after Castro’s forces invaded 
the Dominican Republic on June 14, 1959. Although Trujillo quickly quashed 
the invasion, US policymakers criticized the regime for its brutal crackdown 
on its domestic opposition afterward.39 Believing that Trujillo’s indiscrimi-
nate repression had become counterproductive, Washington feared that an-
other popular uprising was imminent. A 1959 Special National Intelligence 
Estimate warned: “Should Trujillo leave the scene, those remaining in the 
regime probably could not long control the situation and a struggle for power 
would result, in which pro-Communist exiles and other radicals would play 
a prominent part.”40 Ambassador Farland agreed: “The Dominican Commu-
nists in exile will come rushing back and will attempt to take over the reins 
of government during the confused period of reorganization.”41 If this revo-
lution were to succeed, the State Department advised that it could spark 
communist victories in “Haiti, Nicaragua, Panama, Guatemala and other 
Central and Latin American countries.”42

Numerous Latin American leaders shared Eisenhower’s concern.43 Dur-
ing an August 1959 meeting in Chile, for example, foreign ministers from 
throughout the region debated whether it might be possible to incite a demo
cratic revolution in the Dominican Republic, similar to the one that had re-
cently overthrown Venezuelan dictator Perez Jimenez. But US officials were 
skeptical. Secretary of State Christian Herter argued, “History has shown 
that efforts to impose democracy in a country, by force and from outside, 
can easily result in the mere substitution of one form of tyranny for an-
other.”44 Assistant Secretary Roy Rubottom agreed, “One only had to con-
sider Venezuela’s experience during the past year, when the people of that 
nation had themselves overthrown Perez Jimenez, without outside assistance 
or intervention. The strict observance of non-intervention is perhaps the best 
way to promote democracy.”45

Given the difficulties associated with sparking a popular democratic rev-
olution, Eisenhower debated other ways to covertly overthrow Trujillo in 
early 1960. At an NSC meeting in January, Undersecretary of State Livingston 
Merchant argued that the time had come for the United States to replace 
Trujillo. But, he warned, this would not be an easy task. Trujillo had 
crushed all moderate opponents to his regime. As such, Merchant suggested 
that the United States should try to initiate a covert campaign to “coalesce 
non-Communist business, professional, and academic groups into an oppo-
sition.”46 Eisenhower acquiesced, and the CIA began drawing up plans to 
start funding these groups soon after.47 As my theory would predict, how-
ever, Eisenhower was unwilling to attempt to oust Trujillo until he was con-
fident that these groups could provide a plausible political alternative to 
the dictator. For instance, an April 1960 memo from Secretary of State Herter 
to the president explained, “The United States would immediately take 
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political action to remove Trujillo from the Dominican Republic as soon as a 
suitable successor regime can be induced to take over with the assurance of 
US political, economic, and—if necessary—military support.”48 Before 
attempting to covertly topple the regime, however, Washington first tried 
to persuade Trujillo to peacefully step down in favor of a comfortable exile 
with a “trust fund” in Portugal or Morocco.49 Trujillo rejected the offer, ar-
guing, “I’ll never go out of here unless I go on a stretcher.”50

Meanwhile, a small group of Dominican elites had been secretly hashing 
a plan to oust Trujillo. Leading the group was Antonio de la Maza, whose 
brother Octavio had been framed and murdered by Trujillo’s henchman 
during the Galíndez/Murphy scandal. In the spring of 1960, the Dominican 
conspirators first made contact with US Ambassador Farland during a cock-
tail party.51 The plotters requested US help securing rifles with telescopic 
scopes, which were banned within the country.52 Farland passed the request 
to Washington, and on June 16, 1960, CIA headquarters cabled its Domini-
can station to appoint CIA agent Henry Dearborn as a “communications 
link” between the dissidents and the CIA.53 Dearborn agreed but asked for 
confirmation that the United States would act to “clandestinely . . . ​develop 
effective force to accomplish Trujillo overthrow.”54 CIA headquarters 
confirmed this proposal.55

Contrary to the rogue CIA hypothesis, available evidence shows that high-
level Eisenhower administration officials supported the coup, despite under
standing that it could result in Trujillo’s death. For instance, on June 28, 
1960, Assistant Secretary of State Rubottom met with CIA Station Chief J. C. 
King. During this meeting, King asked Rubottom, “To what extent will the 
US government participate in the overthrowing of Trujillo. . . . ​Would it pro-
vide a small number of sniper rifles or other devices for the removal of key 
Trujillo people from the scene?” King’s handwritten note on the memo con-
firms that Rubottom’s response was yes.56 Likewise, a July  1, 1960, CIA 
memo states that the requested arms “would be used against key members 
of the Trujillo regime” and that “approval for delivery of these arms has 
been given by Assistant Secretary of State Roy Rubottom, who requests that 
the arms be placed in the hands of the opposition at the earliest possible mo-
ment.”57 Similarly, a July 14, 1960, letter from Dearborn to Rubottom com-
plains that the group was “in no way ready to carry on any type of revolu-
tionary activity in the foreseeable future except the assassination of their 
principal enemy.”58

In August 1960, Washington officially cut its relations with the Domini-
can Republic after Trujillo was caught trying to assassinate one of his long-
time rivals, Venezuelan president Rómulo Betancourt.59 In response, Eisen-
hower joined the Organization of American States (OAS) in placing economic 
sanctions on the regime, closed the US embassy in Ciudad Trujillo, and re-
called the US ambassador. In an effort to appease the United States, Trujillo 
announced that he would hold democratic elections in 1961. He also forced 
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his notoriously cruel brother Héctor to resign as president, and replaced him 
with a moderate cabinet minister, Joaquín Balaguer.60 These efforts were in 
vain. Consol General and de facto CIA Station Chief Henry Dearborn, who 
had become America’s primary source within the Dominican Republic after 
the US ambassador was recalled, wrote to Washington that Trujillo would 
continue “his political domination whether he is President or dogcatcher” 
and that there was no indication that the regime would “abolish arbitrary 
arrests, prison tortures, or reprisals against its political opposition.”61

On October 3, 1960, the CIA submitted a memo entitled “Plans of the Do-
minican Internal Opposition and Dominican Desk for Overthrow of the Tru-
jillo Government.” It declared that plans “have been developed on a tenta-
tive basis which appear feasible and which might be carried out covertly by 
CIA with a minimal risk of exposure.” Toward this end, the CIA requested 
two things: “a. Delivery of approximately 300 rifles and pistols, together with 
ammunition and a supply of grenades . . . ​b. Delivery to the same cache de-
scribed above, of an electronic detonating device with remote control fea-
tures which could be planted by the dissidents in such a manner as to elim-
inate certain key Trujillo henchmen.”62 Following up a few weeks later, 
Dearborn wrote to Assistant Secretary of State Thomas Mann:

One further point, which I should probably not even make. From a purely 
practical standpoint, it will be best for us, for the OAS, and for the Domini-
can Republic if the Dominicans put an end to Trujillo before he leaves this 
island. If he has his millions and is a free agent, he will devote his life from 
exile to preventing stable government in the D.R., to overturning democratic 
governments and establishing dictatorships in the Caribbean, and to assas-
sinating his enemies. If I were a Dominican, which thank heaven I am not, I 
would favor destroying Trujillo as being the first necessary step in the salva-
tion of my country and I would regard this, in fact, as my Christian duty. If 
you recall Dracula, you will remember it was necessary to drive a stake 
through his heart to prevent a continuation of his crimes.63

In November, the State Department director of Intelligence and Research 
warned that “the tide is now running against the United States and the lon-
ger the current impasse continues, the more unfavorable to US interests the 
outcome is likely to be.”64 Swayed by these accounts, Eisenhower’s special 
task force to evaluate covert action, known as the Special Group, approved 
a broad plan of covert support to anti-Trujillo forces on December 29, 1960.65 
Then, on the last day of the Eisenhower administration, Dearborn was in-
formed that his request to supply arms to the dissidents had been approved.66

Kennedy inherited the ongoing Dominican operation along with several 
others in the Congo, Cuba, and Vietnam. Even before his inauguration, Ken-
nedy appointed a task force to evaluate US strategy in Latin America. Writ-
ing in 1960, the task force concluded, “To support the few remaining dicta-
torships or regimes based on plutocracies or oligarchic landowners would 
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mean supporting doomed reactionary groups whose downfall would leave 
the United States in an untenable popular position.” It continued, however, 
that there was “no group capable of undertaking the task of government” 
within the Dominican Republic. Therefore, the task force suggested the 
United States should begin covertly “choosing and training cadres.”67 Secre-
tary of State Dean Rusk concurred with the assessment, writing to Kennedy 
a few weeks after his inauguration: “Account must be taken of the adverse 
effect on our position of leadership in the hemisphere if we support tyr-
anny in the Dominican Republic. Our ability to marshal Latin American 
support against the Castro dictatorship would be impaired.”68 Consulate 
General Dearborn agreed, “Our theme has been that the longer Trujillo con-
tinues to dominate the D.R. the more susceptible the country is becoming to 
leftist extremists, and that, therefore, Trujillo’s overthrow in the near future 
would be in the interest of the U.S.”69

Based on these assessments, Kennedy authorized a covert effort to train 
new potential leaders on the moderate left.70 The president hoped that by 
raising the standard of living for average citizens and providing a left-wing 
alternative to communism, he could offer a “third way” between right-wing 
dictatorship and communist revolution.71 The mission fit well within his 
overall strategy for the region, known as the Alliance for Progress, a $20 bil-
lion development plan designed to improve US relations and economic co-
operation throughout the region.72

Simultaneous with his covert efforts to develop moderate left leaders in 
the Dominican Republic, Kennedy continued to support the ongoing coup 
and assassination plot against Trujillo. On February 10 and 15, US officials 
met with dissidents in New York City who debated multiple ways of killing 
Trujillo, including guns, fragmentation grenades, poison, and bombs.73 
Afterward, Secretary of State Dean Rusk wrote to Kennedy:

Our representatives in the Dominican Republic have, at considerable risk to 
those involved, established contacts with numerous leaders of underground 
opposition. These leaders look to the United States for assistance. They be-
lieve in a free enterprise economic system, plan the nationalization of public 
utilities with compensation to the owners, intend to institute a land reform 
program based on agricultural cooperatives and the nationalization of idle 
agricultural land and intend to confiscate all of Trujillo’s properties. They 
have agreed on a president to lead them, propose to prevent the re-entry of 
Communist and subversive agents and to hold elections within a two-year 
period during which they plan to carry out their program.74

Toward this end, Rusk continued, “The CIA has recently been authorized to 
arrange for delivery to them outside the Dominican Republic of small arms 
and sabotage equipment.”75

Frustrated by the mission’s slow progress, Dearborn pressed Washington 
for additional arms. On March 13, the CIA station put in a request for fifty 
fragmentation grenades, five rapid-fire weapons, and ten 64 mm anti-tank 
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rockets.76 Three days later, Dearborn sent a thinly coded message to the State 
Department:

The members of our club are now prepared in their minds to have a picnic 
but do not have the ingredients for the salad. Lately they have developed a 
plan for the picnic, which just might work if they could find the proper food. 
They have asked us for a few sandwiches, hardly more, and we are not pre-
pared to make them available. Last week we were asked to furnish three or 
four pineapples for a party in the new future, but I could remember nothing 
in my instructions that would have allowed me to contribute this ingredi-
ent. Don’t think I wasn’t tempted. I have rather specific guidelines to the ef-
fect that salad ingredients will be delivered outside the picnic grounds and 
will be brought to the area by another club.77

Nevertheless, the question of whether the dissidents really offered a plau-
sible alternative to Trujillo remained salient. Even Dearborn admitted in a 
March 22 cable, “There is no well organized unitary opposition to Trujillo. 
On the other hand, on the basis of the judgment of our best sources 80 to 90 
per cent [sic] of literate Dominicans are anti-Trujillo and would like to have 
a representative form of government oriented toward the west, one which 
would not intervene in the affairs of its neighbors and which would respect 
basic human rights.”78 Unsatisfied with this answer, CIA headquarters wrote 
that the station should not pass the weapons to the dissidents until they had 
developed a better plan for governing after Trujillo’s fall. “We should attempt 
to avoid precipitous action by the internal dissidents until opposition group 
and HQS are better prepared to support [redacted word], effect a change of 
regime, and cope with the aftermath.”79 Despite this reluctance, however, 
CIA Headquarters apparently changed its mind and instructed the station 
to pass three 30-caliber M1 carbines to the dissidents on March 31.80 They 
did so, passing the arms to the leader of the conspirators, Antonio de la 
Maza.81

Following the Bay of Pigs fiasco on April 17, Kennedy had second thoughts 
about the wisdom of the anti-Trujillo mission. Bissell later testified, “There 
developed a general realization that precipitous action should be avoided 
in the Dominican Republic until Washington was able to give further 
considerations to the consequences of a Trujillo overthrow and the power 
vacuum that would be created.”82 On April 28, Rusk wrote to Dearborn, 
encouraging him to develop a plausible alternative to Trujillo:

US strongly hopes any succeeding government will be broadly acceptable to 
people of Dominican Republic, will be oriented toward US, and will promptly 
commit self to establishment democracy and firm scheduling of free elec-
tions. . . . ​As opportunity presents self under circumstances outlined above 
you should encourage formulation [of a] realistic coalition [of] civilian and 
military elements capable holding power as provisional government friendly 
toward and disposed [to] work [ing] with US.83
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Within the Dominican Republic, however, the dissidents finally felt ready 
to attack. Their plan called for a group of seven men, led by Luís Amiama 
Tío and Antonio Imbert Barrera, to ambush Trujillo as he was traveling on a 
highway out of Ciudad Trujillo without his security detail. Afterward, Gen-
eral José “Pupo” Román Fernandez, secretary of state for the Armed Forces, 
would launch a military coup and arrest high-level officers loyal to Trujillo.84 
One conspirator wrote these instructions:

Once Trujillo is dead, Pupo Román and Juan Tomás Díaz will head a civilian-
military junta with Antonio de la Maza as secretary of the armed forces; all 
members of the Trujillo family will be arrested. Some will be permitted to 
leave and other will be brought to justice. . . . ​President Balaguer will be taken 
to the National Palace where he will be obliged to sign the decrees establish-
ing the junta. The junta will ask for the intervention of the United States to 
prevent bloodshed.85

In late April, Dearborn cabled CIA headquarters that the dissidents were 
ready to attack.86 Washington responded that the United States was not yet 
prepared to cope with the aftermath of an assassination and ordered Dear-
born not to pass any additional weapons to the conspirators.87 After speak-
ing with the dissidents, Dearborn responded, “We doubt statements U.S. 
government not now prepared to cope with aftermath will dissuade them 
from their attempt.”88

On May 29, the Kennedy administration sent Dearborn a top-priority ca-
ble: “We must not run risk of U.S. association with political assassination, 
since U.S. as [a] matter of general policy cannot condone assassination. The 
last principle is overriding and must prevail in doubtful situation”89 The ca-
ble continued, however, that Dearborn should “inform dissident elements 
of U.S. support for their position.”90 Whether this cable was designed to stop 
the covert operation, delay it, or merely provide cover for the White House 
should America’s role in the plot become publicly known cannot be deter-
mined definitively from the available declassified documents. A 1975 presi-
dential investigation into the CIA’s covert activities and its involvement in 
plans to assassinate foreign leaders, known as Rockefeller Commission, later 
determined that “the preparation of this message, and the required coordi-
nation, consumed about two weeks. There is no evidence of any efforts dur-
ing this period to recover the weapons or otherwise interfere in the assassi-
nation plans.”91 Dearborn later testified that he interpreted the cable as 
meaning “we don’t care if the Dominicans assassinate Trujillo, that is all 
right. But we don’t want anything to pin this on us, because we weren’t 
doing it, it is the Dominicans who are doing it.”92 As such, he did not attempt 
to cancel the mission. Instead, he replied, “HQ [Headquarters] aware extent 
to which U.S. government already associated with assassination. If we are to 
at least cover up tracks, CIA personnel directly involved in assassination 
preparation must be withdrawn.”93
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The dissidents struck the next day. After thirty-one years in power, Tru-
jillo was shot and killed after the coup plotters ambushed his Chevrolet Bel 
Air on a highway outside of Ciudad Trujillo. Afterward, Dearborn tele
grammed to Washington: “Have now established beyond any doubt what
ever Trujillo assassinated by group desiring democratic anti-communist 
government . . . ​Trujillo [was] shot once in [his] chin, once in [the] side of 
[his] head, and four times in [the] back of [his] head but that he was armed 
and injured some of the attackers.”94 Kennedy learned of the assassination 
while meeting with French president Charles de Gaulle in Paris.95

Other than killing the dictator, however, every other part of the plot did 
not proceed as planned. To begin, four of the conspirators were wounded 
after Trujillo and his driver returned fire on their car. Moreover, Antonio de 
la Maza accidentally left a gun registered to another conspirator at the scene, 
and Trujillo’s driver survived the attack. Worse still, General Pupo Román 
panicked under pressure and hesitated to launch the military coup.96 After 
waiting for hours, Román finally ordered Trujillo’s top supporters to assem
ble at an army base. By this time, however, they were suspicious of his mo-
tives and refused to follow orders. One of Román’s colleagues at the time 
lamented, “He has neither the capacity nor the character to do it. He has 
failed to exploit the confusion. He is only proving he is no commander, con-
firming Trujillo’s own estimation of him.”97

Within hours, the plot began to unravel. Trujillo’s notorious intelligence 
agency, the Military Intelligence Service (Servicio de Inteligencia Militar—SIM), 
led by Johnny Abbés García, quickly began rounding up the conspirators. 
Several were caught trying to receive medical help. On May 31, one of the 
plotters confessed, “General Román . . . ​would dominate the country with 
the support that was agreed upon with the United States government, as an 
agreement has been made through the American consul, Henry Dearborn, 
in this city.”98 Within the week, SIM agents had arrested or killed nearly all 
of the conspirators and hundreds of innocent bystanders. Of the core group 
of plotters, only two—Antonio Imbert Barrera and Luís Amiama Tío—were 
able to evade capture.99 Meanwhile, Trujillo’s thirty-year-old son Ramfis 
learned of his father’s death while vacationing in France and quickly re-
turned to the Dominican Republic to claim control.100

washington’s conflicted relationship with  
ramfis trujillo (1961–62)

Officials in the Kennedy administration eyed Ramfis’s return and the continu-
ing fallout from the coup with great apprehension. During a meeting of Ken-
nedy’s top aides, Undersecretary of State Chester Bowles recounted that they 
discussed “horror stories of assassination and retaliation which were reported 
going on behind the scenes at the Dominican capital.”101 Attorney General 
Robert Kennedy’s notes from June 1 stated, “The great problem now is that we 
don’t know what to do because we don’t [sic] what the situation is and this 
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shouldn’t be true, particularly when we have known that this situation was 
pending for some time.”102 That same day, Rusk warned Kennedy that anti-
American groups would try to exploit the power vacuum created by Trujillo’s 
assassination: “Trujillo’s death leaves Joaquín Balaguer in key position as 
continuing President and head of recognized Dominican State. Anti-US ele
ments such as Abbés-Ramfis clique will probably attempt [to] subject him [to] 
their exclusive influence.”103 Kennedy’s advisors split on how best to proceed. 
Some in the administration—including Robert Kennedy, Secretary of De-
fense Robert McNamara, and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General 
Lyman Lemnitzer—argued that the United States should intervene overtly 
to prevent the situation from deteriorating further. A second group headed 
by State Department officials—including Secretary of State Rusk, Under-
secretary of State Bowles, and Undersecretary of Political Affairs George 
McGhee—argued that aggressive overt action was unwarranted and would 
undermine America’s treaty commitments and general image in the region.

Meanwhile, in the Dominican Republic the new regime sought to assuage 
Washington’s concerns about its crackdown on political opponents in the 
hopes of averting an American intervention. On June 4, Dearborn met with 
Joaquín Balaguer, who continued in his position as the Dominican Repub-
lic’s president under Ramfis Trujillo. During this meeting, Balaguer “denied 
[the] existence [of] violence and reign of terror in Dominican Republic” and 
“emphasized he was eminently anti-Communist and would fully support 
western democracies.”104 On June 12, Ramfis followed up by personally writ-
ing to Washington, expressing his willingness to do “anything reasonable” 
to improve US-Dominican relations, and asked the United States to “take 
leadership in specifying what should be done.”105

Balaguer and Ramfis’s claims were met with skepticism. Many policymak-
ers had hoped that the elder Trujillo’s assassination would create an open-
ing for a popular, pro-American democracy. Ramfis’s power grab threatened 
this vision, and many believed that he would follow his father’s example. 
Dearborn, in particular, was adamant in his opposition, having warned 
months earlier that “Ramfis is most unstable, ruthless, US-hating, untrust-
worthy and cynical occupant of whole Trujillo nest and we should avoid him 
like bubonic plague.”106 At the same time, however, thirty years of dictator-
ship had stripped the country of its democratic forces, and US officials feared 
that communists would be able to exploit the power vacuum caused by a 
weak regime. On July 10, Kennedy wrote, “If we could not have a democracy 
with some hope of survival I would rather continue the present situation 
than to have a Castro dictatorship. That is our policy and we want to make 
sure that in attempting to secure democracy we don’t end up with a Castro-
Communist island.”107 A July 17 memo explained:

The basic political problem facing the U.S. is how to encourage and foster a 
stable government, resistant to Castroism, constructed from Balaguer’s mod-
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erate wing of the existing government, the middle-of-the-road opposition 
elements and the armed forces. An effort to prolong the control of unrecon-
structed Trujillista elements beyond an adequate transition period would be 
to invite revolution and disorder at a time when there is no one to exercise 
the controlling role formerly played by the Generalissimo. To act precipitately 
to remove the Trujillos before firm foundations are established for a more rep-
resentative government would be to invite a collapse of authority if not civil 
war.108

Seeing no other options, US officials decided to try to work with Ramfis and 
Balaguer in the hopes that they could promote “a smooth and orderly tran-
sition from the previously repressive regime to a more liberal and enlight-
ened regime.”109 Through gradual reform, US planners hoped to create a 
“political climate and system, which would allow free elections” and include 
“all non-Castro, non-communist elements who adhere to the Dominican 
constitution.”110

Over the next few months, Ramfis and Balaguer took several small steps 
to liberalize the Dominican political system and grant civil liberties. Wash-
ington, however, was impatient with the slow pace of reform. On October 3, 
the president’s special assistant, Richard Goodwin, wrote to Kennedy:

The opposition is well-meaning but as yet has not displayed any capacity for 
effective government. No political figure, around which activity could be cen-
tered, has emerged from the opposition ranks. . . . ​There is no pleasant an-
swer to this problem. But I believe we should do the following: Accept the 
fact of Ramfis remaining in power and bargain to create an acceptable demo
cratic facade which will win the confidence—if reluctant confidence of the 
opposition—and create the conditions under which future democratic gov-
ernment may be possible.111

In other words, the United States would continue to work with Ramfis’s 
authoritarian regime for political expediency, but would also press the re-
gime to gradually liberalize with the hopes of eventually creating suitable 
conditions for democratic rule in the country. Toward this end, Balaguer and 
Ramfis agreed to hold democratic elections in 1962, in which no member of 
the Trujillo family would be allowed to participate.

Ramfis Trujillo’s reign came to an abrupt halt in November 1961. Under 
pressure from the Dominican military to quash street uprisings, Ramfis re-
called his uncles, Héctor and Arismendi Trujillo, from exile on November 15, 
1961. Outraged, Kennedy was determined not to let the Trujillos consolidate 
their power during this “behind-the-scenes national crisis.”112 On Novem-
ber 17, he ordered a flotilla of fourteen ships to wait off the coast of the 
Dominican Republic and gave the Trujillos twenty-four hours to leave the 
country, or else he would order the Marines to occupy it. The show of force 
worked, and Ramfis immediately fled the country. Soon afterward, Dominican 
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Air Force General Rafael Rodriguez Echevarria declared his support for 
Balaguer and launched an attack that successfully ousted the remaining 
Trujillos.113

With the Trujillos gone, President Balaguer found himself heading a highly 
unstable country. A loosely allied group of business and landed elites, known 
as the National Civic Union (Unión Civica Nacional—UCN), formed to pro-
test Balaguer’s rule and organized a general strike in late November. By 
December, Kennedy had decided Balaguer’s situation was untenable. On 
December 16, the White House wrote to its embassy in Santo Domingo, “We 
believe that the following suggested course of action will bring final success, 
after which we are confident President Balaguer can return to an important 
official position of some prestige. . . . ​Balaguer should also announce—on his 
own initiative—his intention to create a Council of State, a representative 
cabinet, and to take other measures necessary to assure a government of na-
tional unity with elections.”114 Toward this end, Washington suggested that 
Balaguer resign in February 1962.115 Without US support, however, Balaguer 
saw little reason to wait and resigned the following day.116

On January 1, 1962, the Council of State was sworn in as the Dominican 
Republic’s interim government and announced its intention to hold demo
cratic elections within the year. The council included Balaguer as president, 
several representatives from the UCN, and the two surviving conspirators 
of the plot against Trujillo. Soon afterward, the OAS lifted its sanctions, and 
the United States reestablished full diplomatic relations with the country.117 
Unfortunately, the arrangement failed to resolve the military’s opposition to 
the UCN, and after only two weeks, Air Force General Echevarria launched 
a military coup.118 Kennedy quickly warned the military that the United 
States would withdraw its aid if the Council were overthrown. The threat 
worked, and several air force officers arrested Echevarria. Soon after, Cap-
tain Elías Wessin y Wessin reconstituted the Council of State and announced 
democratic elections in December 1962. After seven months of turmoil, US 
policymakers were relieved. A March 4 memo from the US embassy notes, 
“Government of this country is now in hands of moderate, anti-dictatorial 
and anti-Communist group which if anything is over-friendly to and depen-
dent on US in this age of nationalism. It is accepted or supported by vast 
majority of politically conscious elements of population as transition to elec-
tions at end of year.”119

1962 presidential elections

In the eleven-month run-up to the elections, two political parties emerged 
as the frontrunners. The first was the National Civic Union (Unión Civica 
Nacional—UCN), representing the country’s business sector. The United 
States had played “a key role in encouraging the business and professional 
leaders to establish the UCN” the previous summer, and the party had 
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gained popular support, given its role in Ramfis Trujillo’s downfall.120 
The UCN candidate, Viriato Fiallo, was a medical doctor with no previ-
ous political experience, but some political legitimacy for having been 
jailed by Trujillo.

The second party was the Dominican Revolutionary Party (Partido Revo-
lucionario Dominicano—PRD), a left-wing group formed by Dominican ex-
iles in Cuba in 1939. The PRD candidate was Juan Bosch, a writer and well-
known opponent of Trujillo’s regime. US planners viewed the PRD as a 
plausible left-wing alternative to communism. A CIA report described Bosch 
as “most accurately cataloged as belonging to the reformist, nationalistic, 
democratic left.”121 A Special 1961 National Intelligence Estimate noted, “At 
recent rallies the party has demonstrated some drawing power among city 
workers, other elements of the lower class, and poorer segments of the 
middle class. However, the majority of the middle class, which suffered most 
under the tyranny, is critical of PRD leaders as men who have remained out 
of the country for decades and escaped hardship and abuse.”122

To prevent communists or groups affiliated with the previous regime from 
winning the 1962 election, Kennedy authorized a covert operation to fund 
the UCN and PRD. A CIA memorandum explained, “The primary objectives 
of clandestine activity are to prevent the accession to power in the Domini-
can Republic of a Communist/Castro controlled government, to create an 
atmosphere which will foster democratic evolution, and to obtain reliable 
and timely intelligence needed to formulate effective overt and covert action 
programs.”123 Toward this end, the plan called for the United States to

support democratic non-Communist political groups in their efforts to 
achieve victory in the 1962 elections and to maintain their political viability 
thereafter. Currently, support is being given to the Unión Civica National (Na-
tional Civic Union—UCN) and the Partido Revolucionario Dominicano (Do-
minican Revolutionary Party—PRD). Generally, equal support should be au-
thorized in the future for both the UCN and PRD to provide particular 
support for the services of non-American political advisors and for party con-
ventions in May 1962 and other organization efforts. 124

By covertly supporting both the UCN and PRD, US officials hoped to pre-
vent the victory of several far-left groups as well as parties tied to the previ-
ous regime, including Balaguer’s Reformist Party, the Democratic Revolu-
tionary Nationalist Party, the Social Democratic Alliance, and the Authentic 
Dominican Revolutionary Party.125

Several CIA-backed nonprofit organizations played a key role in Wash-
ington’s covert plan. Kennedy authorized covert aid to the groups in the hope 
that they could “organize and support anti-Communist front groups capa-
ble of conducting militant action and propaganda against Communist/Castro 
individuals and groups.”126 Toward this end, the Institute for International 
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Labor Relations (IILR) provided literature to Dominican opposition groups. 
The Institute for Political Education (IPE) sought “to train high and me-
dium level cadres for the Latin American left-of-center political parties, in 
both ideological and tactical fields.”127 The Inter-American Center for Po
litical Training (Centro Interamericano de Política Aprendizaje—CIDAP) helped 
to organize Dominican peasants into the National Federation of Peasant 
Brotherhoods (Federación Nacional de Hermandades Campesinas—FENHERCA), 
a group that supported the PRD and eventually grew to 150,000 members.128

On December 20, 1962, the Dominican Republic held its first open demo
cratic election since 1924. Bosch’s PRD won heartily, receiving 648,000 out 
of the roughly 1 million votes cast, and beating the UCN by a margin of two 
to one. In addition to taking the presidency, PRD won twenty-two out of 
twenty-eight seats in the Senate and forty-eight out of seventy-four seats in 
the Chamber of Deputies.129 Kennedy was pleased with the PRD’s victory, 
authorized $100 million in aid to support the new regime, and sent his trusted 
advisor John Bartlow Martin to be ambassador.130 On April 29, Bosch un-
veiled the new Dominican constitution, which granted basic civil liberties 
to the population, prohibited the deportation of dissidents, and legalized 
divorce.

On assuming office in February, Bosch and the PRD inherited a variety of 
major problems, including a large government deficit, a currency crisis, and 
a distrustful military. Unfortunately, the PRD had no experience running a 
country, and within months Bosch had disappointed virtually every politi
cal constituency in the Dominican Republic. To balance the budget, he cut 
public spending, and unemployment rose to over 30 percent.131 Dominican 
peasants complained that Bosch did not follow through on his 1962 election 
campaign promises to divide Trujillo’s vast estates and resettle landless peas-
ants on sixteen-acre plots. Meanwhile, the landed elite feared that Bosch 
planned to redistribute their land, and created a new party, the Dominican 
Independence Association (Asociacion Dominicana Independiente—ADI) in re-
sponse. The Catholic Church opposed legalizing divorce as well as Bosch’s 
efforts to separate church and state, and the military complained that com-
munists and socialists had been given too much leeway to organize under 
Bosch’s new constitution.132

Washington soon lost faith in Bosch as well. Johnson later explained, “We 
continued to hope that Bosch would be able to do for his people what Pres-
ident Rómulo Betancourt had done for Venezuela after dictatorship had been 
overthrown there. But Bosch was no Betancourt. While his aspirations were 
admirable, his performance was weak.”133 Undersecretary of State George 
Ball was more blunt, describing Bosch as “unrealistic, arrogant and erratic. 
I thought him incapable of running even a small social club, much less a 
country in turmoil. He did not seem to me a communist . . . ​but merely a 
muddle-headed, anti-American pedant committed to unattainable social re-
forms.”134 US policymakers were even more displeased after Bosch laid out 
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his plan for land reform to Ambassador Martin during a June meeting: “Es-
tates larger than the prescribed limit would be seized over a five-year pe-
riod. A 20  percent tax, to be paid in land only, would be levied. Thus all 
land over the legal limit would be transferred to the state without compen-
sation by the end of five years, and then distributed to landless peasants.”135 
However, Martin quickly dissuaded Bosch from enacting the reform. Instead, 
a CIA-backed group, the Inter-American Center for Social Studies (Centro 
Interamericano de Estudios Sociales—CIDES) took over “the major share of na-
tional planning in the Dominican Republic” during Bosch’s term.136

By September, however, the situation had reached its crisis point. On Sep-
tember 19, the ADI launched a general strike to protest “the growing com-
munist infiltration in the country.”137 On September 22, Martin cabled Wash-
ington, recommending that the United States “should recognize Bosch is 
not much of a president, that we should recognize most of his opposition is 
almost equally incompetent, and that we should attempt to take his govern-
ment away from him, insofar as possible.” Therefore, he continued, the 
United States should “use every means—or almost every means—to get rid 
of those whom we cannot control; exert every pressure to put our own people 
close to him and the other levers of power and, to the extent possible, though 
these people run his government without his knowing it.”138 As part of this 
effort, Martin wanted the CIA to “get control clandestinely” of several left-
wing parties in order “to keep the far left split.”139

Before Washington could formulate a strategy, however, General Wessin 
y Wessin launched a coup on September 24. In a last ditch effort to protect 
his regime, Bosch asked Martin for an aircraft carrier to come to his aid. 
Martin forwarded Bosch’s request and publicly opposed the coup, but wrote 
to Washington, “I have no desire to return him, or his Cabinet or PRD to 
power.”140 Undersecretary of State Ball responded, “We cannot contemplate 
either serious use of carrier or implied threat against a coup in the present 
circumstances . . . ​little more can be done to maintain [Bosch] in office against 
the forces he himself has generated in opposition.” Given Bosch’s trouble-
some tenure as president, US policymakers decided they could no longer 
hold back the Dominican military, which moved to oust him.141 After only 
seven months in power, Bosch fled into exile in Puerto Rico on September 25.

reid cabral era

Once in power, the military dissolved Congress, voided Bosch’s constitution, 
banned communist groups, and promised to hold democratic elections at 
some point in the future. Soon afterward, the military installed a three-man 
junta, known as the Triumvirate, and invited “six minority parties, only one 
of which has a significant popular following” to join their coalition.142 Bosch, 
Balaguer, and the PRD were “given no role or representation in the present 
government.”143 US policymakers were split on how best to proceed. On the 
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one hand, as Secretary of State Rusk wrote to the embassy, the United States 
did not want to support the military, which was “seen in [the] US as arbi-
trary perpetrators of endless series of coups against elected civilian gov-
ernment.”144 On the other hand, no one in Washington wanted to see Bosch 
return to power. Thus, Rusk wrote, the

U.S. should not seek to impose unacceptable—or any single—solution in 
DomRep. We recognize Communist dangers; we will insist on its being 
curbed, in our own interests as well as DomRep’s. But we must ensure in so 
far as realistically possible that would-be golpistas [Spanish for leader of a 
coup] in other LA [Latin American] countries take no encouragement from 
Dom coup, and we must ensure that any solution to present impasses takes 
fully into account the desire of Dom people (and US people) that control over 
their destiny shall be returned to hands of a government responsive to their 
will.145

The only way for the United States to do this was to “remember that all 
PRDers, just like all military, not bad per se, and not ‘brainwashed’ . . . ​we 
must stop thinking in labels and bogeymen, face realities and individuals.”146 
Seeing no plausible political alternative to the Triumvirate, Kennedy deci
ded in mid-October to recognize the junta, but he was assassinated before 
he could.147 After assuming office, President Johnson recognized the junta 
in December 1963.

Within months, Reid Cabral dominated the Triumvirate, and the other two 
members later stepped down. US policymakers were cautiously optimistic 
about these developments. A State Department paper praised Cabral as “by 
far the best Chief of State to appear on the Dominican scene.”148 At the same 
time, however, officials warned he could be “erratic and impulsive; when 
things are going well his self-confidence sometimes indulges itself in a form 
of cockiness, which irritates those whom it would be in his interest to culti-
vate.”149 Yet, seeing no better alternative, US policymakers decided to sup-
port Cabral. Toward this end, the CIA made covert attempts “to divide the 
PRD and bribe people in high level positions in the party.”150 Washington 
believed that if the opposition could be split, Cabral might have a chance in 
the coming elections.

Within the Dominican Republic, however, Cabral was widely unpopular. 
The fact that he had risen to power via a military coup left a permanent “stain 
of political illegitimacy” on his regime.151 What’s more, the US embassy re-
ported, Cabral appeared to be “in no hurry to begin the electoral process.”152 
In early 1964, he banned political protests and postponed elections until Sep-
tember 1965. Cabral also appeared to be doing little to help his country’s 
severe economic recession. One-third of the population was estimated to be 
unemployed, and US officials feared that “the poor and the unemployed, 
most of whom scrape through on a minimum subsistence diet and have 
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trouble even getting water, while not active politically, appear to be steadily 
drifting leftward in their sympathies.”153 As a result, the State Department 
admitted, “Although honest, and perhaps the closest thing to a patriot that 
the Dominican Republic has produced,” Cabral “has no political sex ap-
peal.”154 Indeed, a spring 1965 CIA poll found that Cabral had only 5 percent 
public approval compared to Bosch’s 25 percent and Balaguer’s 50 percent.155

operation power pack

On April 24, 1965, a group of junior military officers, led by Lt. Col. Francisco 
Caamaño, ousted Cabral. The officers, calling themselves the Constitutional-
ists for their support of Bosch’s 1963 constitution, declared their intention to 
restore a democratic regime led by Juan Bosch. In support of this effort, a 
group of rebels captured Radio Santo Domingo and called for nationwide 
protests to support Bosch. The Constitutionalists were a diverse group, in-
cluding PRD members, military officers, democratic socialists, and commu-
nists. Their plan, code-named Enriquillo, was to rapidly capture the National 
Police Headquarters and San Isidro Air Force base before the military could 
properly respond, thereby forcing General Wessin to concede defeat and 
paving the way for Bosch to return to power. But General Wessin had no 
intention of surrendering. Under his command, a group of anti-rebel forces, 
known as the Loyalists for their allegiance to the Cabral regime, gathered at 
the San Isidro Air Force base. Thus, the situation on April 26, as the State 
Department explained to Johnson, was that “the Wessin group and the Air 
Force are in one camp; a large part of the Army that is in Santo Domingo, 
the capital itself, is supporting the rebel government and the loyalties of the 
troops outside the capital are still uncertain.”156

All of these developments took US planners completely by surprise. In-
deed, US Ambassador W. Tapley Bennett was not even in the country at the 
time. In his absence, William Connett was acting as Charge d’affairs, and Con-
nett proceeded to send a series of alarming highest priority messages to 
Washington. Part of the reason for America’s lack of forewarning was that 
throughout the Reid Cabral era, the embassy had made no contacts within 
the PRD or among the disgruntled military officers.157 One embassy em-
ployee noted, “Tap [Bennett] did not know anyone to the left of the Rotary 
Club,” and Connett “seemed to be ill at ease with people who were not cor-
rectly dressed.”158 As a result, the embassy relied heavily on its conserva-
tive contacts within the Dominican military for information on the rebel 
movement. Those contacts, however, had strong incentive to exaggerate 
the communist threat so that US forces would come to their aid. Conse-
quently, the embassy greatly misjudged the Constitutionalist’s aims and 
their strength. For that reason, the embassy encouraged the Loyalists to 
act decisively in order to prevent what was perceived as a likely communist 
takeover.159
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On April 27, the crisis heated up. Loyalists and Constitutionalists clashed 
outside Santo Domingo. By the end of the day, it appeared that the Consti-
tutionalists had gained the upper hand. In response, Johnson ordered US 
Marines to evacuate as many as possible of the 1,172 US nationals believed 
to be in the Dominican Republic to Puerto Rico.160 Meanwhile, the CIA 
reported to Rusk:

Should the forces of General Elías Wessin y Wessin, supported by the major 
elements of the air force and elements of the navy over the next several hours 
or days be unable to defeat that revolution that started last Saturday, the Do-
minican Republic . . . ​will be so far on the way to becoming another Cuba 
that the tide may well not be able to be turned back unless the US takes 
prompt and strong action. Pro-Communist—if not communist—people are 
emerging as members of the ‘cabinet’ of ‘provisional president’ Molina Ureña. 
Communists are gathering arms and reportedly have a real “in” with at least 
one arsenal. They set up strong points within the city.161

In response, Rusk wrote to the embassy, “Our primary objectives are resto-
ration of law and order, prevention of possible Communist takeover, and 
protection of American lives. . . . ​Believe you should contact military lead-
ers of contending forces and suggest to them establishment of military junta 
to act as provisional government.”162 With US approval, Wessin then ordered 
P-51s to attack the presidential palace where the PRD’s temporary leader, 
Molina Ureña, was working.163 Not realizing America’s complicity in the 
attack, Ureña went to the US embassy to ask for help. After meeting with 
Bennett, however, he soon realized that the rebels would not have Washing-
ton’s approval. Giving up hope, he and other top PRD leaders sought 
asylum in a friendly embassy.164

The constant stream of alarming updates coming from the US embassy 
disturbed Johnson. In a telephone conversation with Mann, he declared, 
“We’re going to have to really set up that government down there and run 
it and stabilize it some way or other. This Bosch is no good.” If he were to 
return from exile, Johnson asked, “Does that mean, you think, that this is 
another Castro government?” Mann responded, “Not yet, no. Hard to tell 
what comes out of one of these messes, who comes out on top. We don’t 
think that this fellow Bosch understands that the communists are danger-
ous. We don’t think that he is a communist. What we are afraid of is that 
if he gets back in, he’ll have so many of them around him—and they’re 
so much smarter than he is—that before you know it, they would take 
over.”165

The following day, April 28, Loyalist commanders followed American ad-
vice and formed a military junta led by Colonel Pedro Bartolomé Benoit. 
Given Ureña’s defection on the previous day, it appeared that the pro-Bosch 
forces were on the brink of collapse. In a stunning turn of fortune, however, 
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the Constitutionalists launched a surprise attack that enabled them to de-
feat Wessin’s troops and go on the offensive. The US embassy reported:

While I regret as much as anyone that, once again, we have to rely on mili-
tary solution for political crisis engendered by confused democratic left, all 
valid elements of which now either in asylum or hiding, as much from ex-
tremists who have come to dominate rebel situation, as well as from oppos-
ing military forces. However, plain fact of situation is that while leftist pro-
paganda naturally will try to fuzz situation as fight between military and 
people, issue here now is fight between Castro-type elements and those who 
oppose it. We should be clear as to situation.166

Soon after, Bennett requested that Washington send 1,200 Marines “to help 
restore peace to this country.”167 On April 28, Johnson ordered five hundred 
Marines ashore “to establish secure point or points for evacuation [of] U.S. 
nationals and other foreigners.”168

Two days later, Johnson ordered the 82nd Airborne to occupy Santo Do-
mingo. This mission, known as Operation Power Pack, would be America’s 
first overt intervention for military purposes in the Western Hemisphere in 
over thirty years. The orders given by the Joint Chiefs of Staff to Lt. General 
Bruce Palmer  Jr., the operation’s commanding officer, stated, “Your an-
nounced mission is to save U.S. lives. Your unannounced mission is to pre-
vent the Dominican Republic from going Communist. The President has 
stated that he will not allow another Cuba—you are to take all necessary 
measures to accomplish this mission.”169 Toward this end, 14,000 Marines 
arrived in Santo Domingo on May 1 to support the Loyalists and restore 
order within the occupied zone.

On May 2, Johnson delivered a speech to justify the invasion to the Amer-
ican public. His address introduced a revision to FDR’s Good Neighbor 
Policy—sometimes dubbed the “Johnson Doctrine”—arguing that the United 
States would intervene into the domestic affairs of states within the West-
ern Hemisphere to prevent “the establishment of a communistic dictator-
ship.”170 Both Congress and the public initially supported the mission. 
House Resolution 124 declared, “Any such subversive domination or threat 
of it violates the principles of the Monroe Doctrine, and of collective secu-
rity as set forth in the acts and actions heretofore adopted by the American 
Republics.”171 A US public opinion poll in May found that 76 percent of those 
surveyed supported Johnson’s decision to send troops to Santo Domingo.172

Throughout May, US forces continually escalated their attack on the Con-
stitutionalists. Meanwhile, Johnson sent America’s ambassador to Mexico, 
Thomas Mann, to create a provisional government led by technocrats and 
business leaders who could restore stability and eventually pave the way for 
elections. Mann sought to find a negotiated solution that would appease 
both the rebels and military but would not upset the existing military 

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



chapter 8

218

hierarchy or try to push through difficult social reforms. Not surprisingly, 
neither the rebels nor military could be satisfied with the other’s propos-
als. Meanwhile, the CIA initiated a covert mission to discredit the rebel 
leadership. One aspect of this plan sought to bribe Colonel Caamaño to 
defect. If he refused, the CIA would then discredit him by leaking that he 
sought US financial support.173 Before this could occur, however, Loyalist 
forces defeated the Constitutionalists on June 15, 1965. Seeing no alterna-
tive, the rebels accepted Mann’s proposal for an interim government with a 
neutral president and elections the following year. Then on September 3, 
Héctor Garcia Godoy was sworn in as provisional president. Most US forces 
withdrew soon after, but a small contingent remained to oversee the transi-
tion to democratic elections the following year.

Did the US government overestimate communist involvement in the up-
rising? Johnson was acutely anxious at the time that the United States would 
misjudge the situation. The possibility of a rebel victory was extremely wor-
risome at a time when the Bay of Pigs fiasco was only beginning to dim.174 
If the United States underestimated the communist influence, Johnson feared 
it might soon have a “second Cuba.” If the situation were overestimated, on 
the other hand, Johnson worried that the United States might be responsi-
ble for a military crackdown reminiscent of the Soviet invasion of Hungary 
in 1956.175 The available evidence suggests that several small communist 
groups were involved in the fighting, specifically the 14th of June Movement 
and the Dominican Popular Movement (Movimiento Popular Dominicano—
MPD). At the same time, however, previous CIA studies of these groups 
had estimated that they had a few hundred members at best.176 It is unclear 
where the US embassy got the figure that there were 12,000 communists 
fighting in Santo Domingo.177 Testifying before a closed session of Con-
gress on April 30, Rusk stated, “We have identified eight well-known Com-
munist leaders who are very active at the present time in leading armed 
groups. We know there are about 40 to 50 Dominicans in the Dominican Re-
public who have been trained by Castro.”178 Johnson rejected these num-
bers: “For all we know there are 800 leaders . . . ​no one on earth knew if this 
was a pro-Castro or Communist affair.”179

Although it seems implausible in hindsight that a couple dozen commu-
nists could have overthrown a country of 4 million people, it is important to 
consider the historical context: six years earlier, Castro had invaded Cuba, 
a country of 7 million, with only twenty men. Even if it was unlikely that a 
few dozen communists could somehow take over the Dominican Republic, 
Johnson was unwilling to take that chance. On April 28, he told an advisor, 
“I think the worst domestic political disaster we could suffer would be for 
Castro to take over.”180 At the same time, Johnson was mired in the escalating 
South Vietnamese crisis, and he feared that if the United States lost credibil-
ity by failing to prevent a communist victory in the Dominican Republic, 
it would encourage communist advances elsewhere. Early in the crisis, 
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Johnson worried aloud, “What can we do in Vietnam if we can’t clean up 
the Dominican Republic?”181

What is certain is that at the time of the intervention, US policymakers 
simply did not have reliable intelligence on the number of communists in the 
country. During an April  30 meeting, Johnson asked “if the CIA could 
document Castro’s involvement.” McNamara replied “that he didn’t think 
so. He thought the CIA might show that certain people were trained in 
Cuba, but not that Castro was directing the training.”182 Given this ambi-
guity, according to the operation’s Commanding Officer, Lt. General Bruce 
Palmer  Jr., “All civilian advisers, including Rusk and McNamara, and 
Wheeler (the only military adviser), had recommended against immediate 
intervention.”183 Palmer later admitted, “The truth was that no one had a 
handle on what was going on in Santo Domingo.”184 Indeed, three days after 
the Marines landed, Washington encouraged the US embassy to produce 
“additional material available on the President’s statement that the revolu-
tionary movement has been taken over by a band of Communist conspira-
tors.”185 The embassy was unable to do so.186

1966 and 1968 elections

With Héctor Garcia Godoy acting as provisional president and the fighting 
temporarily subdued, US policymakers debated what to do next. Despite 
tens of millions of dollars in US aid, the “provisional government has proven 
weaker than feared.”187 Indeed, on two separate occasions during the fall of 
1965, US forces had to put down a military coup against Godoy.188 In October, 
the CIA issued a special report on the Dominican Republic, which warned, 
“We think, for example, that the expansion in size of the electorate—those 
who have politically awakened during the past few years and the large ad-
ditional number of young people now qualified to vote—will strongly 
favor the left. . . . ​If such a candidate won the election, his government 
would probably be anti-US and Communist-influenced.”189

By December 1965, however, Godoy appeared stronger, and US planners 
had confidence that the provisional government would endure and hold 
elections as promised.190 Former presidents Balaguer and Bosch had each re-
turned from exile, making them the presumptive candidates for the Partido 
Reformist and PRD, respectively. Washington now faced the dilemma of how 
to ensure that a moderate pro-US candidate would win the election without 
provoking left-wing parties to withdraw from it. On December 30, Johnson’s 
oversight committee for covert actions, the 303 Committee, met “to deter-
mine whether the US Government should engage in a covert operation de-
signed to support the presidential candidate most likely to be able to estab-
lish and maintain a stable government in the Dominican Republic which is 
friendly to the US and which is capable of carrying out essential domestic 
reforms.”191 During a 303 Committee on January 6, the group decided that 
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Balaguer would be the best candidate for the United States to support, and 
started planning covert support for his election campaign.192

On January 11, 1966, the National Security Council released its “Contin-
gency Plan for the Dominican Elections.” It declared:

The purpose of the projected operation is to provide essential support to 
Balaguer’s campaign; its implementation must be guided by certain basic 
considerations. First, it is essential that the operation be carried out in such 
a way that United States sponsorship cannot be proven in any way. . . . ​
Second, while Balaguer will need financial help as well as assistance in other 
forms in order to overcome certain handicaps, the amount of assistance given 
him must be controlled to avoid overweight.193

Toward this end, the CIA would provide Balaguer with three types of sup-
port: “(1) funds to be provided [two lines of source text redacted]; (2) informa-
tion, expertise and political guidance relayed through reliable intermediar-
ies whom Balaguer trusts; (3) development of media and other assets having 
a natural bias toward Balaguer or toward his platform.”194

Over the next few months, the operation went smoothly, and Balaguer 
slowly gained support. At the same time, however, US planners worried that 
unless the PRD participated in the election, Balaguer’s victory would be 
considered illegitimate and could usher in another period of instability. To 
prevent the PRD from withdrawing, embassy officials met with Bosch to 
convince him that the United States would “recognize and support a freely 
elected government.”195 In March, the CIA discussed approaching “Venezu-
ela, Oduber, Figueres, the Mexican Government and possibly Frei to ask 
them to urge Bosch to stay in the race.”196 By April, Bosch was persuaded, 
and the PRD agreed to participate in the elections.197

Despite America’s covert support for Balaguer, a National Intelligence Es-
timate warned that the United States “cannot predict the outcome with any 
confidence.”198 Although Balaguer was leading in the polls, Bosch was still 
a major threat given “his ability to appeal to the Dominican masses in terms 
they find understandable and attractive.”199 What’s more, planners feared 
that “extremists of the right or left may attempt to disrupt them by un-
dertaking terrorist acts or, in the case of the far left, trying to provoke 
incidents.”200 Given this, the 303 Committee authorized additional covert 
“funds into the campaign to ensure that Balaguer does not lose momentum 
at a critical point in the race because of shortage of cash.”201 CIA polls on 
May 10 found Balaguer leading Bosch, 46.1 percent to 34.8 percent, but also 
reported that more Dominicans expected Bosch to win than Balaguer.202 Days 
before the election, the US embassy considered the election “a toss-up, with 
Bosch probably being right now the man to beat.”203

On June 1, Balaguer’s PR won with 57 percent of the vote compared to 
Bosch’s PRD’s 39 percent.204 The pro-Castro 14th of June Movement received 
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less than 1 percent of the vote.205 Although Bosch and other left-wing candi-
dates complained that the United States had covertly supported Balaguer, 
UN and OAS electoral observers found the election to be “free and fair.”206 
Seven in ten American liberals agreed.207 Balaguer’s landslide victory “helped 
create a honeymoon period for his administration, and he moved quickly to 
establish a strong degree of control over the bureaucracy and to dominate 
the Congress.”208 Before long, however, Balaguer struggled to cope with the 
dire economic and social problems facing the Dominican Republic. By No-
vember, the CIA warned that growing dissatisfaction with Balaguer was cre-
ating “a trend toward political polarization . . . ​which, if left unchecked, 
could produce a dangerous situation in the next 6–9 months.”209 To reverse 
this trend, the CIA began a small covert campaign to “assist moderate PRD 
members to increase their influence on party affairs and encourage them to 
remain in or rejoin the PRD to counter radical influences” and “diminish 
[the] influence on PRD affairs of the more extreme radicals and any Com-
munist infiltrators.”210

As Balaguer worked to assert his political control within the Dominican 
Republic, his critics began to fear that he would return the country to authori-
tarian rule. An April 1967 National Intelligence Estimate reported, “A major 
weak point for Balaguer is his vulnerability to charges of neo-Trujillismo.”211 
As evidence, his critics pointed to “his former chief military aide, Colonel 
Neit Nivar Seijas, and several other Presidential advisors, who are trusted 
Balaguer colleagues from Trujillo days. They also cite police excesses—
specifically the roundup in late January of 500–800 ‘leftists’ suspected of 
plotting.”212

After the PRD withdrew from municipal elections in 1968 and other left-
wing groups threatened to follow suit, Johnson debated providing covert aid 
to the Social Christian Reformist Party (Partido Reformista Social Cristiano—
PRSC) to “keep them in the municipal elections as a validating force for the 
elections.”213 The 303 Committee later clarified, “The objective is not to make 
the PRSC a major party but to insure [sic] its active participation in the mu-
nicipal elections.”214 On February 16, Johnson approved the covert operation: 
“The basis for this decision was that, with the abstention of the Dominican 
Revolutionary Party (PRD) and other opposition parties from the elec-
tions, the Balaguer government was in danger of being deprived of the psy-
chological impact which a contested election would have in the Dominican 
Republic.”215

On May 15, Balaguer’s PR won sixty-six out of seventy-seven Domini-
can municipalities, including Santo Domingo. The PRSC won two, and 
independent parties won the remaining nine.216 The 303 Committee deter-
mined the covert operation had been a success. A June memorandum 
states, “The covert passage of funds to the PRSC had its desired effect. The 
party withstood heavy pressure from the PRD and other abstentionists—
including some of its own young militants—and participated in the May 
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elections.”217 Now exercising control at the executive, legislative, and mu-
nicipal levels, Balaguer’s PR remained in power for more than a decade. 
Although he continued to hold elections, Balaguer’s regime tended toward 
authoritarianism. A 1968 CIA intelligence report, noted, “Balaguer’s style 
of governing bears many of the hallmarks of Trujillo, in whose government 
he served for many years.”218 Nevertheless, the report accurately pre-
dicted, “Balaguer will probably be able to continue to hold a firm grip on 
power without having to resort to extreme authoritarian measures.”219 Fi
nally, in 1978, Balaguer lost an election to Antonio Guzman, prompting the 
military to intervene on his behalf. Under intense pressure from US presi-
dent Jimmy Carter, however, the military backed down, and Guzman’s as-
sumption of the presidency marked the Dominican Republic’s first peaceful 
democratic transition.

Why Did the United States Intervene Covertly versus Overtly?

Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson all strongly preferred covert conduct 
during their regime change missions in the Dominican Republic. Unlike the 
previous case studies, however, they preferred covert conduct primarily be-
cause it minimized each mission’s reputational costs, rather than its security 
costs. Despite these actions occurring during the Cold War, US leaders had 
no fears that the Soviets might come to the Dominican Republic’s defense, 
and the USSR was barely mentioned during policy debates. Instead, US 
leaders preferred covert conduct so that they could uphold an image consis-
tent with the “Good Neighbor Policy.”

As discussed in chapter 5, President Franklin D. Roosevelt introduced the 
Good Neighbor policy in 1934 as a corollary to the Monroe Doctrine. It 
stated that the United States would no longer intervene in the domestic po
litical affairs of states within the hemisphere. FDR hoped that by respecting 
the sovereignty of Latin American states, they would be more willing to ac-
cept America’s position as regional hegemon.220 Problems arose, however, 
when Latin American countries acted against US interests, and Washington 
could no longer use gunboat diplomacy to coerce them into submission. Co-
vert regime change offered a solution to this dilemma by allowing the 
United States to look like it was still upholding the doctrine, while secretly 
subverting it. Early in the Cold War, the National Security Council cited the 
Good Neighbor policy as a reason for the United States to develop its covert 
psychological warfare capabilities:

It is to be noted that Latin America is an area unique for the United States, 
because of the overt Good Neighbor and non-intervention policies of long 
standing, and the powerful reasons necessitating those overt policies. The se-
curity of covert operations and the further development of policy and man-

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Dictators and Democrats in the Dominican Republic

223

agement systems which protect such security both in Washington and in the 
field are of peculiar importance for this area.221

Because Washington had staked its reputation on nonintervention, any re-
gime change in the Western Hemisphere could harm US credibility. Even 
when targeting Trujillo’s brutal authoritarian regime, a NSC report warned 
that

while it is highly desirable in the present Dominican situation for the US to 
be identified with and to support democratic elements seeking to overthrow 
Trujillo, we necessarily run some risks in doing so. If Trujillo is overthrown 
with US support, we may well be criticized by world opinion for subverting 
an existing government, albeit a highly unpopular one. A miscalculation of 
the capabilities of the moderate group could mean that U.S. support for an 
unsuccessful attempt against the Trujillo regime would be exposed, and fol-
lowing on the recent Cuban experience U.S. prestige would plummet.222

Likewise, it is not surprising that Johnson reverted to covert conduct to in-
fluence Dominican elections in 1966 and 1968. In addition to violating the 
Good Neighbor policy, Johnson had both normative and practical reasons to 
conduct these operations covertly. For one, many prominent American liber-
als, including Robert Kennedy, J. William Fulbright, and Mike Mansfield, 
viewed Bosch and the PRD favorably, and they had strongly criticized John-
son for his heavy-handed response to the Dominican crisis in 1965.223 Given 
the domestic turmoil that Johnson faced at home and the escalating crisis in 
Vietnam, he could not risk further alienating his liberal base by overtly tar-
geting Bosch again. In addition, Johnson worried that if the United States 
overtly supported Balaguer’s campaign, the PRD would withdraw from 
elections, thus rendering them illegitimate and potentially reigniting the 
Dominican Civil War. Consequently, plans for the 1966 covert operation 
note, “Since the United States is already believed to favor Balaguer and will 
probably be accused of supporting him regardless of its actions, it is more 
than ever essential that any support provided to Balaguer be sophisticated, 
and entirely covert.”224

Although Johnson would have preferred to resolve the 1965 Dominican 
crisis covertly, he was willing to overtly intervene because he felt that the 
situation necessitated a rapid response and that he could secure a quick and 
easy victory with public support. Throughout the crisis, both the CIA and 
US embassy continually warned the president that he had only “hours or 
days” to intervene, or else the country “will be so far on the way to becom-
ing another Cuba that the tide may well not be able to be turned back unless 
the U.S. takes prompt and strong action.”225 Given this short window for 
action, a covert operation was simply unfeasible. The decision to overtly 
intervene was made easier by the fact that Johnson felt that a US victory 
was inevitable and that the US public would support the mission. Indeed, 
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he remarked to congressional leaders on April 28, “I want you to know that 
I have just taken an action that will prove that Democratic presidents can 
deal with Communists just as strong as Republicans.”226

This chapter investigated America’s covert and overt regime change op-
erations in the Dominican Republic between 1960 and 1968. It put forth 
four main arguments. First, the main alternative explanations do not ex-
plain US behavior. There is little evidence that the United States intervened 
to protect the economic interests of Central Romana or any other corpora-
tion. On the contrary, Washington actively worked against American busi-
ness interests on several occasions, and US officials rarely discussed specific 
corporate interests during their policy debates. Likewise, although there 
may be some evidence to support the rogue CIA argument in the case of 
Trujillo’s assassination, these claims have been overstated, and the argument 
cannot explain America’s covert regime change operations in 1962, 1966, or 
1968. Second, the United States intervened in the Dominican Republic to 
protect its position as regional hegemon. US policymakers feared that if a 
communist government came to power there, their success could inspire a 
series of defections from the US-led regional order. Third, US planners pre-
ferred covert conduct to minimize the reputational costs associated with 
violating the Good Neighbor policy and manipulating democratic elections. 
Finally, Johnson overtly intervened during the Dominican Civil War because 
he felt that the situation required a rapid response and that he could achieve 
a quick and easy victory by employing open US support.
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chapter 9

Covert Regime Change after the Cold War

The vast majority of America’s covert and overt regime changes during the 
Cold War did not work out as their planners intended. Washington launched 
these regime changes to resolve security-oriented interstate disputes by in-
stalling foreign leaders with similar policy preferences. American experiences 
during the Cold War, however, illustrate that this was often quite difficult in 
practice. Thirty-nine out of sixty-four covert regime changes failed to replace 
their targets and because America’s role in most of these failed interventions 
generally did not remain a secret, they further soured Washington’s already 
negative relationship with the target state. Even nominally successful covert 
operations—where the US-backed forces assumed power—failed to deliver 
on their promise to improve America’s relationship with the target state. 
Washington soon learned that changing the policy preferences of another 
state is more difficult than simply replacing that state’s leadership, because 
a government’s policy preferences have deeper roots than the beliefs of 
any individual leader. Consequently, once in power, many leaders installed 
via regime change found that they were caught in a catch-22: if they pur-
sued Washington’s orders, they risked alienating domestic audiences, who 
may then attempt to remove them from power, such as was the case fol-
lowing US interventions in Iran (1953) or Guatemala (1954). If they sided 
with their domestic audiences against the United States or found themselves 
constrained from pursuing Washington’s interests once in office by the 
political realities of their position, however, disputes between the two states 
may soon reemerge, such as in the Dominican Republic (1962) or South 
Vietnam (1963).

Despite the prominent role that covert regime change played in US for-
eign policy during the Cold War, there is little reason to believe that they 
played a decisive role in America’s ultimate victory. Reviewing the cases, 
there are only a handful of clear-cut successes where the target state became 
a reliable ally of the United States afterward, such as Italy (1947–68), France 
(1947–52), and Japan (1952–68). In these cases, however, there is good rea-
son to doubt that the covert intervention was ultimately responsible for these 
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states’ close relationship with Washington. For one, it is quite possible that 
many of the political parties covertly backed by the United States during 
these missions would have won their elections without American support. 
Indeed, most enjoyed significant leads over their rivals before the interven-
tion. In addition, each of these early Cold War covert operations were 
accompanied by massive overt efforts to democratize the political systems of 
the target states, integrate them into liberal international institutions, and 
to bind them to Washington via powerful security alliances, such as NATO.1

What role did the remaining covert operations play in America’s victory 
in the Cold War? Interviewed in 1997, Director of Central Intelligence R. 
James Woolsey reflected, “Two covert actions helped change the course of 
history and the Cold War. First, Radio Free Europe; Walesa and Havel both 
have said it was the most important thing the United States did during 
the Cold War. And the aid to the Mujahedeen that stopped the Soviets in 
Afghanistan. When people talk about covert actions, they ought to talk about 
those two first and foremost.”2 Twenty years later, Woolsey’s assessment still 
seems accurate, although many have come to question the longer-term util-
ity of the operation in Afghanistan. Woolsey’s 1997 statement reflects the con-
ventional view at the time that Operation Cyclone—America’s covert effort 
to back Afghan Mujahedeen forces against their Soviet occupiers from 1979 
to 1989—helped the United States win the Cold War by forcing the Soviet 
Union to commit substantial resources to maintain their puppet in Kabul at 
a time when their authority was crumbling at home. Supporting this view, 
some have estimated that by the late 1980s, Moscow had sent 120,000 troops 
into the country and was spending over $5 billion per year on its counter-
insurgency efforts there.3 After the September 11, 2001, attacks, however, many 
began to second-guess the wisdom of the intervention. Countless journal-
ists, scholars, and pundits have repeated the claim that the United States was 
partially responsible for 9/11 by funding and training Bin Laden and other 
Arab fighters in Afghanistan during the 1980s. For these reasons, Operation 
Cyclone is often cited as the quintessential example of how covert operations 
can result in blowback on their creators.

Despite the prevalence of this belief, the story is not that simple. Although 
Bin Laden did fight in Afghanistan during the 1980s, there is little evidence 
that he received any direct support from the CIA.4 For his part, Bin Laden 
denied these allegations,5 as did Al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri and 
numerous US officials associated with the mission, including the CIA’s sta-
tion chiefs Bill Peikney and Milton Bearden, who oversaw aid disbursement 
to the Mujahedeen; Vincent Cannistraro, who ran the Afghan Working 
Group; and Marc Sageman, who worked with the Mujahedeen as a foreign 
service officer in Islamabad.6 Although the CIA’s links to Bin Laden may 
have been exaggerated, that is not to say that Washington is entirely fault-
less in the affair either. In order to maintain plausible deniability, the CIA 
delegated responsibility for aiding and arming the Afghan fighters to Paki-
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stan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), which used its position to support 
Islamist—as opposed to nationalist—militant groups within Afghanistan. 
The effect, according to Michael Rubin, was that “by delegating responsibility 
for arms distribution to the ISI, the United States created an environment 
in which radical Islam could flourish. And with the coming of the Taliban, 
radical Islam did just that.”7 One could thus argue that Operation Cyclone, 
combined with Washington’s declining interest in the country following 
the Soviet withdrawal, helped to create a power vacuum that was filled 
with militant Islamists, thereby setting the stage for Bin Laden to seek sanc-
tuary in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan in 1996.

Does this mean that Operation Cyclone was ultimately not in America’s 
best interest? Not necessarily. On the one hand, the operation clearly dem-
onstrates the potential danger of covertly arming militant groups and work-
ing with intermediaries with their own interests. At the same time, how-
ever, the mission must be placed in its historical context. President Carter 
had good strategic reasons to intervene in 1979: acquiescing to a Soviet inva-
sion could have paved the way for further Soviet incursions into Afghanistan’s 
neighbors, Pakistan and Iran, where America’s longstanding ally, Shah 
Pahlavi, had recently been overthrown. President Reagan too had good in-
centive to continue the mission to further bleed Soviet forces at a time when 
they were already strained by domestic upheaval throughout the Soviet 
bloc.8

As the above example illustrates, weighing the pros and cons of covert in-
terventions is tricky. Equally difficult to measure is the erosion in trust that 
the United States has suffered internationally on account of its exposed co-
vert regime changes. Because of its reputation for covertly meddling in the 
domestic affairs of other states, the CIA has become fodder for conspiracy 
theorists and a favorite scapegoat of unpopular leaders throughout the 
world. Indeed, the agency has been blamed for everything from President 
Kennedy’s 1963 assassination,9 to his son’s accidental death in a 1999 airplane 
crash,10 to John Lennon’s 1981 murder,11 Princess Diana’s death in a 1997 car 
accident,12 and the 2007 suicide attack on Pakistani prime minister Benazir 
Bhutto.13 Other polls have found that 12 percent of African Americans be-
lieve that the CIA created and spread the Human Immunodeficiency Virus 
(HIV) in an attempt to wipe out African Americans and homosexuals;14 
14 percent of American voters believe that the CIA created the crack cocaine 
epidemic during the 1980s;15 and 7 percent believed that it helped to fake the 
moon landing.16 Internationally, a 2008 poll of seventeen nations found that 
15 percent of respondents believed that the US government was behind 
the 9/11 attacks.17 Even within the United States, a 2007 survey found that 
29 percent of Americans believed that the CIA knew about the attacks in 
advance and 22 percent believed that President Bush personally knew.18

These examples highlight one of the ironies of covert action: Washington 
pursued many regime change operations covertly to protect its reputation 

                
          

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



chapter 9

228

as the leader of the free world on the international stage. Yet, many covert 
interventions led to precisely the opposite result. Why? Because secrecy seems 
sinister, which means that revealed covert operations have a tendency to get 
blown out of proportion. In some cases, the United States has been accused of 
single-handedly overthrowing a foreign government, when, in reality, it played 
a secondary role to foreign actors. In other cases, relatively benign covert 
actions appeared much more malevolent when Washington’s role was un-
covered. Today, suspicion seems to fall on the CIA whenever something 
unseemly happens throughout the world, whether or not there are plausible 
reasons to believe that the United States had anything to do with it. These 
allegations not only help fuel anti-Americanism, they also undermine the 
credibility of Washington’s treaty commitments and diplomatic negotiations. 
For these reasons, Director of Central Intelligence William Webster lamented, 
“[Covert action] is an activity that has been assigned to us and accounts for 
less than three percent of our resources but which attracts the most heat, the 
most confusion, and generates the most ill ease and suspicion.”19

Covert Regime Change in the Post–Cold War Era

The end of the Cold War did not mean the end of America’s aggressive pur-
suit of regime change. In the twenty-seven years since the fall of the Soviet 
Union, Washington has continued to habitually intervene both covertly and 
overtly throughout the world. Although US policymakers’ appetite for re-
gime change has not diminished, America’s post–Cold War interventions 
have taken on new forms. For one, America’s objectives for pursuing regime 
change have shifted to reflect its new security environment. During the Cold 
War, most US interventions aimed either to weaken the Soviet bloc or to pre-
vent states from allying with Moscow. Its post–Cold War interventions, by 
contrast, have focused less on great power politics and more on preventing 
security threats from emerging from minor powers, particularly terrorism 
and nuclear proliferation.20

Second, the shift from a bipolar to a unipolar international system low-
ered the costs of overt intervention. Following the collapse of the USSR, 
America’s relative advantage in the global distribution of power grew to 
unprecedented levels.21 The United States spends nearly the same amount 
on its military expenditures as the other major powers combined—many of 
which are US allies.22 It also possesses the world’s best navy and other 
unrivalled power-projection capabilities, spends far more on military re-
search and development than any other major power, and is home to the 
world’s largest high-technology economy.23 With no peers to challenge 
its expansions, Washington is freer to pursue regime change without fear 
of becoming entangled in a proxy war with another superpower.24 Given this 
shift in the balance of power, many politicians and pundits contended 
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that the United States should take advantage of its preeminent position 
to promote pro-American regimes throughout the world. For instance, 
Charles Krauthammer in his influential 1990 Foreign Affairs piece, “The 
Unipolar Moment,” argued that Washington needed to find “the strength 
and will to lead in a unipolar world, unashamedly laying down the rules 
of world order and being prepared to enforce them.”25

Third, democracy promotion has taken on a larger role in US foreign 
policy.26 I argued in chapter 2 that policymakers pursue regime change to 
install political leaders who they believe share similar policy preferences 
to their own. During the Cold War, America’s main concern was preventing 
the growth of the Soviet alliance system, and the individuals most likely to 
share this preference were right-wing autocrats. Despite their liberal rhe
toric, US leaders feared that promoting democracy in many countries would 
lead to the election of socialist or communist parties, which Washington 
would have a hard time opposing without appearing hypocritical. With the 
collapse of the Soviet Union and communism’s declining appeal as a viable 
alternative, however, Western-style liberalism appeared to have gained 
worldwide popularity and promoting democracy became a more attractive 
option. Francis Fukuyama’s famous 1989 essay “The End of History” cap-
tured the spirit at the time: “What we may be witnessing is not just the end 
of the Cold War, or the passing of a particular period of postwar history, 
but the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind’s ideologi-
cal evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the 
final form of government.”27 If foreign populations shared this commitment 
to liberal values, policymakers reasoned, then spreading democracy could 
lead to the election of US-oriented regimes, predisposed toward cooperat-
ing with Washington.

In particular, the rapid collapse of communist regimes throughout Eastern 
Europe led many to believe that the Reagan administration had struck a 
winning formula for regime change with its “Project Democracy” efforts that 
used quasi-governmental agencies, like the National Endowment for De-
mocracy (NED), to support the growth of democratic civil institutions and 
pro-American political parties. As such, US government funding to NED 
increased roughly fivefold, from $31.3 million in 1984 to $153.2 million in 
2015.28 Today, NED programs run in more than ninety countries.29 Although 
the number of US-backed democracy promotion programs has grown, most 
of today’s programs pursue less aggressive objectives than their Cold War 
counterparts. In an extensive analysis of the subject, for instance, Sarah Bush 
found that “in the 1980s, prominent donors such as the United States’ 
National Endowment for Democracy frequently challenged autocrats by 
supporting dissidents, political parties, and unions overseas via the ma-
jority of their programs. Now they are more likely to support technical 
programs, such as efforts to improve local governance, that do not disturb 
the status quo in other countries.”30 Specifically, she found that “Relatively 
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tame programs increased from around 20 percent of NED’s grants in 1986 
to around 60 percent in 2009.”31

Whereas Americans may view these democracy promotion programs as 
the lawful behavior of an admirable NGO, America’s adversaries see these 
actions as illegitimate covert meddling by the US government. Russia, in 
particular, has been highly critical of America’s democracy promotion ef-
forts after pro-Russian governments were removed from power during the 
“color revolutions” in Georgia (2003), Ukraine (2004), and Kyrgyzstan (2005) 
as well as the Ukrainian Euromaidan protest (2013–14)—all places where 
the United States had funded significant democracy initiatives. In Ukraine, 
for instance, Assistant Secretary of State for Eurasian Affairs Victoria Nuland 
estimated that the United States invested over $5 billion to help Ukrainians 
build “democratic skills and institutions” between 1991 and 2013.32 In 2016 
alone, the NED spent $4.46 million funding seventy-two democracy assis-
tance programs in Ukraine.33 These actions have not gone unnoticed in Mos-
cow. In a 2014 speech, the Russian defense minister, Sergei Shoigu, warned 
that these uprisings were “used as an excuse to replace nationally oriented 
governments with regimes controlled from abroad.”34 Putin agreed, arguing 
in November  2014, “In the modern world, extremism is being used as a 
geopolitical instrument and for remaking spheres of influence. We see what 
tragic consequences the wave of so-called color revolutions led to. For us this 
is a lesson and a warning. We should do everything necessary so that nothing 
similar ever happens in Russia.”35 In July 2015, Russia banned the NED from 
operating within its borders, thereby ending seventy-four ongoing NED 
programs in the country offering $4.7 million in US assistance.36

These three trends—a focus on terrorism and nuclear proliferation, low-
ered cost for overt intervention, and democracy promotion—gained momen-
tum throughout the 1990s. During the Persian Gulf War in 1990–91, Presi-
dent George H.W. Bush opted not to go to Baghdad and remove Saddam 
Hussein from power, in part because it would undermine the tacit consent 
that the Soviet Union—still intact and sufficiently formidable at that point—
had given to the operation.37 Even at the time, however, many in Washing-
ton questioned this decision, arguing that the United States should capital-
ize on its newfound position of strength to replace chronically troublesome 
regimes like Saddam’s with friendlier, democratic governments.

Following the collapse of the USSR, however, the idea that the United 
States should forcefully promote democracy abroad gained traction. Clin-
ton’s official national security strategy “Engagement and Enlargement” as-
serted “All of America’s strategic interests—from promoting prosperity at 
home to checking global threats abroad before they threaten our territory—
are served by enlarging the community of democracy and free market na-
tions.”38 Toward this end, US democracy promotion aid grew from $100 mil-
lion at the end of the Cold War to $700 million in 2000.39 Nevertheless, 
Clinton’s support for democracy was not uniform. In keeping with its Cold 
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War behavior, the United States only promoted democracy where it fit with 
America’s broader security and economic interests, such as in Colombia and 
Ukraine. Where democratization clashed with US security interests or was 
likely to bring to power groups opposed to the United States—as in Egypt 
or Saudi Arabia—it was eschewed.40

The idea that the United States should capitalize on its preeminence to 
pursue regime change against rogue states also gained ground under Clin-
ton. For instance, in a 1994 Foreign Affairs piece, National Security Advisor 
Anthony Lake advocated for an assertive policy toward “backlash states” 
like “Cuba, North Korea, Iran, Iraq and Libya.”41 Lake argued that these 
states shared certain characteristics, namely, that they were “ruled by cliques 
that control power through coercion, [and] they suppress human rights and 
promote radical ideologies. While their political systems vary, their leaders 
hare a common antipathy toward popular participation that might under-
mine the existing regimes . . . ​they are embarked on ambitious and costly 
military programs—especially in weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and 
missile delivery systems.”42 He concluded, “As the sole superpower, the 
United States has a special responsibility for developing a strategy to neu-
tralize, contain, and through selective pressure, perhaps eventually trans-
form these backlash states into constructive members of the international 
community.”43 This set the stage for President Clinton to authorize Opera-
tion Uphold Democracy in 1994 to restore Jean-Bertrand Aristide to power 
following a military coup in Haiti;44 to sign the Iraqi Liberation Act in 1998, 
officially making it the “policy of the United States to remove the regime 
headed by Saddam Hussein from power in Iraq”;45 and to pursue a variety 
of overt and covert efforts designed to remove Slobodan Milosevic from 
power in 1999 and 2000.46

During the 2000 presidential election, George W. Bush campaigned against 
the nation-building efforts associated with the Clinton era. On the day be-
fore the election, for instance, Bush warned in his final rebuke of Al Gore, 
“I’m worried about an opponent who uses nation building and the military 
in the same sentence.”47 However, as he put it bluntly in his memoir, “After 
9/11, I changed my mind.”48 Immediately after the attacks, influential Neo-
conservatives from within and outside of the administration argued that the 
only way to end the threat posed by radical Islamic terrorism was to trans-
form the region from a hotbed of violence and dictatorship into a bulwark of 
democracies.49 Krauthammer, for instance, wrote in late September 2001, “The 
overriding aim of the war on terrorism is changing regimes. . . . ​Afghanistan 
is just stage one. A logical stage two is Syria. . . . ​Stage three is Iraq and Iran, 
obviously the most difficult and dangerous. . . . ​Changing regimes in Kabul 
and changing policy in Damascus, however, would already have radically 
changed the regional dynamic by demonstrating American power in a 
region where power, above all, commands respect.”50 Converted to this 
line of reasoning, Bush embraced a policy of unilateral and preemptive 
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regime changes to democratize rogue states that became known as the 
“Bush Doctrine.”

The first example of the Bush Doctrine in action came in Afghanistan. Con-
trary to popular belief, however, policymakers in the Bush administration 
had debated overthrowing the Taliban before 9/11. In fact, it was on the day 
before the attacks, September 10, 2001, that the National Security Council 
first authorized a three-stage plan to oust the regime in Kabul: First, Wash-
ington would give Taliban leaders an ultimatum to hand over Bin Laden. If 
they refused, the United States would begin to covertly arm anti-Taliban 
groups. If those groups failed to topple the regime, the United States would 
seek “to overthrow the Taliban regime through more direct action.”51 Fol-
lowing the next day’s attacks, the White House quickly adopted an acceler-
ated version of this plan. After Kabul rejected Washington’s ultimatum, Bush 
launched Operation Enduring Freedom, which employed small numbers of 
US Special Forces, Marines, and CIA operatives working with the Northern 
Alliance and other indigenous groups to direct heavy airstrikes against Tal-
iban positions.52 The operation appeared to be a wild success. Within weeks, 
the US-backed coalition conquered the country and installed a pro-American 
leader, Hamid Karzai, at a cost of one dozen US fatalities.53 In January 2004, 
an assembly of Afghan delegates approved a constitution, and in October, 
Karzai became the first democratically elected head of the country, with 
55 percent of the vote.54

Despite this auspicious beginning, however, the operation soon fell vic-
tim to the familiar problems associated with foreign-imposed regime change, 
and Washington’s relationship with Karzai soured over the next decade. Al-
though Karzai shared many US policy preferences, he failed to make them 
a reality. As my theory would predict, Karzai struggled to balance the de-
mands of pacifying his external patrons and maintaining the allegiance of 
his internal supporters.55 Beginning in 2005 as the Afghan civil war heated 
up and domestic support for his regime waned, Karzai turned to publicly 
vilifying his American backers.56 US efforts to restore cooperative relations 
with his regime through off-the-books payments did little to improve rela-
tions, especially after Karzai began to suspect that the United States was try-
ing to remove him from power.57 As one European diplomat recounted, 
“Never in history has any superpower spent so much money, sent so many 
troops to a country, and had so little influence over what its president says 
and does.”58 Indeed, by March 2014, US-Afghan relations had reached the 
point that Karzai told the Washington Post: “To the American people, give 
them my best wishes and my gratitude. To the U.S. government, give them 
my anger, my extreme anger.”59

Much ink has already been spilled about the Iraq war. However, to put 
the war in the context of Washington’s broader post–Cold War foreign 
policy, two points are worth repeating. First, although more than half of 
Americans now claim to have opposed the war in 2003, this may be selec-
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tive amnesia.60 In fact, polls from the time found 72 percent of Americans 
supported the invasion.61 Popular support for the war is not surprising con-
sidering how well it fit into the foreign policy consensus of Washington 
elites at the time, namely, that American preeminence enabled the United 
States to pursue foreign interventions at low cost, that terrorism and WMD 
posed majority security threats, and that spreading liberalism was the an-
swer to these problems. As Michael MacDonald writes, “The Bush adminis-
tration is accused of using high-minded claptrap about freedom, democ-
racy, and markets to sell the war, but the accusation gets the decision exactly 
wrong. The key to explaining the choice for regime change is that the Bush 
administration, and most American political and foreign policy elites too, 
subscribed to the shibboleths, euphemisms, and platitudes.”62 Second, 
the Iraq War went wrong for the same predictable reasons that regime 
changes—both covert and overt—usually do. Removing Saddam Hussein 
from power destabilized the entire region, and promoting democracy at 
the point of bayonets quickly proved far more difficult than anticipated.

Like Bush in 2000, Barack Obama campaigned on the promise to avoid 
the dangers of nation building and foreign military adventurism. Through-
out his presidency, Obama remained consistently skeptical of the utility of 
regime change operations, warning, for instance, in a 2016 interview, “We 
have history. We have history in Iran, we have history in Indonesia and Cen-
tral America. So we have to be mindful of our history when we start talking 
about intervening, and understand the source of other people’s suspicions.”63 
Nevertheless, on at least two occasions, Obama was persuaded by members 
of his administration to initiate covert regime changes. In 2011, Washington 
launched a joint covert and overt effort to remove Libyan dictator Muam-
mar Qaddafi from power.64 Two years later, Obama authorized a CIA-run 
covert program, code-named Timber Sycamore, to support “moderate” op-
position fighters associated with the Free Syrian Army in their efforts to oust 
Syrian president Bashar al-Assad.65 Neither of these interventions turned out 
as anticipated. Rather than creating an opportunity for democracy to flour-
ish, both countries descended into prolonged, multisided civil wars.

Donald Trump is the first American president to be elected amid allega-
tions of covert foreign meddling in the US election process. According to de-
classified versions of a joint CIA, FBI, and National Security Administration 
report on Russian activity during the 2016 election, “Moscow’s influence 
campaign followed a Russian messaging strategy that blends covert intel-
ligence operations—such as cyber activity—with overt efforts by Russian 
Government agencies, state-funded media, third-party intermediaries, and 
paid social media users or ‘trolls.’ ” Russia’s goals, the authors continue, 
“were to undermine public faith in the U.S. democratic process, denigrate 
Secretary Clinton and harm her electability and potential presidency. . . . ​
Putin and the Russian government developed a clear preference for President-
elect Trump.”66
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That the Kremlin preferred Trump over Clinton is not surprising. Trump 
repeatedly praised Putin on the campaign trail, calling him “very smart” and 
a “strong leader.”67 He also celebrated Russian strategy in Syria as the best 
way to defeat ISIS, voiced his misgivings about defending America’s NATO 
allies in the Baltic, and said that he “would be looking into” recognizing 
Crimea as Russian territory.68 He was, as Representative Adam Schiff 
(D-California), the top Democrat on the House Intelligence Committee, put 
it, the “most ostentatiously pro-Russian candidate in history.”69 Putin, by 
contrast, is said to bear a personal grudge against Clinton for her having as-
serted during her tenure as secretary of state that Russia’s 2011 parliamen-
tary elections were rigged.70

Whether Clinton would have won the 2016 election if not for Russia’s co-
vert meddling is arguable. Although Clinton undoubtedly had many strikes 
against her—high unfavorability ratings at the start of her campaign, an on-
going and high-profile FBI investigation during the campaign into her use 
of a private email server during her tenure as secretary of state, and her share 
of questionable campaign decisions—Russia’s covert campaign certainly did 
not help. Thanks to WikiLeaks’s continual release of hacked emails through-
out October 2016, the news cycle in the weeks leading up to the election 
was flooded with embarrassing anti-Clinton stories, which were then am-
plified and exaggerated online in a coordinated campaign by paid Russian 
trolls, and she was unable to produce sufficient turnout in key battleground 
states. However, as the CIA’s head of the Directorate of Intelligence, Ray S. 
Cline, once explained, the key to a successful covert mission is “supplying 
just the right bit of marginal assistance in the right way at the right time.”71 
Considering that Clinton won the popular vote by 2.86 million but lost the 
electoral college due to 77,193 voters in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsyl-
vania, did Russia’s covert campaign amount to “just the right bit of marginal 
assistance” to tip the scales to Trump? It is possible. If Clinton had been able 
to replicate Obama’s 2012 turnout in these states, she would have won them 
by more than half a million votes.72

Russia’s covert interference in the 2016 election appears to be a harbinger 
of things to come. In January 2017, the CIA, FBI and National Security Ad-
ministration warned, “We assess Moscow will apply lessons learned from 
its campaign aimed at the US presidential election to future influence efforts 
in the United States and worldwide, including against US allies and their 
election processes.”73 Moscow’s penchant for covert action is not surprising 
considering that technological advances have made covert operations far 
easier to orchestrate today compared to during the Cold War. The wide-
spread adoption of cyber communication has made states and politicians 
vulnerable to espionage on scales previously unthinkable, and organizations 
like WikiLeaks allow state actors to conceal their role in massive data dumps 
of hacked material. The internet has also made it far easier to covertly move 
money across borders, as anyone with a few hundred dollars can now 
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establish an offshore shell corporation to quickly and anonymously laun-
der money.74 At the same time, the barrier to entry for news and entertain-
ment outlets has also been lowered, allowing intelligence services to gener-
ate and spread propaganda at rates that would dumbfound their Cold War 
counterparts.75 Meanwhile, online social networks—like Facebook, Twitter, 
Reddit, and Instagram—offer the perfect platform to distribute propaganda 
to sympathetic American audiences. The Kremlin could not have designed 
a better propaganda-distribution mechanism if they had done it themselves. 
Conservative estimates find that 126 million Americans—40 percent of the 
population—were exposed to Russian propaganda on Facebook as part of 
the Russian interference campaign in 2016, including 10 million people on 
Election Day alone.76 Likewise, Twitter has acknowledged the existence of 
two hundred accounts linked to Russia’s covert efforts, but researchers work-
ing on this topic say that this is just a tiny fraction of the total number of 
Russian-backed fake accounts on Twitter.77 Unfortunately, neither organ
ization has much incentive to substantially address these problems. Face-
book earned $27.6 billion in 2016 alone, predominately from advertising 
revenue, based on its promise to cheaply and efficiently deliver targeted 
ads to amenable audiences.78 Similarly, one of the key drivers of Twitter’s 
stock value is its total number of “monthly active users,” which means that 
the company has little incentive to cull the huge number of fake accounts 
within its network used to disseminate propaganda.79

The problems raised by the new technology may very well get worse in 
future elections. Although there is no evidence, to date, that Russia was able 
to alter voting results in 2016, experts warn that America’s voting systems 
remain vulnerable to hacking.80 Also alarming is the emergence of new tech-
nologies that allow users to create fake audio and video footage of real 
people that is difficult to distinguish from reality, suggesting that, in the near 
future, propagandists will be able to create persuasive videos of politicians 
doing or saying whatever they would like.81 Given the low cost of this type 
of covert meddling, if US policymakers want to deter Russia from launch-
ing similar operations in future elections, they would have to impose sig-
nificant costs to penalize states for such behavior. Unfortunately, as of this 
writing, President Trump has shown no willingness to do so, and, in stark 
opposition to the consensus view of the US intelligence community, has re-
peatedly stated that he believes Putin’s claim that he did not meddle in the 
US election.82

Whether Trump will embrace the regime change policies of his predeces
sors remains to be seen. On the one hand, he repeatedly bemoaned Ameri
ca’s overreliance on regime change and criticized Clinton for her support of 
the Iraq War and the Libyan and Syrian interventions. Arguing, for instance, 
at a rally in Cincinnati, he stated, “We will pursue a new foreign policy that 
finally learns from the mistakes of the past. We will stop looking to topple 
regimes and overthrow governments. . . . ​Our goal is stability, not chaos.”83 
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On the other hand, there is reason to believe that Trump may become an 
active proponent of regime change. For one, despite his claims to the con-
trary, Trump is on tape having supported both the Iraq War and the Libyan 
intervention.84 His cabinet is also filled with advisers on record in support 
of regime change, particularly against Iran.85 In addition, as a Washington 
outsider, Trump may seek out the unique executive powers that covert 
interventions provide. Finally, it is worth remembering that we have heard 
this story before. Both Obama and Bush campaigned against regime change 
only to change their mind after assuming office.

Should President Trump change his position on covert regime change, he 
would be with good company. The allure of covert action has long seduced 
skeptical US leaders. Perhaps the most remarkable feature of America’s Cold 
War behavior is that despite having been warned time and again, policy
makers continued to pursue covert regime changes. A typical 1961 review, 
for instance, warned, “We have been unable to conclude that, on balance, all 
of the covert actions programs undertaken by the CIA up to this time have 
been worth the risk or the great expenditure of manpower, money, and other 
resources involved.”86 Just as this warning was insufficient to dissuade 
Kennedy from launching several covert interventions within months, subse-
quent warnings to his successors were ignored. It is true that, at times, US 
leaders tried to minimize the potential risks associated with covert interven-
tions by decreasing their size or trying to maintain vigilant oversight over 
them. Nevertheless, the problem, as National Intelligence Council Chair 
Gregory Treverton explained, is that “once covert interventions begin, no 
matter how hesitantly or provisionally, they can be hard to stop. Operation 
realities intrude, with deadlines attached. New stakes are created, changing 
the balance of risks and rewards as perceived by political leaders . . . ​the bur-
den of proof switches from those who would propose covert action to those 
who oppose it.”87 Taken together, this suggests that policymakers should 
think twice before launching covert regime changes. Although, on occasion, 
these missions have succeeded, more often than not they have backfired on 
their creators. President Trump would thus be wise to heed Director of Central 
Intelligence Richard Helms’s warning: “We must realize that today’s world 
is far too sophisticated to permit covert action to be wielded about like an 
all-purpose political chain saw. At its best, covert action should be used like 
a well-honed scalpel, infrequently, and with discretion lest the blade lose its 
edge.”88
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