110. NSC 68 and the Ideological Cold War
(1950)

Source: U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States,
1950 (7 vols.: Washington, D.C., 1976-80), Vol. 1; pp. 237-41.

In the years immediately following the Truman Doctrine speech, the
Cold War rapidly accelerated. In the wake of Soviet-American confronta-
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tions over southern and eastern Europe and Berlin, the coming to power
of a communist government in China in 1949, and Soviet success in
developing an atom bomb, the National Security Council in 1950
approved a call for the United States to pursue a global crusade against
communism. Drafted by State Department official Paul Nitze and known
as NSC 68, this manifesto contained a lengthy exposition of the nature of
“the free society.” It insisted that the Soviet Union, motivated by a
“fanatic faith,” sought nothing less than worldwide domination and the
elimination of freedom across the globe. Thus, the Soviet Union could
not be dealt with through diplomacy, like a normal great power, but
must be opposed through the construction of military alliances abroad
and a permanent military buildup at home.

Although NSC 68 was not made public until many years after it was
written, it circulated widely in government circles. One of the most
important policy statements of the early Cold War, it helped to spur a
dramatic increase in American military spending. Its description of the
Cold War as an epic struggle between “the idea of freedom” and the “idea
of slavery under the grim oligarchy of the Kremlin [the complex of build-
ings in Moscow that housed the Soviet government]" powerfully shaped
the way a generation of American officials understood the world.

WITHIN THE PAST thirty-five years the world has experienced two
global wars of tremendous violence. It has witnessed two revolu-
tions—the Russian and the Chinese—of extreme scope and inten-
sity. It has also seen the collapse of five empires—the Ottoman, the
Austro-Hungarian, German, Italian, and Japanese—and the drastic
decline of two major imperial systems, the British and the French.
During the span of one generation, the international distribution
of power has been fundamentally altered. For several centuries it
had proved impossible for any one nation to gajn such preponder-
ant strength that a coalition of other nations could not in time face
it with greater strength. The international scene was marked by
recurring periods of violence and war, but a system of sovereign
and independent states was maintained, over which no state was
able to achieve hegemony.
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Two complex sets of factors have now basically altered this his-
torical distribution of power. First, the defeat of Germany and Japan
and the decline of the British and French Empires have interacted
with the development of the United States and the Soviet Union in
such a way that power has increasingly gravitated to these two
centers. Second, the Soviet Union, unlike previous aspirants to
hegemony, is animated by a new fanatic faith, antithetical to our
own, and seeks to impose its absolute authority over the rest of the
world. Conflict has, therefore, become endemic and is waged, on
the part of the Soviet Union, by violent or non-violent methods in
accordance with the dictates of expediency. With the development
of increasingly terrifying weapons of mass destruction, every indi-
vidual faces the ever-present possibility of annihilation should the
conflict enter the phase of total war.

On the one hand, the people of the world yearn for relief from
the anxiety arising from the risk of atomic war. On the other hand,
any substantial further extension of the area under the domination
of the Kremlin would raise the possibility that no coalition ade-
quate to confront the Kremlin with greater strength could be assem-
bled. It is in this context that this Republic and its citizens in the
ascendancy of their strength stand in their deepest peril.

The issues that face us are momentous, involving the fulfillment
or destruction not only of this Republic but of civilization itself.
They are issues which will not await our deliberations. With con-
science and resolution this Government and the people it represents
must now take new and fateful decisions.

The Kremlin regards the United States as the only major threat
to the achievement of its fundamental design. There is a basic con-
flict between the idea of freedom under a government of laws, and
the idea of slavery under the grim oligarchy of the Kremlin, which
has come to a crisis with the polarization of power described in
Segtion I, and the exclusive possession of atomic weapons by the
two protagonists. The idea of freedom, moreover, is peéuliarly and
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intolerably subversive of the idea of slavery. But the converse is not
true. The implacable purpose of the slave state to eliminate the
challenge of freedom has placed the two great powers at opposite
poles. It is this fact which gives the present polarization of power
the quality of crisis. ,

The free society values the individual as an end in himself, requir-
ing of him only that measure of self-discipline and self-restraint
which make the rights of each individual compatible with the
rights of every other individual. The freedom of the individual has
as its counterpart, therefore, the negative responsibility of the indi-
vidual not to exercise his freedom in ways inconsistent with the
freedom of other individuals and the positive responsibility to make
constructive use of his freedom in the building of a just society.

From this idea of freedom with responsibility derives the mar-
velous diversity, the deep tolerance, the lawfulness of the free soci-
ety. This is the explanation of the strength of free men. It constitutes
the integrity and the vitality of a free and democratic system. The
free society attempts to create and maintain an environment in
which every individual has the opportunity to realize his creative
powers. It also explains why the free society tolerates those within
it who would use their freedom to destroy it. By the same token, in
relations between nations, the prime reliance of the free society is
on the strength and appeal of its idea, and it feels no compulsion
sooner or later to bring all societies into conformity with it.

For the free society does not fear, it welcomes, diversity. It derives
its strength from its hospitality even to antipathetic ideas. It is a
market for free trade in ideas, secure in its faith that free men will
take the best wares, and grow to a fuller and better realization of
their powers in exercising their choice.

The idea of freedom is the most contagious idea in history, more
contagious than the idea of submission to authority. For the breadth
of freedom cannot be tolerated in a society which has come under

the domination of an individual or group of individuals with a will
to absolute power. Where the despot holds absolute power—the
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absolute power of the absolutely powerful will—all other wills
must be subjugated in an act of willing submission, d degradation
willed by the individual upon himself under the compulsion of a
perverted faith. It is the first article of this faith that he finds and
can only find the meaning of his existence in serving the ends of
the system. The system becomes God, and submission to the will
of God becomes submission to the will of the 'system.- It is not
enough to. yield outwardly to the system—even Gandhian non-
violence is not acceptable—for the spirit of resistance and the devo-
tion to a higher authority might then remain, and the individual
would not be wholly submissive.

Thus unwillingly our free society finds itself mortally challenged
by the Soviet system. No other value system is so wholly irrecon-
cilable with ours, so implacable in its purpose to destroy ours, so
capable of turning to its own uses the most dangerous and divisive
trends in our own society, no other so skillfully and powerfully
evokes the elements of irrationality in human nature everywhere,
and no other has the support of a great and growing center of mil-
itary power.

Questions

1. Why does NSC 68 view the Soviet Union as different from other great
powers? :

2. What does NSC 68 see as the essential elements of the “free society™?

4
{
s
}



